
        
            
                
            
        

    
Attempted Rescuing

Never trust a dragon – even Jonathan knows that.

With his peaceful life as a scholar far behind him and his ever-growing mountain of debt to the Department of Taxation hanging over him, Jonathan can’t afford to play it safe. If he wants to get his castle back, he’ll need to take a few risks. At least he’s not facing danger alone.

Whether it’s his faithful butler, a former paladin, a shapeshifter who might have gotten stuck, a land-loving merman, a wandering werewolf, a huntress in disguise, or a raccoon who can remodel the landscape, Jonathan will have plenty of company as he runs (or is dragged) headlong into danger. And he’ll need every bit of help he can get if he wants to make it through their next mission alive.

For once, Jonathan isn’t the one being rescued. Nope. He and the others have been asked to brave the perils of a legendary dragon’s labyrinth to help another vampire prove that love really does conquer all. Or maybe it doesn’t when the ‘all’ includes elementals, zombies, and only the gods know what else. After all, nothing says probable death like a dragon with a smile.

Oh well. Jonathan might not be a fan of probable death… but he’ll take it over certain death any day of the week.
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Attempted Rescuing


Prologue

Eric bit back a grin and reached out to stop Roger from swiping the fruit off his plate. The raccoon had once tried to justify his kleptomaniacal attitude toward fruit by arguing that it was the only way he could fight off the horrors of scurvy, but nobody – not even Susannah – had believed him. The truth was far simpler. Roger liked fruit. Eric had fruit. Ergo, Roger could get more fruit by taking Eric’s fruit. It was a simple tactic with a long history of success. Roger was cute and cuddly enough that the overwhelming majority of people would simply laugh, let him take their fruit, and then go off to get more… which Roger would probably filch too.

After all, it would be such a shame if the adorable raccoon in wizard’s robes had to go hungry.

But Eric was not most people.

The cruel, merciless, unforgiving heart of a werewolf beat within his chest. He’d also seen what Roger could do when he cut loose with his magic. Cute? Sure. Cuddly? Definitely? A walking natural disaster who could remodel the landscape? Absolutely. Roger’s growl after being caught might be exceedingly adorable, but all Eric heard was a threat to his food.

Had Roger been another werewolf, Eric would have growled back to show him how menacing a growl could really be. Young pups occasionally needed reminders to not get too ahead of themselves, and a threatening growl was better than the limb-ripping and throat-tearing approach that his more violent kinsmen favoured. A young werewolf could survive those injuries, but it was hardly pleasant. He knew that from personal experience.

Then again, it was hilarious watching Roger fail so miserably in his attempts to take his fruit. Oh, sure, in a real fight, Roger wouldn’t bother with trying to be sneaky. He’d find a good place to stand before blasting away with his magic. But this was not a real fight, and Roger couldn’t use his magic lest he destroy the fruit. As the raccoon glared and prepared to make another attempt, Susannah giggled and put her arms around him. Due to his small stature, it was difficult for him to eat at a normal table using a regular chair. He could either put a box on a chair, or he could sit on the huntress’s lap. He usually chose the latter, claiming that no self-respecting war wizard could sit on a box and preserve their dignity. Eric failed to see how sitting on the lap of a sixteen-year-old girl was the more dignified option, but Roger insisted that it was. And who was he to argue with the wisdom of a war wizard, albeit one who was currently engaged in petty theft?

“Roger, stop being obnoxious. That’s Eric’s fruit.”

The raccoon gestured animatedly and made several noises. After weeks in Roger’s company, Eric had finally begun to understand him thanks to a combination of learning raccoon sign language from Roger and Jonathan and further developing his ability to understand animals. Most werewolves could understand animals to a degree, but the ability usually started off fairly weak before strengthening with age. However, werewolves were nothing if not adaptable. Throw a werewolf into an awful situation and give them time to adjust, and it wouldn’t be long before they made the best of it. As long as a werewolf was alive, they would only continue to adapt.

For example, werewolves preferred to live in and around forests, but they could also be found everywhere from caves and mountains to deserts and glaciers. The only place werewolves couldn’t live was in the ocean, but that was because they still needed to breathe. He also didn’t think that the ocean’s resident mermen would be too pleased if a bunch of werewolves showed up and tried to claim territory, not that they’d have much luck. He’d once mentioned the idea to Blue Scales, and his friend had laughed good-naturedly before pointing out the obvious.

“My friend,” Blue Scales had said. “I have nothing but respect for your people’s skills on the battlefield, but if werewolves somehow manage to conquer the oceans, then something has gone horribly wrong with merman society.”

Eric had never had a pressing need to communicate with animals, but Roger was too important to the group for his words to go unheard. Jonathan was trying to craft a translation charm, but it was taking longer than expected. The vampire had never made one before, and they’d been unable to find a charm in a store for him to copy. Translation charms for humanoid species were widely available, but raccoons were sufficiently different that they needed special charms designed specifically for them.

“It’s fine.” Eric smiled beatifically at Roger. He’d already eaten all the fruit he could. Whatever was left on his plate was there simply to mess with Roger. “He is tiny. He could use the extra fruit more than me.” The expression on Roger’s face was perfect. It was as if Eric had offered him a meal covered in hydra venom. The raccoon stared at him with obvious suspicion and nudged Susannah with his elbow.

“Roger, I don’t think he poisoned his fruit.” Susannah snickered, and a Word rustled out. “See? It’s fine. No poison.” Roger grumbled again. “No, I don’t think he bought some kind of miraculous super poison that can avoid magical detection and my senses solely to poison you.”

The raccoon’s expression contorted, and he gingerly reached over and took a slice of apple. He chewed on it contemplatively before reaching for the rest of the fruit and devouring it all with the speed and ferocity of a starving bear who had caught sight of a crippled deer. It was actually rather impressive how quickly he could eat it all, given his size.

Susannah poked Roger in the side. “Roger, what do we say when someone gives us something?” It was sometimes difficult to remember that Roger was the older of the two and supposedly the more mature of the pair as well.

Roger sighed and offered several words and gestures of thanks before promptly turning to Blue Scales and eyeing the fruit that was on the merman’s plate. Blue Scales ate more than any of them except Eileen, and he was partial to sweets for dessert. If Eric had to guess it was due to the lack of sugary treats beneath the waves. He’d never heard of mermen eating candy before, and the way Blue Scales had reacted the first time he’d eaten cake had made it abundantly clear that there were significant – and delicious – differences between the surface version of cake and what passed for cake in the ocean. Rather than try to swipe the fruit, Roger opted for a different approach. He looked up at Blue Scales with his big, adorable eyes and asked for the fruit. Eric laughed. What a devious war wizard they had.

“Certainly, my friend. This is a little too sweet for my liking. I would have preferred apples.” Blue Scales nodded politely at Miles. “I think I will have more of the fish. Miles, could you please pass the fish?” The butler passed the plate of fish over with his usual efficient grace, and Eric grinned as an expression of pure delight formed on his friend’s face. “Does anyone else want this fish, or can I have the rest?”

“Go ahead.” Aria leaned back in her seat. “I think the rest of us are already done with lunch.”

“You have my thanks.” Blue Scales took a deep breath and savoured the aroma of the fish. “The surface does a wonderful job of cooking fish. My people have their own ways of preparing fish, but the additional seasonings and different cooking styles of the surface make for a delectable contrast. It’s a shame that surface herbs and spices cannot easily be grown beneath the waves. When I return to my people, I will work to set up further trade with the surface. Both sides would benefit from closer contact, provided it is properly managed.”

“That’s how we get you,” Eric teased. “We surface dwellers lure you in with food and then – bam – we’re charging you exorbitant prices and stealing all your gold.”

“Gold is only worth the happiness it can buy. I see no point in hoarding it. Let dragons fill their lairs with gold. If gold can fill my belly with delicious food each day, then I am happy to spend it.” Blue Scales bared his teeth in a smile that any werewolf would have been proud to call their own. “As long as the price is reasonable, of course.”

“That’s the spirit.” Eric reached around Susannah and Roger to slap Blue Scales over the back. The merman had been ill-informed about the prices of various goods and services when he’d first arrived on the surface. Certain merchants had mistaken his ignorance for stupidity, but Blue Scales had not taken long to become a savvy shopper and a fearsome haggler. The merman was not the sort of person to push for unreasonably low prices, but he did insist on fair treatment. Naturally, being a heavily muscled, seven-feet-tall merman didn’t hurt either. Merchants were generally reluctant to cheat someone who could rip them in half with his bare hands, not that Blue Scales would do that. No. He was far too civilised to go around murdering people for a few coins although he had no qualms about putting a bit of fear into those who tried to cheat him. It would, hopefully, make them think twice the next time the opportunity arose.

Aria waited for Blue Scales and Roger to finish eating before she put an end to the casual conversation that filled the dining room of the large house the group maintained. It was a place for them to live when they weren’t on missions, and their recent successes had allowed them to purchase it outright and customise it to better reflect their personalities. It had gone from being a place to eat and sleep between missions to a proper home. They could retire tomorrow, and they would have somewhere to live in a nice part of the city. The only people who didn’t live there were Jonathan and Miles. They were content to stay with Jonathan’s friend, Martin. Eric had never met the other vampire, but the fact that he’d taken in Jonathan and Miles after the noble had lost everything spoke well of him. There was an old werewolf saying that suited the situation perfectly: fair weather friends are not friends at all, but a friend who is willing to take you in when you have nothing but the clothes on your back is a treasure more valuable than gold.

“We were all there for the meeting with our newest client, so we know the restrictions we’ll be working under. They’re not ideal, but we’ve dealt with worse before. I’ll explain what I think we should do, but I want to check something first. How much experience do you all have with rescue missions? I did my fair share before I left my order – you’d be amazed by how many people are kidnapped by cultists each year – but adventurers don’t get this sort of work as frequently. If you have any experience, I’d be happy to hear your thoughts.”

Eric took a sip of his wine. It wasn’t the best he’d ever had, but it was very, very impressive for the price they’d paid. The group could thank Miles for that. Years of helping Jonathan live frugally had given the butler an incredible eye for bargains, and his taste was impeccable. Eric put his cup down and gave Aria his full attention. He loved his people, but he had come to appreciate the differences between Aria’s leadership style in comparison to the typical werewolf approach.

Amongst werewolves, the strong ruled. Alaric the Great Silver had done his best to ensure that wisdom and cunning were valued more highly than ever before, but werewolf culture would always revolve around strength. Aria was not the strongest member of their group, but she was a skilled strategist and tactician who understood how to leverage people’s strengths and mitigate their weaknesses. She would have been a mediocre werewolf, but he could see why she’d been an excellent paladin.

“To be honest,” Eric said. “The standard werewolf approach would be to march in there, kill everybody involved, and then call it a day. There would likely be some eating of our enemies involved too, but I don’t think that would be the best way to approach this mission. Blue Scales?”

The merman shook his head. “I am a warrior amongst my people. My days were spent in open combat against our enemies. Rescue missions tend to involve subtlety, and I am not especially subtle.”

Jonathan and Miles shook their heads.

“I think I’ve been rescued more often than I’ve done the rescuing,” Jonathan said. “The only real experience I have with missions of any kind is the experience I’ve acquired as part of this group.”

“To be fair, sir, you are improving rapidly,” Miles said. “You have held your own on the last several missions.”

“Miles is right. You’re getting better, and it’s not as if you can change the past.” Susannah gave Roger a fond scratch behind the ears and ran a hand through his fur. It was a habit of hers, Eric had noticed, a way of occupying her hands while she thought. “My grandpa has a saying: don’t cry about the past – do better next time. The missions I’ve taken have usually involved killing monsters. And if a monster is already dead – like, say, a zombie or a skeleton – then I need to make it extremely dead. As for Roger…”

The raccoon gestured, and all of them chuckled. War wizards were notoriously poor at subtlety and negotiation. They were not trained to rescue people or to de-escalate situations. They were trained to remodel large chunks of the landscape and to obliterate anyone too slow to get out of the way. The calling cards of a war wizard were piles of corpses and massive property damage.

Eileen, who was currently in her bear form, shook her head. She seldom talked about her life before she’d met Aria, but none of them could blame her. Whatever had happened to her had left her cursed and unable to take on a humanoid form. From what Eric had been able to piece together, she’d lived a relatively normal life until she’d been cursed, so dwelling on her past would only make her sad. In response to her distress, a shadow imp appeared. The little creature patted her on the head and scampered off to get her the last slice of beef. Eric smiled faintly. Eileen’s imps must have truly cared about her because shadow imps were not known for their kindness or compassion.

“In that case, let me go over the key points when it comes to rescue missions. I’ve found it’s generally better to give people an idea of what to expect before you start a mission, rather than trying to get everyone up to speed when events are already in motion.” Aria leaned forward. “A rescue mission is exactly that – a mission where you rescue people. That might sound obvious, but I cannot emphasise it enough. Too many people get caught up in trying to kill or capture the kidnappers. Whilst our client would be happy to see those responsible dead, his primary concern – and therefore our primary objective – is the safe retrieval of our target. She must be our top priority. If she is seriously injured or killed, then we fail the mission, regardless of what happens to her kidnappers.” Aria shook her head. “I’ve seen plenty of rescue missions go awry because people decided that killing the kidnappers or levelling their hideout came first.” She gave Roger a pointed look.

The raccoon puffed out his cheeks and did his best to appear innocent, but none of them were buying it. He had been a tad… overenthusiastic during their last mission. No one had any problems with him blasting pirates with his magic, but he hadn’t checked what those same pirates had on the decks of their ships before setting them ablaze. To be fair, only fools stored dwarven blasting powder out in the open, rather than below decks in properly sealed containers, but pirates were hardly known for their inspiring levels of intelligence. It was why taking a peek through a spyglass or waiting for Jonathan to use his scrying magic first was essential.

The resulting explosions had definitely dealt with the pirates, but they had also come perilously close to sinking the ships they were supposed to be protecting. It was mainly due to luck that they’d avoided any losses, and their client had not been pleased. They had, of course, stuck up for Roger. He was part of their group and a friend, but they had also asked him to be a bit more careful in the future. There were times – like in the crab-infested halls of Mordrath – when it was better to strike first and ask questions later. However, there were also times when a small measure of patience went a long way.

“Don’t worry,” Susannah said. “He’ll be fine. He’s not going to blow anything up until our target is safely out of harm’s way. Although… if I see the opportunity, should I try to eliminate those responsible?”

Aria pursed her lips. It was a reasonable question. Susannah was, by far, the best archer that Eric had ever seen. It was entirely possible that she’d get a chance to pick off the culprit during the rescue. “Not until we’ve gotten our target clear of danger. If the culprit goes down too early, there’s going to be chaos amongst his followers. They might panic and do something stupid. It’s not unheard of for hostages to be executed if their captors panic.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Susannah and Roger gave Aria cheerful salutes. “Target first.”

“There are two things you have to know if you’re going to carry out a rescue mission,” Aria said. “Where your target is and who – or what – is guarding them. In our case, what do we know?”

Jonathan replied. He had the best memory in the group and a keen eye for detail that had served him well, first as a scholar and then as an adventurer. “Our client is a vampire noble who wants us to get his human mistress back. Based on the information that he has provided, we can be fairly confident that she was kidnapped by a group that answers to a lich who has set himself up as a warlord just over the border in a dense, probably haunted, forest. We know that the lich has dozens of men working for him, but he probably has zombies, skeletons, and other creatures under his command too. If recent reports are accurate, the majority of his men are similar to bandits, at least in terms of skill and power. What we don’t know is if he has any allies that he can call upon quickly or where, precisely, his lair is located in the forest.”

“It’s a big forest,” Eric said. “I’ve been there before. It’s definitely haunted although we should be able to handle any nasties it sends our way. It’s an easy place to get lost in for both mundane and magical reasons, which might be why the lich chose it. Trying to march a large force of regular soldiers through it would be a disaster. They’d be spotted and picked off long before they could reach him. A smaller, elite force has a much better chance of reaching him. But if he’s smart – and liches usually are – he’ll be using the forest’s magic to bolster his own defences. He should notice if we start snooping around, but there’s a chance we can trace those same magical defences back to his lair.”

“Excellent.” Aria grinned at Jonathan’s confused expression. Few vampire nobles were as expressive as he was. It could occasionally work against him, but Eric had noticed that many of the vampire nobles they’d dealt with seemed relieved to be talking to someone who wasn’t a master of political intrigue. Keeping track of all the treachery and skulduggery must get exhausting after a while. “I’m pleased because we have a decent idea of what we’re up against and because what we do know makes our course of action clear: we need to locate the lich’s lair and get a better grasp of his forces without revealing ourselves.”

“I could try what Eric suggested, but the lich could have measures in place to detect someone tracing his magic. I’m not an expert in that area, I’m afraid.” Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “If we need to, I could blanket the forest with multiple uses of [Scry]. I should be able to find him, but he would definitely notice us.”

“That’s one option.” Aria’s grin turned impish. “But can any of you think of another solution? I have.”

Eric’s eyes gleamed. He knew what she was thinking. It wasn’t a solution a powerful person would have come up with, but paladins were frequently less powerful than the otherworldly foes they faced. “Infiltration.” His lips curled. “We need someone to join the lich’s forces. That person can then smuggle out information about the lich’s forces and his location while the rest of us wait in the forest, but not so close that we draw the lich’s attention.” Eric thought back to why he’d visited the forest in the past. “There are plenty of reasons for adventurers to be in the forest, and I doubt the lich will pick a fight unless he thinks he has been discovered. The last time I was there, it was to harvest rare plants and to hunt down three of the rarer creatures. Apothecaries and alchemists love the exotic ingredients, and they’ll pay handsomely to avoid having to put themselves in danger to get them.”

“When I was with my order, we would occasionally do infiltration work that required us to pose as cultists. It wasn’t easy, but it was effective. In retrospect, the successes of both myself and my instructor may have contributed to both of us eventually being accused of heresy.” Aria shrugged. “But that’s neither here nor there. The question, now, is which of us should go. Jonathan, care to make a suggestion?”

Eric watched Jonathan mull over the question. This was another thing he appreciated about Aria. Rather than hoarding her skills and experience, she tried to share what she knew by walking them through her thought processes. Not all of them needed the help, and she only did it when they had ample time to talk since long, detailed discussions in the midst of combat tended to end poorly. However, they had all benefited, with Jonathan eagerly soaking up every bit of wisdom he could get since he’d joined the group with essentially zero combat experience.

“Hmm…” Jonathan tapped his fingers on the table absentmindedly before folding his hands together when he noticed what he was doing. “I don’t think it should be me or Miles. The lich is supposed to hate vampires, and I’m sure he’d be suspicious if an old man tried to join – no offence, Miles.”

“None taken, sir. Banditry and mercenary work tend to be the domains of younger men. A man of my years trying to join would undoubtedly draw unwanted attention.”

“Blue Scales is probably out too since he’s a merman.” Jonathan nodded apologetically at Blue Scales. “From what I’ve heard, the lich’s men are mostly humans. Any recruiters amongst them would focus on hiring humans. That’s usually how it is with bandits and other outlaws, or so I’ve been told.”

“That is correct,” Blue Scales said. “Before we met the rest of you, Eric and I dealt with many bandits. It was easy work although it did not pay especially well unless there was loot to be seized. Almost all of those groups were as you describe: humans working with other humans, orcs working with other orcs, goblins working with other goblins, and so on. The lich might have the power to force a disparate group of people to cooperate, but why would he bother when there are so many human bandits and mercenaries available?” Blue Scales chuckled. “I am aware of how uncomfortable I make certain surface dwellers. If they had to hire someone who wasn’t human, they would choose an orc, goblin, or dark elf long before they ever considered a merman.”

“I also don’t think they’d accept women – not for anything pleasant, that is – which rules out you and Susannah. As for Roger, I doubt they’d take him since he’s a raccoon.” Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “That leaves Eileen and Eric. Eileen is a shapeshifter, so the lich might be suspicious of her despite how useful she’d be, and Eric…”

“I’d have a decent chance of being accepted. Werewolves and vampires are often enemies, and it’s not unusual for wandering werewolves to take on mercenary work if the pay is right although resorting to banditry isn’t common.” Eric scoffed. Mercenary work was acceptable, but banditry? No decent werewolf would stoop to that level.

“I agree,” Aria said. “But we need you to be accepted as quickly as possible, which is why we’ll be staging a robbery of a merchant caravan belonging to our client with you as the culprit. Naturally, you’ll be disguising yourself. You can dye your hair and take a potion to change the colour of your eyes. We can also ask our client to send his followers out to spread rumours about it along the border, and Eileen and I have helped several merchants who travel there frequently. They can also spread the word. Once you join, you can use Eileen’s shadow imps to communicate. It’s possible that the lich can detect them if they linger, but they’re nearly impossible to notice if they’re simply coming and going with messages.”

“That sounds fine to me, but will our client go for it?” Eric asked.

“I think he will. He’s desperate. If we say this is his best option, he’ll agree.” Aria nodded firmly. “From the way he talked about her, I think he’d marry his mistress if it was socially acceptable.”

“He did seem rather enamoured with her,” Jonathan said. “I’m no expert in romance, but he didn’t talk about her the way I’ve heard many other vampires talk about their human mistresses.”

“You could still take Roger,” Susannah said. “It’s not something we’ve had to use while we’ve been part of the group, but…” She glanced at Roger for permission. The raccoon’s awkward nod was accompanied by an expression more serious than Eric had seen outside of the horror of Mordrath. This wasn’t Roger the mischievous, fruit-stealing raccoon. This was Roger the war wizard. “It’s this.” She reached into her quiver and pulled out a small collar.

“What’s that?” Aria asked.

“It’s a magic-supressing collar. The Raccoon Empire uses these to deal with criminals and to help young raccoons who are struggling to control their magic. You’ve all seen Roger in action. Raccoons from the empire have far more magic than most humans, and it can be difficult for them to control their powers when they’re young. Some of them – the strongest – can be a threat to themselves and others until they learn to control their magic better. Collars like these can either weaken their magic or suppress it entirely, which is basically the same as concealing it.”

Roger made a pained sound and buried his face against Susannah’s side. Eric grimaced in sympathy. He knew how it felt to lose control of himself and harm a friend. Thankfully, his friend had been another werewolf, so he’d been fine. However, it hadn’t been pleasant to return to his senses and see all of that blood – his friend’s blood – on his hands. It was why young werewolves rarely greeted the full moon alone. It was safer to have an older, stronger werewolf there in case they lost control of themselves.

Susannah scratched Roger’s back comfortingly. “Hey, that wasn’t your fault. Besides, that’s why I practice with you. I can heal from practically anything.”

It was easy for Eric to imagine a younger Roger losing control of his magic during a spar or a training session. Even if Susannah healed, knowing that he’d injured her would have troubled the affable raccoon greatly.

“Easy there, buddy.” Eric patted Roger on the head, which earned him a half-hearted glare. “We all make mistakes. I could have killed one of my friends if he hadn’t also been a werewolf. You can’t change what happened, but you can do your best to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Roger huffed and grumbled, but there was a spark of gratitude in his eyes. He also didn’t bite Eric’s hand, so the words must have been appreciated.

“With the collar on, Roger could take off his robes and pretend to be a normal raccoon, and nobody would be the wiser. It would hide his magic, and he used to do it all the time when he was younger since there were normal raccoons back where we lived.”

Aria’s lips twitched. “Oh?”

Roger smirked and explained with a combination of sounds and sign language. Apparently, there was nothing quite as funny as stealing a freshly baked apple pie off a windowsill while pretending to be a normal raccoon, so people would blame it on them instead of him. Of course, how successful he was depended heavily on who was around. Susannah’s granny had always known when he’d done it, but she’d pretended not to know it was him since she found it amusing. Her grandaunt was another story, and it had only taken Roger one attempt – and one near-death experience – to realise that his hijinks were best left for when she was not around.

“That sounds great, but can he take it off himself?” Eric asked. “Because if a fight breaks out, and he’s stuck with that collar on…” Across the table, Jonathan shuddered. It didn’t take a veteran adventurer to guess what might happen to Roger without his magic.

“He’ll be fine.” Susannah held up the collar. “The collars for criminals can’t be removed without outside help, but the collars for raccoons who are learning to control their magic are designed to be removed quickly, in case of emergency.” Susannah put the collar away. “Roger hasn’t needed help with his control in years, but the collar can also be useful if he needs to sneak around. You can also use it on other people although it might not work as well on them as it does on raccoons. It won’t fit around a human’s neck, but I have won fights by slapping it on an opponent’s wrist and hitting them before they realise what’s going on. In a close fight, disrupting someone’s magic can be devastating.”

“Then it sounds as though we’ve got our plan.” Eric grinned at Roger and reached over to get the last of the fruit. He put it on Roger’s plate. “I guess we’ll be spending more time together.”

* * *

Eric watched Roger munch on the fruit with obvious delight. Good grief. The raccoon was really playing up the whole greedy pet angle, right down to nudging the hand of the camp’s cook for more.

“Hah!” Darren laughed and gave Roger another piece of apple. “He’s a cute, little guy, isn’t he?” The cook settled down onto the log next to Eric as Roger scampered into the werewolf’s lap. “Where’d you find him? I wouldn’t mind having a raccoon myself, but the raccoons in the forest would rather bite off your hand than hang around.”

Eric scratched Roger behind his ears. The raccoon had repeatedly pointed out that he wasn’t in Susannah’s league although he was improving rapidly. “Raccoons are a troublesome bunch. I’ll give you that.” Roger huffed and nipped his hand. “I was camping in another forest, and this guy must have been hungry because he wandered in and started pawing at my supplies. I guess he enjoyed what he found because he’s been with me ever since.”

“Is that so?” Darren stared into the campfire. “I had a dog like that once. He just… turned up. My pa said we shouldn’t keep him. He was another mouth to feed when we were already struggling, but I kept him anyway. I fed him scraps off my own plate, and he loved catching rats and other vermin.” Darren rubbed his hands together to ward off a chill that had nothing to do with the cold that had descended on the camp when the sun set. “He was a great dog, but he was already old when I found him. He only lasted a few years, but those… those were fun years. Sometimes, I still find myself waiting for him at dinner time. He’d run off now and then, but he’d always be back in time for dinner.”

Eric’s gaze ran over the rest of the camp. There were dozens of bandits huddled around campfires amidst the ruins, and there were dozens of extra skeletons and zombies on patrol. Thankfully, the largest of the zombies were zombie bears and zombie wolves. The lich didn’t have anything truly nightmarish to throw at them. A zombie hydra would have been awful to fight, to say nothing of a zombie dragon. If he’d seen one of those, he’d have found an excuse to go on patrol before grabbing Roger and running for it. Zombie dragons were generally less powerful than their living kin, but a weak dragon was nevertheless leagues above everything else.

The lich was also worried about attempts to usurp his power, so he hadn’t hired anyone with the strength to pose a serious threat to him. It wasn’t necessarily a bad idea, given how common treachery was amongst lower-end bandits and mercenaries, but it would make Eric and the group’s lives a lot easier. A lich was genuinely dangerous, but everyone else here should be relatively easy to deal with, provided they could keep them from leveraging their numbers properly.

“Losing a dog… that’s tough. But how’d you end up cooking for a bunch of bandits? You already know why I’m here, but from the way you talk, I’m guessing you grew up on a farm. Why not stay there? Sure, farming isn’t exciting, but it’s decent, respectable work.”

Darren winced. “It’s not a very interesting story compared to yours. You’re the werewolf who robbed the caravan of a vampire noble and got away with it. I can see why you’d come here. Me? I’m nothing special.”

“We’ve got plenty of time.” Eric gestured at the half-fallen tower at the heart of the ruins. “The boss is preparing a ritual, so we’ve got nothing better to do.” He glanced briefly at the young woman held captive in a cage atop one of the crumbling stone altars that dotted the ruins. The whole place gave him the creeps. Something awful had happened here in the past, and something awful would happen again if the lich got his way.

It was tempting to try to free their target now, but until the lich was fully occupied with his ritual, there was a decent chance that any attempt to free her would be met with a storm of deadly magic. Eric might survive, but there was no guarantee she would. “It’s a pity about her, though. I don’t know a lot about evil ancient rituals, but it’s not going to end well for her.” The old bloodstains and crushed bones on the altar told their own story, and it was not pleasant.

Darren flinched. Eric wasn’t the only person who’d noticed the kindly cook slipping the woman extra food despite the lich’s orders to let her starve in order to break her will for the ritual. Eric hadn’t snitched on him, and neither had any of the others who’d noticed. None of the other bandits could cook worth a damn, and Darren had the seemingly magical ability to take whatever random ingredients the bandits were able to scrounge up and turn them into hearty, delicious fare fit for a proper tavern in the better part of town. Besides, the way the bandits saw it, the woman was doomed anyway. Who cared if she got a decent meal before the lich sacrificed her? It wasn’t worth losing their only cook over it. It also reaffirmed the main reason that many of the bandits trusted Darren. He might be completely useless in a fight, but he was a kind-hearted fellow, not the sort of person to slip poison into their meals. Would they be able to say the same about whoever replaced him?

“I guess you’re right.” Darren stirred his bowl of stew. The smell of it reminded Eric of the meals he’d enjoyed amongst his werewolf kin. There had been laughter, stories, and plenty of youthful mischief. It would be nice to return home eventually, but not yet. The world was a big place, and he had plenty of exploring to do. “I’m sure you’d hear plenty of similar stories if you went and asked around at a tavern. Where I used to live, we had several bad winters and poor harvests in a row.” He smiled, but it got nowhere near his eyes. “We had too many mouths to feed and not enough to go around.” Darren was only in his mid-twenties, but his expression was haunted. Eric had seen it before. Survivors often had it, both the ones who’d turned out mean because of the suffering they’d endured and those who’d managed to stay kind despite their pain. “I tried to find honest work. I swear I did. I asked everyone I could, but nobody had any food or coin to spare. Everyone was struggling.”

Darren raised another spoonful of stew to his lips. “I didn’t want any of my siblings to go hungry, so I left… and I ended up falling in with bandits.” He gestured at his big, bulky body that wasn’t quite fat. “They took me in because I’m big. Sure, I was skin and bones back then, but I grew up working on my family’s farm next to my pa. I was tall, and I had broad shoulders. They must have thought I’d be scary once they got food into me.” He laughed self-deprecatingly. “Turns out that I’m terrible at hurting people.” He stared at his hands. They were big, strong hands with calluses from years of farm work, yet Eric had a hard time imagining them holding a spear or a sword. Darren was simply not that kind of man. “That’s not right. I can hurt people, but I hate doing it. They were going to throw me out, but their cook got killed during a raid. I decided to give it a try.”

Eric had a spoonful of his own stew. He’d have to ask for the recipe. He was sure Blue Scales would enjoy it. “It worked out.”

“It did.” Darren smiled faintly. “I never did a lot of cooking back home, but I learned quickly. Cooking… it makes sense to me the way fighting makes sense to other people. The rest of the bandits enjoyed my cooking, so they let me stay. Nowadays, they don’t ask me to go on raids with them. All I have to do is cook.” He dragged in a deep breath. “I’ve thought about leaving. I could cook somewhere else. I know I could. But it’s not that simple anymore, if it ever was.”

Eric smiled mirthlessly. “People don’t normally leave bandit groups alive. You can’t have people spreading information around. Sure, they might let you leave camp, but that’s only so they can ambush you on your way out of the forest.”

Darren nodded grimly. “I know. Nobody has ever outright said they’d kill me if I tried to leave, but I’m not stupid. Maybe I could have left before all this, but now that we work for a lich? I’d never make it out of the forest alive.” He handed Roger another piece of apple. The raccoon was oddly quiet. He must be considering their options when it came to Darren. They’d have to cut their way through the bandits during the rescue, but neither of them wanted to strike Darren down. He seemed a decent fellow, and he was hardly a threat in battle. “I’ve been cooking for the same group of bandits this whole time, and we joined Lord Darkheart a year ago. He might be a lich, but he pays generously, and he waits until you’re dead before he turns you into a zombie unless you’ve managed to anger him. That’s not awful, all things considered. But I do worry.”

“Worried that he might finally pick a fight he can’t win?”

Darren shuddered and had another spoonful of stew. The delightful aroma was a stark contrast to their dreary surroundings. The ruins were dreadfully bleak, but the forest had somehow gotten even darker and more haunted than the last time Eric had been there. “Yes. Anyone who can beat Lord Darkheart will rip through the rest of us without breaking a sweat.”

“You’ve got a point.” Eric turned back to the crumbling tower. It was nearly time for them to make their move. The longer the lich spent on the ritual, the more of his power and attention would be invested in it. They couldn’t let him finish, but letting him go on for a bit longer would weaken him. “Darren, you’re a nice guy, and you’ve been kind to Roger. It would be a real shame if something happened to you.” He patted him on the shoulder. “If there’s trouble, don’t worry about trying to fight. You’re a cook, not a warrior. Find somewhere safe to hide and wait for me to give the all clear, okay?”

Darren was speechless. Kindness amongst bandits was not commonplace. “I… okay. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Hey!” Eric turned as a bandit hurried forward with a clearly aggravated snake. He would have pointed out the idiocy of carrying around an angry, venomous reptile, but this particular bandit was renowned for being… less than a genius, even by bandit standards. “I caught this snake. Want to see if your raccoon can beat it in a fight?”

Eric needed several moments to formulate a reply. That was easily the most bizarre thing that Eric had heard all week. Who caught a snake and then immediately thought of having it fight a raccoon? Roger snickered and nudged his arm. Oh? Well, if the raccoon wanted to give it a try, who was he to object? Besides, it would make for an excellent distraction. “Sure. Can we bet on it?”

“Damn straight we can, but there’s no way a raccoon can beat a snake.”

“I’ve got gold in my pocket that says he can, but have you got the guts to back your snake?”

“Gold, eh? Fine! I’ll take that bet!”

* * *

Susannah tried not to giggle as Roger fought the snake. Other than Eileen and her shadow imps, she was the only one with the stealth to sneak this close to the ruins, but even she couldn’t get closer without risking detection. Rather than relying on a single form of magical protection, the lich had a variety of magical defences in place. She could break through them, but he would be alerted to her presence.

Everyone else was with Eileen. Once they got the signal to attack, the shapeshifter would take on her eagle form and carry them to the ruins. Carrying so many people wouldn’t be easy, but she wouldn’t have to carry them far. It also wouldn’t matter if the lich noticed them. With all of them there, the lich and his forces would have their hands full trying to hold them off. When the fighting started, Susannah could use the chaos to sneak over and free their target. By the time the lich realised how poor his position was, he would no longer have the woman to use as a hostage. The lich might have skeletons, zombies, and bandits to help him, but Susannah was confident they could beat him, as long as they didn’t have to worry about protecting the woman too. Heck, once their target was out of the way, she fully expected Roger to cut loose. Crowd control was a role that war wizards excelled at, and only the lich had the power to contest his magic.

As the battle between Roger and the snake continued, Susannah saw Eric hand a note to one of Eileen’s shadow imps. The creature took the note and vanished, and Eric tossed a tightly wrapped bundle into a nearby campfire. With the bandits engrossed in the contest, none of them noticed that the smoke from the fire had grown thicker. On a cloudy night, it would have been easy to miss, but the lich’s ritual required the light of a full moon. The smoke would let Eileen know where to land, and the shadow imp would let her know that it was finally time to attack while also passing on valuable information about the lich’s forces.

“Come on, snake!” a bandit screamed. “Get that damn raccoon! I’ve got gold riding on you!”

Susannah smirked. As if it would be that easy. It was true that Roger was awful at close combat, but that was only in comparison to regular opponents. Against a snake, a creature closer to him in size and strength, he could hold his own. The raccoons of the Raccoon Empire had developed ways of fighting that used their potent magic to enhance their strength, speed, and durability to levels beyond any normal raccoon. Roger had passing familiarity with those techniques, but he had never devoted himself to them since his studies as a war wizard had demanded all of his attention. That was the domain of raccoon warrior monks. However, the basics of those techniques were sufficient to let him fight off a snake. The snake might be vicious, but it lacked the durability to ignore Roger’s attacks the way a grown man or a larger beast would have.

The reptile lunged forward in a desperate bid to sink its fangs into Roger, but her friend bobbed away. His claws flashed out – once, twice, and then a third time. None of the strikes had the strength to end the match, but each took its toll. Snakes were not the toughest creatures in the world, and Roger had been slowly but surely wearing his opponent down. The snake faltered, and Roger sprang. He landed several blows that had the snake staggering about drunkenly, and the cries of jubilation and despair from the bandits grew louder. Amongst the loudest of them all was the cook who had evidently taken a liking to Roger. He had started the fight silent and withdrawn, perhaps fearful of what was about to unfold, but he had grown louder and louder as it became clear who would win the fight.

“Come on!” the cook bellowed. “Finish off that snake!”

Suddenly, the bandits went silent as a shadow fell over the camp and blocked the light of the moon. They glanced at each other and then peered up. It was Eileen, which meant it was time for Susannah to get to work. Blue Scales leapt off Eileen’s back and landed in the middle of the gathering with a loud crash. For several seconds, the bandits could only stare uncomprehendingly at the towering merman. His scales were resplendent in the moonlight, close to luminous, and his trident glowed a vibrant blue.

“Good evening.” Blue Scales raised his trident. “And before you ask – no, you are not imagining this. [Water Spears].” The Word ripped water out of dozens of containers scattered around the camp, and spears of liquid thudded into the crowd of bandits.

“Get him!” someone screamed as the bandits scattered. Several trampled their fellows in their haste to put distance between themselves and Blue Scales whilst others tried to push past them to attack. It was a mistake. Their best – possibly only – chance of victory was to swarm Blue Scales and overwhelm him with their numbers. Individually, they were no match for him, and he could use his magic to pick them off at a distance if they tried to stay out of his reach. “Kill the merman!”

However, their efforts to kill Blue Scales were about to run into another problem. He was no longer alone. Eileen landed next to the campfire that Eric had thrown the bundle into, and Aria, Miles, and Jonathan charged into the fray with Eileen on their heels in her bear form. They smashed into the disorganised mob of bandits, and the bandits did what most poorly trained riff raff did when caught off guard by people who actually knew what they were doing – they broke and ran, turning from a semi-organised mob into a panicked horde in which every man was interested only in saving himself.

The zombies and skeletons lumbered forward in a bid to stem the tide – the lich must be truly preoccupied by his ritual if he hadn’t intervened personally yet – but Aria was there to meet them. The former paladin spoke a Word, and purifying light washed over the battlefield. The weaker undead were destroyed outright whilst the stronger ones were driven back and struggled to stay upright. Amidst the commotion, Roger had removed his collar, and the smile on his face was almost lupine. Susannah smiled along with him. Her friend was definitely going to enjoy this.

An [Ash Bolt] slammed into a zombie bear. The animal hurtled back and crashed to the ground, kicking up a spray of dirt. Its rotting flesh melted away as the molten ash clung to its body and filled its insides. A [Fireball] soon followed, and more zombies and skeletons were tossed aside like kindling by the Word. Fire magic might not have been as effective at fighting zombies and skeletons as holy magic, but as Roger was fond of saying, a big enough explosion could beat anything.

The smarter bandits had the brains to go after Roger, but Eric strode forward to greet them with a smile that was all teeth. Rather than whistle for his spear, he let the silver light of the moon wash over him and transformed. The first bandit didn’t bother to fight. He took one look at Eric’s werewolf form and turned, running away as fast as his feet could carry him. Whatever the lich was paying him, he wasn’t about to fight a werewolf during a full moon. The other bandits made the mistake of trying their luck.

Needless to say, they were not very lucky.

Fighting a werewolf with a normal weapon was typically a bad idea unless you knew what you were doing. These bandits did not know what they were doing. Eric’s roar shook the camp, and he swatted them aside with ease. A spear flew through the air, but he didn’t bother to dodge. Instead, he let the weapon strike him in the shoulder before yanking it out and snapping it in two. The bandit who’d thrown the spear went pale and swallowed thickly. Susannah snickered. There were few things in the world as intimidating as watching a werewolf ignore the injuries they took. Eric roared again and hurled himself at the closest clump of bandits.

“Stay close to Roger,” Aria shouted to Jonathan and Miles. “Let him do the heavy lifting.” Right on cue, the raccoon thrust his paws forward. Another [Ash Bolt] scattered a bunch of ruffians who’d been trying to organise. Those at the centre of the attack went down, covered in white-hot ash. Those further away reeled back and clawed at their faces and exposed skin. More men tried to marshal a coherent defence, but Roger was firmly in his element now. A [Lightning Bolt] had them running for their lives, those that could anyway.

With the whole camp locked in battle, it was time for Susannah to make her move. Murmuring a quick prayer to the gods of the hunt that her clan followed, she launched several arrows into the melee. There were still a handful of bandits trying to whip their panicked fellows into something at least vaguely resembling a proper fighting force, which simply wouldn’t do. The bandits she’d aimed at went down, each with an arrow in their right eye. As she all but skipped toward her target, a pair of men rushed toward the cage that held the young woman. Rather than wait to see what they had planned, she raised her bow again. They fell, each with an arrow in their left eye. She grinned. Alternating between eyes was a decent way to keep sharp. She reached the cage and offered the woman inside a sunny smile and a cheerful greeting.

“Good evening. We’re here to save you. Sorry about all the dead people. I hope they didn’t get any blood on you.”

“Who are you?” the woman asked. She cringed as another explosion shook the camp. That had come from a [Fire Blast], courtesy of Roger. It was overkill for the riff raff they were up against, but he’d spent the past week pretending to be a normal raccoon. It was only fair that he got to cut loose.

“Just to make sure,” Susannah said. “But you are Melissa, right? Lord Blightruin’s mistress?” Eric hadn’t mentioned any other women being held captive here, and the odds of two women with the same description being held by the same lich in the same place were astronomically low. However, it was better to be safe than sorry. Coming back with the wrong woman would be extremely awkward.

“Yes, I am. Did Albert send you?” Melissa’s eyes lit up when Susannah nodded. “I knew he would send someone!”

Susannah examined the cage. The lich hadn’t skimped on security. There were several protective enchantments on it, and it was made out of solid steel.

“How are you going to get me out?” Melissa asked. She was, Susannah realised, a remarkably beautiful woman beneath the grime that had accumulated during her ordeal. It was easy to see why she had drawn Lord Blightruin’s eye. She possessed the same sort of otherworldly beauty as a vampire despite being completely human. “Lord Darkheart has the key to the cage, and there is magic to keep anyone from tampering with the lock. Only he can open –"

Melissa stopped mid-sentence as twin bolts of lightning leapt across the battlefield from Roger and Blue Scales. [Chain Lightning] might not pack the same raw power as a Word like [Lightning Blast], but it was far easier to use. All the caster needed to do was hit their first target, and it would do the rest of the work, leaping to strike multiple additional targets, provided they were nearby. Susannah chuckled. A merman with powerful lightning magic was wonderfully ironic. Could Blue Scales use that Word underwater, or could he only use it safely when he was on land?

“Don’t worry. I’ll have you out of there in a jiffy.” Susannah could try to pick the lock, but magically protected locks could be tricky. Her best bet was to go for the direct approach. “I need you to stand back, crouch down, and turn around. Cover your head too.”

Melissa blinked owlishly and then hurried to obey. Susannah drew her arm back and clenched her hand into a fist. Her magic stirred, and the destructive power of [Shatter] wrapped around her hand. Her punch smashed the cage – enchantments and all – as though it was made of glass. She shoved the broken bits of it aside and helped Melissa to her feet.

“Come with me.”

“But…” Melissa eyed the battle fearfully. She must not have been used to bloodshed.

“You’ll be fine. Your safety is my top priority. I won’t let anything happen to you, and my friends can handle the lich’s forces.” Susannah chuckled. “And, hey, does it look like we’re losing?”

The majority of the bandits were either dead, wished they were dead, or had fled. Similarly, the zombies and skeletons had effectively ceased to exist as a fighting force. A handful of stragglers were still trying to attack, but the rest had realised the truth of their situation. Loyalty was not a strong point amongst bandits, so those that could move under their own power were beating a hasty retreat into the forest. Susannah hoped they ran into bears, wolves, or perhaps a particularly hungry hydra. There were also all manner of ghosts, wraiths, and other nasties lurking about, so the odds of any of them making it out alive were slim to none when they were in such disarray and without the lich’s protection.

It was tempting to think that the battle was over, but the surge of magic from the half-broken tower was a signal that the real battle had only just begun. Susannah took Melissa by the hand and led her toward the edge of the camp. They did not want to be caught in the middle of what was about to happen.

Lord Darkheart – the lich – stormed out of the tower wreathed in a mantle of jagged frost and writhing shadows. “Who dares…” His bellow trailed off as he took in the devastation. His minions – living and dead alike – had been dealt with, and his captive had been freed. “How does this keep happening? I spend a couple of hours conducting a ritual and everything falls apart!” He snarled. “I should have hired those damn dark elves. They might be the most depressing people in the world, but at least they know how to fight!” His jaw clenched, and the azure light that filled his eye sockets blazed. “This will take years to fix!”

Susannah didn’t mean to laugh, but the entire situation was ridiculous. There was a skeleton in elaborate robes glaring at them in a combination of utter fury and complete disbelief. She hadn’t thought a skull without any flesh could be so expressive, but there was no missing his aggravation. The light pouring out of his eye sockets sharpened, and he began to strip power out of the ritual he’d been performing – and it was a lot of power.

If Susannah had been alone, he would have been a fearsome opponent, especially if she had to fight him out in the open. Based on how rapidly his power was rising, he might have greater raw magical power than Roger, which was no small feat. The temperature dropped, and the shadows around them lengthened. There was a reason that many veteran adventurers feared liches. Of course, the best part about being in a group was that Susannah didn’t have to fight alone. Indeed, if everything went right, she wouldn’t have to fight at all.

“I do hope that this doesn’t completely destroy your corpses. I’ve never made a zombie out of a merman before, and I must say that working on the corpse of a shapeshifter sounds fascinating.” The stiff breeze that had filled the ruins turned into a howling gale. Lord Darkheart’s power sang, and tendrils of ice crept across the ground. A sudden chill turned their breath to mist, and the lich pointed with a bony hand. “Die. [Winter Nova]!”

The cataclysmic explosion of razor-sharp ice and frost that followed was impressive – if not particularly well aimed. Several bandits were caught in the seething tide of wintry death and torn to pieces, but the rest of Susannah’s group was already on the move. They scrambled over to Roger, and the raccoon showed once again why he’d been recognised as a war wizard despite his youth.

The Raccoon Empire had a saying: always stab a war wizard in the back if you can, and never get into a magical pissing contest with one if you can avoid it.

Roger clapped his paws together, and a volcanic glow surrounded him. His fur stood on end, and his magic surged. Embers drifted through the air, and the dwindling campfires scattered throughout the ruins roared, their flames leaping and clawing for the sky. The smell of ash and melting rock filled the air, and Roger snarled and thrust his paws forward.

[Flare Nova].

An avalanche of flame and force thundered forward to meet the tidal wave of ice and frost head on. The two Words met with a deafening boom, and clouds of steam billowed outward. Roger laughed, a wild, happy sound, and his magic howled its agreement. This was what he wanted – a magical contest where he had to push himself to his limits. Susannah led Melissa behind a broken pillar as waves of steam swamped the ruins.

“What’s going on?” Melissa screamed. “I can’t see anything.”

“It’s fine,” Susannah shouted back. “We’ve got this under control.”

Finally, the two Words subsided, and the azure light in the lich’s eyes brightened as he glared down at the raccoon who had managed to hold him at bay. Between them was a vast expanse of steam-blasted stone and dirt. Water dripped down crumbling pillars and cracked altars, and puddles of liquid gleamed in the moonlight. Columns of vapour rose from the ground and swirled in the breeze.

“A raccoon? You must be from the Raccoon Empire.”

Roger puffed out his chest and gave his reply.

Lord Darkheart stared. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re saying. I don’t speak raccoon.” He raised his hands again. “Not that it matters. You might have been able to hold off that Word, but I have others that I can –”

A bolt of water forced him to dodge, and Blue Scales nodded apologetically to Roger. “I hope you don’t mind the interruption, but this would be easier if we worked together.”

Roger shrugged and tossed an [Ash Bolt] at Lord Darkheart. The lich spat a curse, and a shimmering wall of ice rose up to defend him. However, neither Roger nor Blue Scales had truly expected their attacks to hit. The lich was too powerful and too skilled to be defeated so easily. Instead, their attacks were distractions to let Aria creep into Lord Darkheart’s blind spot. Susannah smirked. Aria was a lot better at sneaking around than most of the paladins she’d met.

[Blessed Bolt] was a Word used to permanently destroy undead or unholy creatures. As far as Susannah knew, it was largely useless against anything else, but it was perfect for dealing with a lich. The glowing projectile struck Lord Darkheart in the back, and he lurched away as brilliant white light spilled out of his mouth and eyes. He had the strength to survive the attack, but it had definitely done damage. He tried to call up his magic, but his power was slow to respond and erratic despite his best efforts to control it.

“Cowards!” the lich spat. Light was pouring out of his chest now, and his whole body shook.

Roger gave his reply. It would be stupid to fight him individually when they had him badly outnumbered. This wasn’t an honour duel. This was a mission.

“I already told you,” Lord Darkheart hissed as he tried to muster his magic again. “I don’t speak –”

Crunch.

Eric slammed into the lich with all the force of a lupine meteor. The blow sent Lord Darkheart sprawling, and Eileen was there to hit him again before he could recover. He sailed through the air, crashed through a crumbling pillar, and landed in an ungainly heap next to a broken altar.

“If you think this will –”

Whatever he was going to say was lost in the thunder of multiple explosions as Aria, Blue Scales, and Roger attacked. Susannah smiled. It was nice to see that her friends weren’t going to let their opponent monologue. It was a bad habit to have, and her granny had whacked her over the head multiple times after she’d allowed her opponents to deliver epic speeches when she’d been younger. Intellectually, Susannah knew that immediately killing or disabling her enemies was better than letting them talk, but some of them had given truly inspiring speeches. Her favourite was the ogre who’d managed to offer a stirring critique of the current mercenary system and its relationship to inter-kingdom politics and the plight of ogres. Her granny had cut him off – literally – before he could finish. Poor guy. At least, it had been quick.

When the dust cleared, Aria strode into the wreckage and grabbed the fallen lich’s reliquary. She studied it briefly and then broke it apart with another [Blessed Bolt]. An inhuman scream echoed through the air, and Lord Darkheart’s battered bones crumbled to dust. His robes – which were exceptionally fashionable and made of magical fabric – remained where they had fallen. Interesting. The robes were tattered, but they might be able to salvage enough material to make another set of robes for Roger. Her friend had mentioned wanting another set, and magical fabric of that quality was hard to come by.

Seeing their leader fall, the remaining bandits fled. One of them did try to stab Aria in the back, but he didn’t get closer than a dozen yards or so. Jonathan gave him a stout whack with his shield before a kick from Miles launched him into the forest with bone-crushing force. Susannah nodded in approval. Jonathan and Miles had kept their distance from the lich, but they’d ensured that none of his minions could interfere. The lich was simply a bad matchup for them since neither of them had powerful ranged attacks, and trying to close in on someone who could use [Winter Nova] was very risky. Eileen and Eric would have been gravely wounded if they’d been hit by that, and both Jonathan and Miles were less durable than the shapeshifter and the werewolf. In addition, neither of them would be able to laugh off the loss of a limb or two the way Eileen and Eric could.

“Come on.” Susannah led Melissa back into the open. The pillar had kept them out of harm’s way, but there was no reason to hide now. “You’re safe.”

Melissa sagged in relief. “You and your friends definitely know how to make an impression.”

“It’s great for business.” They stepped around several large puddles that had been left behind by the clash between [Winter Nova] and [Flare Nova]. “Not so great for our enemies.”

“Should I sweep for stragglers?” Jonathan asked.

“Go ahead,” Aria replied. “It’s possible we missed somebody, and I want to know what the lich was working on.”

The vampire cast a powerful [Scry] over the area followed by an equally powerful [Reveal]. There was nothing worse than running into a nasty surprise after supposedly winning. Susannah’s granny had won multiple battles by playing possum and ambushing a foe who’d thought they’d beaten her. Jonathan was about to use his Words again when his expression changed. He waved to the others and hurried over to Aria. Susannah cast a wary eye over the ruins and moved closer to Melissa. The vampire and the former paladin were conversing in hushed tones, but she could hear them easily. Huntresses had inhumanly keen hearing, and hers was keener still thanks to her grandpa.

Apparently, there were problems left over from the lich’s unfinished ritual that they needed to deal with before they left. Ignoring a half-finished ritual in the middle of a haunted forest with a reputation for trouble was a recipe for disaster. Who knew what might happen? It could fizzle away into nothing… or it could unleash eldritch abominations the likes of which the world hadn’t seen in centuries. It was best to be cautious and nip it in the bud.

Susannah and Melissa had almost reached the others when she noticed someone hiding near the tree line. He must have been too scared to run into the forest but had managed to stay out of the area covered by Jonathan’s magic. She raised her voice and took aim with her bow.

“You, behind the tree, step out into the open, or I’ll put an arrow through it and you.”

“Wait! Wait! I’ll come out. Please, don’t kill me.” A man stepped out from behind the tree with his hands raised in surrender. It was the cook. “Please, don’t hurt me. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Susannah, it’s fine. He’s not a threat.” Eric ambled over. He’d transformed back into his human form, which meant he was stark naked. Melissa stared for a moment and then hurriedly turned away as Aria rolled her eyes.

“Eric, can you put on clothes?” Aria glanced at Eileen, and a shadow imp ran over with extra clothes.

Eric took the clothes but continued to walk over without putting them on. He was confident in his appearance, and werewolves were generally not squeamish when it came to nudity. “Relax. It’s a long story, but I told Darren we’d leave him alone if he stayed out of this and didn’t fight.”

Susannah lowered her bow. “If you say so.”

Melissa pointedly ignored Eric in favour of tugging on Susannah’s cloak and focusing on Darren. “He was kind to me. Lord Darkheart wanted me to be starved, but Darren always gave me extra food when nobody was watching.”

“Is that so?” Susannah gave Darren a cheerful smile. “Well, if Melissa and Eric say you’re fine, then you must be. It’s not as though you did any fighting.” Had he been pressed into working for the bandits? It wouldn’t have been the first time that bandits ‘recruited’ a person who wasn’t keen on breaking the law. And for all that Darren was tall and broad-shouldered, he lacked the presence of a warrior.

Eric gave Darren a pat on the back. “I told you it would be okay, didn’t I?” He started to put on the clothes he’d been given. “Just wait here while we sort everything out. You can come with us, so you don’t have to go through the forest alone.”

“Thank the gods,” Darren said. “I don’t think I’d make it out alive on my own.”

Roger came over. He had donned his wizard’s robe and hat. It was nice to see him back in his usual attire, and his hat was exceptionally pointy today. Had he washed it differently, or was it pointier because the magic Eileen’s shadow imps used to store items kept them in pristine condition?

“He’s not a normal raccoon, is he?” Darren said.

“Nope.” Susannah smirked. “He’s a war wizard. His family originally came from the Raccoon Empire. They’re a little bit different from the regular raccoons we get over here.”

“A little bit?” Darren laughed nervously. “I think he’s more than a little bit different.”

Jonathan finished his discussion with Aria and made a beeline toward them. He still looked bothered about having to kill people – which was reassuring in a way – but it was time for him to play the part of a dignified vampire noble. After all, appearances were important in their line of work.

“I hope you are well, Lady Melissa.” Jonathan inclined his head. “Lord Blightruin was most concerned for your wellbeing.”

Melissa straightened and tidied herself up as best she could. She didn’t know who Jonathan was, but his way of speaking and the fact that he was a vampire suggested that he was not a simple adventurer. Those lessons from the Blood Emperor about how to act nobler had definitely paid off. “Thank you…?”

“My name is Jonathan – Lord Jonathan Bloodhaven.”

Despite her circumstances, Melissa managed an impressive curtsy. She might not know anything about Jonathan personally, but she had probably heard of his House. Jonathan was impoverished, but the Bloodhaven name was amongst the oldest in existence.

“Thank you, my lord.” She tried to smile. “I don’t think anyone has ever called me a lady before. I certainly don’t have any noble blood.” She took a deep breath and accepted a gourd of water from Miles. As always, the butler had impeccable timing. “But you and the others in your group have my deepest gratitude and most heartfelt thanks. You said that Lord Blightruin sent you?”

“He did.”

The obvious relief on her face made her thoughts clear. It was one thing to hear from Susannah that Lord Blightruin had sent them, but it was quite another to hear it from a vampire noble. She must have been afraid that she would be abandoned. It wasn’t an unreasonable fear. Not many vampire nobles would have bothered to send a rescue party after their human mistress although any decent vampire noble would have sent a punitive force to punish whoever had the temerity to take her.

Jonathan smiled in that endearingly awkward way of his. He was a terrible liar, which could be incredibly handy at times. People could tell that he meant what he said, and in a world that was so often full of liars and cheats, it was refreshing to deal with an openly honest man. “Lord Blightruin was very concerned. We came here on his behalf, and ensuring your safety was our top priority. He paid us exceedingly generously to return you to him safe and unharmed. Lord Darkheart was to be a… target of opportunity.”

“Oh.” Melissa’s expression was radiant. “That’s wonderful to hear.” The wind changed direction, and she winced as the grim smell of the battlefield washed over them. “What now?”

The camp was in sorry shape. Nearby, a fallen bandit groaned and tried to crawl away, but a shadow imp hopped forward with a shark-toothed grin and a loop of metal wire in its claws. There was a brief moment of struggle before the man went limp. The shadow imps were vicious creatures, weren’t they? Susannah was glad to have them on her side.

“We do have several options…” Jonathan glanced meaningfully at Aria who had also come over. Although he often spoke for the group in these situations, Aria was their real leader.

The blonde caught on immediately. “Our friend Eileen can’t carry all of us out of the forest on her back in her eagle form. She could make several trips, but our safest option is to leave the forest together on horseback. We left horses back at our camp, and we made sure to bring a horse for you. Eileen and Miles can fly to our camp and lead them back here. We also need to deal with the remnants of Lord Darkheart’s ritual. It would be unwise to ignore it.”

“I know you said I could come with you,” Darren said to Eric. “But have you got an extra horse for me? I won’t be able to keep up on foot.”

Eric pursed his lips. “There were other horses here. They might have run off during the fighting, but I doubt they got far.” He turned to Jonathan. “Can you find them?”

Jonathan used [Scry] again and pointed. “You’re right. The fighting must have spooked them, but there are a couple of them over there.”

“Great.” Eric motioned for Darren to follow him. “Come on. We’ll get those horses. It’s not as if anyone else needs them anymore.”

Roger rubbed his paws together greedily, and Susannah laughed. “Yes. I’ll go check to see if the bandits left anything else behind that’s worth taking while you and Aria handle the remains of the ritual. Jonathan, can you and Blue Scales watch over Melissa?”

“Gladly.”

* * *

Jonathan was on watch with Miles and Eric when Melissa approached him. Normally, two of them on watch would be fine, but a haunted forest and a newly freed hostage called for extra caution. It would be incredibly frustrating if they tripped over when they were so close to the metaphorical finishing line.

The others were asleep, and Jonathan smiled fondly. Eileen had curled around Aria protectively in her bear form. The shapeshifter could be surprisingly cuddly when she wasn’t ripping people to bits, and Aria’s face was buried in her fur. Not far away, Susannah was holding Roger like a doll while the raccoon mumbled something about fruit and new robes in his sleep. Several of Eileen’s shadow imps were also on watch, but it was difficult to know what they were doing since they were almost impossible to see amidst the unusually deep shadows that lurked beyond the flickering light cast by their campfire.

It was unsettling since vampires typically had perfect night vision, and it was yet another reminder that the forest they were in was not normal. There were dark powers at work here, and the sooner they were out of this place, the better. As for Blue Scales, the merman had foregone a blanket in favour of sprawling out on the ground with an improvised pillow beneath his head. Given his size, he was happy to take any chance he could to stretch out and relax. Darren was sleeping next to a log, the cook’s expression troubled as he fidgeted in his sleep. Bad dreams perhaps? Eric had mentioned that it wasn’t unusual for people to be plagued by bad dreams in the forest.

“Lord Bloodhaven.” Melissa stopped a polite distance away. “Might I have a moment of your time?”

Jonathan glanced at Miles and Eric. They nodded in approval, and he and Melissa moved away to give her the illusion of privacy – and it was definitely an illusion. Miles had excellent hearing for a human, and Eric was a werewolf. He doubted there was anywhere they could speak in their camp without being overheard.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” He gestured at a nearby tree stump. Based on the condition of the clearing, it must have been frequented by the bandits fairly regularly. There were notches cut into the tree trunks that Eric had said were used by the bandits to indicate who had been there last and when they had left. “What do you wish to speak about?”

“It pertains to Lord Blightruin,” Melissa said hesitantly. “And what he intends for me when I return.”

“Ah. Right.” Jonathan was not adept at matters of the heart, having had little personal experience in that area. However, his studies of history had granted him familiarity with the traditions regarding human paramours. In the back of his mind, the Blood Emperor gave an amused chuckle. He had yet to ask the older vampire about it, but if half the stories he’d heard were true, the legendary vampire was infinitely more qualified to give advice.

Love makes fools of us all. My own experiences aside, I never knew my mother to be inclined toward displays of softness, but my relatives told me that the only time they ever saw her weep was when she heard about my father’s death. Of course, she didn’t weep for long. She proceeded to hunt down and brutally murder everyone even tangentially involved. There were a number of Houses that ceased to exist because they made the mistake of thinking they could handle the repercussions of conspiring against my father. I loved that about her. She did not love easily, but she loved more fiercely than anyone I have ever known.

“What is to become of me?” Melissa asked. “Clearly… clearly Lord Blightruin cares for me. Otherwise, he’d not have asked your group to retrieve me. If it had been a simple matter of avenging the insult done to his family by my kidnapping, he would not have made my safety a priority. Instead, he would have ordered your group to focus on Lord Darkheart.”

“You’re not wrong,” Jonathan replied. He would need to choose his next words carefully. “You are his mistress, so allowing Lord Darkheart’s actions to go unpunished would have shamed his house. Yet, as I’ve said, your safety was our top priority, not the lich’s destruction.” And Jonathan had been delighted to leave that task to the others. He’d improved mightily since joining the group, but the thought of fighting someone who could use [Winter Nova] sent a shiver down his spine. His vampiric durability would not help him if he got hit by a Word that powerful.

Liches are bothersome foes. They invariably have strong magic, and the majority of them are clever to boot. The Blood Emperor smirked. But your group has both a war wizard and a paladin, to say nothing of how formidable Blue Scales is. His defeat was a foregone conclusion.

“I am not so foolish as to think I can ever wed him. He is the scion of a noble House. I am a human, and my family is not of high standing either. My father is a middling merchant, at best. Lord Blightruin is also a vampire, and it will not be long before I begin to wither and age while he stays the same. What are mere decades to someone who will live for centuries? Shall I be cast aside when that happens?”

Jonathan took a moment to compose his thoughts. He would need to be cautious here. He did not consider himself the most astute judge of character – he had thought his servants would remain loyal to him after he lost his castle but only Miles had remained steadfast – but both the Blood Emperor and the dwarf king had agreed with him about Lord Blightruin, and he trusted their wisdom. “I cannot say for certain, having met him only recently, but I do not think he will cast you aside. Indeed, I strongly suspect that he intends to turn you.”

Her eyes widened in shock, and her pulse quickened. “Turn me?”

Turning someone was a big deal for a vampire noble. Blood carried power, and a vampire noble’s blood was incredibly potent compared to a regular vampire’s blood. They also held an ancient and sacred obligation to care for and nurture any fledglings they sired. It was one of the few ‘laws’ that all of the noble Houses adhered to. To turn a human lover into a vampire spoke of a degree of commitment that went beyond merely keeping her as a mistress. It wasn’t marriage – Lord Blightruin’s future position made that all but impossible – but it was the next best thing.

Indeed, there were numerous examples throughout history of human mistresses who had been turned before spending the rest of their vampiric lives with their lover. Of course, those same examples had, on occasion, also become examples of the conflicts that could arise between wives and mistresses, especially if the only children to be born from either union came from the mistress. But that was a discussion for another day. Melissa had already gone through enough without being regaled with the dark and frankly awful history of succession crises related to mistress-born children.

“I think so, but you must be careful. He is not yet the ruler of his House. His father might have a different opinion about turning you, and it may not be pleasant. If Lord Blightruin asks to turn you, then you must be cautious… and you must be sure that he has his father’s approval.”

To her credit, she realised the danger immediately. “Yes. It would be… unwise for him to go against his father.”

Lord Blightruin would humiliate his father if he didn’t at least consult with him, and humiliating a vampire noble was rarely a wise idea, especially a man as powerful as the current ruler of the House of Blightruin. “If you want, I could speak to him. I too am a vampire noble, so he might heed my counsel.”

There was no need for him to make the offer, but Jonathan was sympathetic to their plight. Happiness was not easy to find, and he knew firsthand how easily it could be snatched away. There were times when he could scarcely imagine sitting in his library with an interesting book again, but he had to stay hopeful. One day, he would get his castle back, and he would be able to feed the crows in the dilapidated section of the west wing again. Of course, if he had the money, he’d prefer to finally complete the repairs, and he could give the crows somewhere else to nest. Perhaps he could plant extra trees in the courtyards. They’d been nesting in the castle for centuries, so it would be a shame to lose them. Hopefully, they’d be able to manage until he got his castle back. They were clever creatures, so they should be okay.

You’ll get your castle back, lad. The dwarf king’s voice was a firm, reassuring rumble. If anyone understood the pain of losing their home, it was him. At least, Jonathan’s home was only in the hands of the tax people. It hadn’t been taken over by giant, evil necromantic crabs. Mayhap when all is said and done, you could ask my descendants to help you restore it. From what you’ve said and the memories you’ve shown us, it could use a lot of work, and there aren’t many who can match the masonry of the dwarves.

Keep a close eye on them if they do help. The Blood Emperor’s lips curled. Dwarves have their own ideas about how a proper castle should look, and they’ll have you living in a dwarven fortress if you’re not careful.

“If that’s all,” Jonathan said, glad that Melissa was too preoccupied with her own thoughts to notice his distraction. “Perhaps you should turn in for the night. We have a full day’s travel ahead of us, and any forest dark enough for a vampire to walk around in it during the day is not one you should be wandering through without adequate rest.”


Part One – Setting the Stage

Jonathan was not, by even the most generous definition, an expert in romance. He had dabbled here and there, as most nobles had, albeit with fairly awful results. The life of a frugal scholar did not lend itself to impressing prospective partners, and he was honest enough to admit that he was hardly a social butterfly. He had always put his studies first, and he had been happy with that life and the meagre companionship it offered. It was better, in his mind, to have a few true friends than to be surrounded by cronies and sycophants. History was rife with examples of how poorly that usually ended.

Besides, he was a vampire noble. He ought to have plenty of time and opportunity to pursue romance in the future. Of course, now that he’d lost his castle, he wasn’t exactly the most eligible bachelor around. Then again, he’d also heard people say that a man should only be willing to give his best to a woman who was willing to have him at his worst. If a woman showed interest in him now, then he could be confident that she wasn’t simply pursuing him for his wealth.

That said, anyone with a functional pair of eyes could see that Melissa was not a passing fling for Albert Blightruin. The instant he’d entered the room and laid eyes upon her, the rest of them had ceased to matter. He’d hurried to take her into his arms, pausing briefly to offer Jonathan and the rest of the group his thanks. It was too heart-warming for any of them to be offended. The way the two of them looked at each other – Jonathan hoped he would find someone who looked at him that way someday.

Eventually, the young lord – and he couldn’t have been more than a century old – had ended up seated at the table with his chair pulled back, so Melissa could sit on his lap. It was as if he was afraid that she would vanish if he let go of her. In Jonathan’s mind, both the Blood Emperor and the dwarf king gave wry chuckles of amusement. They could both remember the days of their youth, and both of them had indulged in their fair share of dalliances.

Jonathan would have to ask the dwarf king about those later since comparatively little was known about the dwarven approach to matters of the heart. Research on the dwarves typically focused on practical matters, such as their smithing, magic, engineering, and mining, and the dwarves were loath to speak of romantic matters publicly. From what Jonathan had heard, the dwarves were gruff folk, not disposed to grand displays of public affection and sentimentality. However, they typically valued family above the riches they dug from the earth. A dwarf who turned his back on a rich seam of gold was a fool, but a dwarf who pursued that seam at the cost of his family was a disgrace. A dwarf’s riches were not to be counted solely in coins but also in family and friendships.

Yet as romantic as the scene before them was – Aria was barely managing to hide her amusement – Jonathan could also feel a headache coming on. The House of Blightruin was an old and prestigious vampire House. Their territory was notable for its size, productivity, and important location. They held heavily contested lands along the western border. Yet despite the losses the vampires had taken since the Blood Emperor’s demise, they had successfully repelled all of their enemies. Paladins, werewolves, orcs, elves, beast-men, and necromancers had all besieged their lands at various points in time, only to be driven back again and again. Regardless of their political affiliations, there were none who could question their honour and valour. Indeed, there were many who would pay handsomely for their aid in military matters.

They were amongst my loyalest vassals. The Blood Emperor’s voice was wistful, and Jonathan’s mind was momentarily filled with a vision of another place and time: the Blood Emperor gazing out over a battlefield, a formerly peaceful plain strewn with the grim wreckage of war. A tall vampire rode toward him on a massive horse. Both vampire and horse wore armour that was covered in gore. Several other horsemen carried banners bearing the symbols of the House of Blightruin. The tall vampire dismounted, and he and the Blood Emperor clasped arms in a traditional warrior’s greeting. When the two men removed their helms to speak, there were smiles on both their faces.

Robert could be dire at times, but he lived and breathed battle. Nothing made him happier, and there was nobody I trusted more to lead an attack or hold a position. We used to joke that if you gave him favourable terrain and a thousand of his hand-picked troops, then he could hold off the whole world for a week. I’m glad he didn’t get himself killed and his House wiped out in a futile effort to avenge me. That would have been such a waste, and I’m confident they will lend their strength to my cause when I finally reveal myself. If there’s an attribute Blightruins are known for outside of their prowess in battle, it’s their loyalty. It is difficult to win, but it is unbreakable once given.

Jonathan shook his head as the vision cleared and filed the Blood Emperor’s words away for further consideration. The legendary vampire’s death must have caught his supporters off guard. Some had perished in futile bids to avenge him, but the pragmatists amongst them had dealt with the situation less bluntly. They had realised that open warfare against the people who’d successfully managed to assassinate him would surely end in their demise.

If the Blood Emperor returned, there would definitely be Houses that would rush to his side. When those Houses pledged their allegiance, others would follow. There was a reason that vampires still used his title and not his name despite all the time that had passed. Vampires also preferred to pick the winner. If the Blood Emperor could show that he was the safest bet, then all the fence sitters would flock to his banner, regardless of their former loyalties. It was hardly inspiring – and a big part of why werewolves disliked vampires – but it would work in the Blood Emperor’s favour.

Regardless of their potential loyalty to the Blood Emperor – whose mother had been a human, and a huntress to boot – it was unlikely that a House as storied as the Blightruins would appreciate having their heir grow so attached to his human mistress. Albert’s father was known for his dedication to increasing the might and prestige of their House. A human woman with no special abilities or noble lineage would not help him achieve his goals. In fact, she might do the complete opposite. Political marriages were commonplace amongst vampire nobility, and marrying Albert to another powerful House was an easy and obvious way to increase their power. The last thing Albert’s father needed was for his son to grow besotted with his mistress. No vampire noblewoman would ever tolerate being second in her husband’s heart to a mere human.

“Again,” Albert said. “You have my thanks – all of you – not only for retrieving Melissa but also for your discretion in this matter. I would have used my House’s own forces for this, but I could not risk my father growing overly interested in my personal affairs.”

At Aria’s suggestion, they had made use of Eric’s story, just in case Albert’s father thought to inquire about the mission. They were listed as a punitive force that had been hired to punish the lich who dared to shelter an enemy of Albert’s House. Any mention of Melissa was kept between them and Albert, and the generous payment they’d received – far in excess of what a simple punitive mission ought to have commanded – had come from Albert’s personal funds, rather than his family’s coffers.

Albert’s father would only find reasons to be impressed by his son’s actions. Dealing so swiftly and decisively with a lich and his minions was exactly what he expected of his heir. Uppity liches were troublesome, but bandits were a blight in various areas, especially near the border. Older vampires – Albert’s father included – viewed them as similar to cockroaches. They were fit only for extermination although that happened less frequently than they desired. Dealing with bandits could be costly and time-consuming, which meant it was often a low priority amidst the constant struggle for power between the vampire Houses. As long as outlaws remembered their place and did not grow overly powerful, it was easy to ignore them.

“And you have our thanks for your generous payment,” Jonathan replied. “We also wish you and Melissa all the best in the future.” They shook hands, and Albert prepared to leave with Melissa. Should he say something? He had promised Melissa he would. Steeling himself, Jonathan took a deep breath. “Before you leave, could I have a word with you, nobleman to nobleman?”

Albert’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and his gaze did a fantastic impression of granite whenever it wasn’t on Melissa. He was younger than Jonathan, but Jonathan had no doubt that Albert could beat him in a fight. The Blightruins were an ancient and martially inclined House. Albert’s blood was powerful, and he had been trained in warfare his entire life, everything from hand-to-hand combat to grand strategy and battlefield tactics. Albert glanced at Melissa, and the woman gave him a small nod. The frost in his gaze melted.

“Of course, Lord Bloodhaven.”

The two of them moved to a corner of the room whilst the others chatted amongst themselves. Aria had given Melissa lessons on self-defence on their way back, and Jonathan hoped that she would ask Albert to continue her training. As a person who had only recently learned how to fight, he had become a firm believer in knowing how to stab someone if necessary. There were simply too many unpleasant people in the world, and it was better to have the skill and not need it than to need it and not have it. It was liberating knowing that he could stand up for himself against the average troublemaker although he wasn’t about to go searching for trouble outside of missions.

“Be careful,” Jonathan began. “I know you care for her deeply, but what you are considering is very dangerous.”

Albert’s nostrils flared, and his eyes flashed crimson. His whole body tensed, and he needed a moment to compose himself. In Jonathan’s mind, the Blood Emperor laughed. Albert’s expression was a mirror of Robert’s when he got mad. Finally, he spoke. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. I might not like it, but you’re right.” He paused. “Is it that obvious?”

“It is. Nobody who has seen the two of you together would be fooled.” Jonathan smiled gently. “I truly do wish you and Melissa the best. Love is a precious thing, and I cannot blame anyone for wanting to have it in their life. However, your father will not be pleased if you turn her without his permission.” He grimaced. “Our circumstances are not the same, but take this as advice from a fellow noble who has run into his fair share of difficulties as of late. Life can go wrong incredibly quickly. It is better to deal with your problems before they arise than to try to plug a hole in a dam after it has already burst.”

Gods! If only he’d known about the money that he owed the tax people! He could have been paying the debt off the entire time instead of letting it grow bigger and bigger. He could also have taken out a consolidated loan with better terms to ease the burden. He hadn’t been the wealthiest vampire, but the castle and the lands around it had been reasonably productive. A consolidated loan with repayments over two or three centuries wouldn’t have been able to cover the entire debt – it was astronomical – but it would have gotten the tax people off his back while he pursued other revenue-raising strategies.

Nobody ever escapes the tax people. The Blood Emperor snorted inelegantly. That was true in my day too… and it’s the punches you don’t see coming that lay you flat on your back.

Albert sighed and ran a hand through his hair. He truly looked his age then. A century was an impossible dream for most humans. It was nothing to a vampire. “What would you suggest?”

Jonathan wracked his mind. He was not adept in matters of the heart, but he was adept in matters pertaining to history – and he had two legendary rulers in his head who were happy to offer their own advice. “You must prove yourself to your father. He is the ruler of your House. If he favours you, you will have leeway. A young vampire who seems obsessed with his human mistress is to be censured and rebuked, not rewarded. But an accomplished young vampire with many deeds to his name who happens to visit his human mistress from time to time? Such a vampire could easily be forgiven the occasional indulgence. And if that vampire should achieve greater glory? Well, perhaps his mistress could be turned as a reward for all his successes.”

He could practically see the gears turning in Albert’s mind as he considered the idea and found it pleasing. “Yes. That could work. My father has never been an easy man to please, but he has always rewarded success. If I can prove myself to him…” He reached out and clasped arms with Jonathan. Jonathan did his best to return the gesture although he didn’t have much experience with it. He was a scholar, not a warrior. A handshake was his preferred greeting. “You have my thanks for your wise counsel, Lord Bloodhaven. I shall be sure to recommend you and your group to my friends and allies if they should ever be in need of assistance.”

Once the other noble had departed with Melissa and his retinue, Jonathan sank onto a couch. Noble politics – never mind clandestine romance – were exhausting. He would rather spend his time curled up to a good book or digging through scrolls, perhaps an ancient clay tablet or two. They might be bulky, but it was thrilling to examine items that dated back millennia.

Miles handed him a cup of warm blood. “Here, sir.”

“Ah, thank you, Miles.” Jonathan took a long sip. It was perfect. “I never thought I’d say this, but I might actually prefer it when all we need to do is to kill monsters.”

“Killing monsters is generally straightforward, sir, albeit dangerous.” Miles sat down beside him. The butler had two buttered scones and a cup of tea. He offered a scone to Jonathan, and the vampire murmured his thanks. What had he ever done to deserve such a loyal friend? “Politics and romance, I’m afraid, have a tendency to become complicated and arguably more dangerous.

“What now?” Jonathan asked the others. They’d already checked their payment, so the only matter left was to discuss their future plans. Personally, he wanted to head back to Martin’s shop, so he could enjoy a nice, long rest in his coffin. He’d grown fond of the sturdy crate he used during missions, but nothing beat sleeping in a proper coffin underground. A crate was necessary for the road, but if it broke open and he fell out while the sun was up, his day would take a dramatic and decidedly fatal turn for the worse.

Eric spun a gold coin between his fingers and then tossed it to Roger. The war wizard caught it with a grin and put it back into a chest. He’d decided to make an extra set of robes from the fabric they’d salvaged from Lord Darkheart’s clothing since the material was perfect for holding protective enchantments and other magic. “I’ve got an old friend to meet. He’s fiddle-footed, so it’s been a while since we’ve spoken. I’m curious to know why he’s here. It’s not every day a werewolf of his age and power wanders into vampire territory.” He snickered. “I hope no one tries to stop him from entering the city. Otherwise, things could get messy.”

“Home.” Aria reached down to run her hand along Eileen’s back. The shapeshifter had settled down in front of Aria in her bear form, and she made a contented sound before shifting to put her head in Aria’s lap. A few scratches behind the ears soon followed. “None of the missions we’ve taken lately have been as dangerous as our trip into Mordrath, but we have taken a lot of them. Rest would do all of us good, and I won’t say no to sleeping in a proper bed for a while.”

A shadow imp appeared with a sign. Be glad you don’t have to shapeshift to fit into a normal bed.

“Roger and I need to get a few things.” Susannah reached over to grab another piece of fruit for Roger.

The raccoon had politely restrained himself while Lord Blightruin had been present, but he was now doing an excellent impression of a squirrel with how his cheeks had puffed out from all of the fruit he’d shovelled into his mouth. Jonathan could understand his enthusiasm. Fresh fruit could be hard to get on the road if they weren’t near any farms or settlements, and rarer varieties – pineapples, durians, and watermelons – were exorbitantly expensive outside of large cities or the regions they were grown in. Naturally, the union had no problems ensuring such delicacies were available for meetings with vampire nobility. It was a show of wealth and power, and vampires usually enjoyed the sweetness of fruit.

“There are things Roger wants to make, but we’re missing the components. I also need to pick up equipment for myself.”

“Disposable weaponry?” Jonathan asked.

Susannah’s affinity for destructive Words was incredibly useful in battle, but it also meant normal weapons would soon break if she used her Words on them. She was getting better at controlling her Words and reducing the damage they did to her weapons, but she still made a point of regularly purchasing cheap weapons that she could use without caring if they broke. With her quiver, which was bigger on the inside than the outside, carrying the extra weapons wasn’t difficult. The quality of those disposable weapons didn’t matter either. Jonathan had seen her throw a rusty dagger straight through solid plate armour with a quick application of [Pierce]. It had lanced right through the front of her opponent’s breastplate and then punched its way out through the back for good measure.

“It would be nice if I could get my hands on a sword or a spear that I could use long-term, but finding a weapon that can stand up to my magic isn’t possible here.” She shrugged. “No offence to vampires, but the last sword I could use without worrying if I was going to break it was a dwarf-forged masterpiece that has been in my family for centuries. If there were elves around here, I could try getting a proper weapon from them. Vampires, though, aren’t known for their blacksmithing skills.” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I could try searching for a legendary sword of unrivalled might, but those don’t grow on trees – and I’m not about to steal a sword from a noble House. That’s trouble we don’t want or need.”

Finding a proper sword took a long time. The Blood Emperor shook his head. You have no idea how happy I was to finally get mine. The price I paid for it was astronomical, but it was worth every single coin and favour – and it cost plenty of both.

Hah! The dwarf king’s jovial laughter filled Jonathan’s mind. If he had a mug of ale, he would have raised it in a teasing toast. If there’s anything that we dwarves know better than mining, it’s metalwork. No dwarf has ever had to worry about finding a decent weapon. All we have to worry about is how much we’ll be charging the rest of you to buy one.

The Blood Emperor conceded the point with a wry smile. Which is why it always pays to stay on friendly terms with dwarves. Never anger the people who make your weapons. There also isn’t anyone in the world who can hold a grudge for as long – or as viciously – as the dwarves.

A low rumble came from outside, and Blue Scales glanced out the window. “A storm has arrived.”

Jonathan followed his gaze and grimaced. The previously calm night had given way to a torrential downpour. Rain, similar to the living waters of the sea or a river, weakened vampires but not as badly as full immersion. Walking through the storm would be awful, but Bloodmark was a vampire city. There was an elaborate and comprehensive system of tunnels beneath it. Combined with the multitude of covered walkways on the surface, he should be able to reach Martin’s shop without getting wet. “I don’t think there has been a storm this bad since I got here.”

“There hasn’t.” Blue Scales closed his eyes, and his whole body relaxed. It was the most at ease that Jonathan had ever seen him. “I had other plans, but I think I will take a walk in the rain for however long the storm lasts.”

Eric patted him on the shoulder. “Enjoy yourself, buddy. It’s not the ocean, but it’s the next best thing, right?”

“Yes.” Blue Scales opened his eyes and sat up. “I remember the day we met. It was a pleasant day indeed.”

“For a merman.” Eric smirked. “I was busy trying not to drown or get swept away by all the rain. Enjoy your walk. I think you’ll have the streets to yourself. We all know vampires don’t enjoy rain, but humans usually stay inside when it’s this bad.” He leaned back and folded his arms behind his head. “And if anyone tries to rob you in this weather…”

Blue Scales laughed. “That would be a mistake – a big mistake.” The merman was formidable at all times, but in this weather? Trying to rob him in the middle of a storm would be a painful exercise in futility.

“Does this mean we’ll be doing the same thing as usual?” Jonathan asked Aria.

The former paladin nodded. “As I said, we can all use time off, and we can meet to discuss our next mission later. How does three nights from now sound, at the usual place?”

“That works for me.” Jonathan glanced at Miles, and his friend nodded. “Yes, that should be fine.”

“All right then.” They all stood, and Aria shook hands with Jonathan and Miles. “Take care of yourselves and mind the rain. We’ll see you in three nights, but you’re always welcome to drop by if you want company.”

The walk back to Martin’s shop was surprisingly pleasant despite the inclement weather. Neither he nor Miles were in a mood to talk, but they walked together in easy, companionable silence. It was something Jonathan had grown accustomed to ever since he and Miles had begun to go on missions. The gap between master and servant had narrowed greatly, and they walked together less as lord and follower and more as two friends who knew each other well enough to not feel obligated to fill idle moments with chatter. They were content simply to walk side by side.

The tunnels were deep below the surface, so the ever-present roar of the rain above them was reduced to a soothing hum. There were a handful of leaks here and there, but Jonathan wasn’t worried. They’d already seen several workers on patrol, and the leaks would surely be addressed when the rain stopped. The city’s rulers could afford to be stingy about a variety of things, but tunnel maintenance wasn’t one of them. There would be uproar from the city’s vampires – noble and commoner alike – if the tunnels were allowed to fall into disrepair. Safe, sturdy tunnels were also a way for the city’s rulers to show off their wealth and expertise. In fact, certain historians believed that the original tunnels had been crafted by dwarves for an exorbitant sum. However, the design and architecture didn’t match what Jonathan knew of the dwarves, nor did the dwarf king have any memory of his people being involved.

As they got closer to Martin’s shop, Jonathan’s pace slowed. They were in an older part of the tunnels, and there were murals and other decorations on the walls. Not all of them had been authorised. The majority were simply executed with sufficient skill that nobody had ever thought to get rid of them. As far as he knew, nobody had fully catalogued the artwork down here. Perhaps he could be the first when circumstances and funds permitted. It would certainly be an interesting, if exhausting, endeavour given how extensive the tunnels were.

“Sir?” Miles, ever watchful, had noticed his change of pace and the contemplative air that had fallen over him.

“I was thinking.” Jonathan’s magic stirred. The urge to record everything he could see was suddenly almost overpowering. Would these tunnels someday fall into ruin? If they did, would anyone remember them, or would they be completely forgotten? “We ignore so much of the world around us. For example, we don’t know who made the majority of the art in these tunnels.”

The art was old, even in my day. The Blood Emperor’s voice was filled with nostalgia. And the magic on the tunnels that is woven into the very bedrock of the city makes it difficult to peer into the past. I asked several seers, but none caught anything beyond brief glimpses. I remember coming down here and exploring the tunnels. Bloodmark has always been an important city, so I wanted to know everything about it in case I was ever forced to besiege it or defend it. His lips curled in amusement. Despite my best efforts, I was never able to completely map the tunnels. Every time I thought I had discovered them all, I would find more. From what I recall, the oldest tunnels are said to date back to shortly after the era when leviathans and krakens tried to drown the world. They were supposedly built as part of the temple to the gods of night and shadow that still stands at the heart of the temple district. The clergy might know the truth of their origins, but if they do, they’ve never told anyone.

“I didn’t know that,” Jonathan murmured. He’d have to ask the Blood Emperor if he could view his memories from that time. It would be fascinating to see what had changed. “I wonder what else we’ve forgotten.”

“History has a way of eluding the present, sir.” Miles’s eyes crinkled. “Which is a phrase you’ve spoken repeatedly, I believe.”

“Yes. I have said that. I first heard it from an instructor when I was younger. He was an old vampire, but he loved to teach.” Jonathan stepped to the side to avoid a leak. It was only a few drops of water, but it was wise to keep clear in case it unexpectedly worsened. “How do you feel about the rain, Miles?”

“The rain?” Miles took a moment to ponder the question. He may not have been talkative, but he always chose his words carefully. “In my youth, I found it strange but welcome. The region where I grew up often experienced droughts, so rain was both unusual and highly desirable. But rain such as this? It would have been a disaster. It would have washed our fields away, to say nothing of what the torrent would mean for our homes. As an old man… I’ve known too much sadness in the rain. I don’t hate it – there are few things in the world I truly hate – but I do not particularly care for it either.”

The dwarf king growled. I’ve seen enough water for a thousand lifetimes. I’d prefer to see less of it.

They reached Martin’s shop without any problems, and Jonathan used his spare key to get inside. “We’re back!” he shouted. It wouldn’t do to startle Martin too badly if he was in the middle of something important. “Martin?” A sliver of unease crept up his spine when no reply came. He listened for anything out of place and put a hand on his dagger. As his friends had pointed out, a dagger was better in close quarters than a spear or a sword. “Martin, it’s Jonathan. I’m with Miles. Are you here?”

To his relief, his friend finally replied. “I’m at my workbench, Jonathan. I… I got a letter today.”

“A letter?” Jonathan hurried over to find Martin hunched over a letter. Mail in the city was handled by a variety of private companies who used couriers to deliver it. The majority of couriers were human, so poor weather was no obstacle to them. “Martin?” The other vampire still hadn’t taken his gaze off the letter. It could be bad news, but Martin seemed more shocked than hurt or worried. “What’s going on? What does the letter say?” He sincerely hoped it wasn’t from the tax people.

Martin said nothing. Instead, he handed the letter to Jonathan and leaned back in his chair with a deep sigh. He looked, for all the world, as if he’d run a thousand miles. With trembling hands, Jonathan read the letter. It was a short letter, but he read it several times to make sure he hadn’t misinterpreted it.

Martin’s shop was not in an ideal location. Changes to the neighbourhood had left him operating out of what was essentially a red-light district. With his already less than stellar reputation and social standing, that only made selling things harder. Who wanted to buy artefacts from a man whose store was next to a brothel? However, recent events, such as the artefacts he’d sold on Jonathan’s behalf after each mission, had allowed Martin to finally secure the money needed to move somewhere better. That would in turn help him make more money since having a shop in a reputable, well-to-do area would attract more customers.

Yet his attempts to buy property in an affluent part of the city had been unsuccessful. His appearance combined with his heritage – or lack thereof – made him a low-class vampire in the eyes of the nobility, not the sort of vampire they wished to have dealings with. He was welcome to live in the city, provided he remembered his place – which wasn’t anywhere near them.

When Martin had first told Jonathan about it, his frustration and anger had burnt as brightly as the sun. What had he done to deserve this treatment? Nothing. He could no more control his appearance and lineage than he could stop the sun from rising. And yet nobles who had done nothing to earn their wealth and power except be born into the right family had the gall to look down on him when he’d been forced to fight and scrape for everything he had. It wasn’t fair, and his inability to do anything about it had cut deeper than any knife. Jonathan knew from personal experience that the worst sort of anger was helpless anger. He felt it every time he thought about his castle and how he’d lost it. It was bitter poison.

If Martin had a patron, a vampire of noble standing who could speak on his behalf, then things might have gone differently. When Jonathan had first arrived in the city, speaking on Martin’s behalf would have been impossible. He’d possessed scarcely a coin to his name and had no connections whatsoever to the city’s movers and shakers. Now? Jonathan and the group had completed several important missions for prominent nobles, people whose power and prestige were a match for anyone who might care to look down their nose at Martin.

Jonathan had told Martin to cite him as his patron on his future applications to buy property. He still didn’t have his castle back, but Jonathan was held in increasingly high esteem. The vampire nobles that he and the group had helped had promised to speak well of him. That would increase his reputation and influence. Money was important, but connections were a currency all of their own. Those nobles must have kept their word. The letter was confirmation that a vampire of high standing had agreed to sell a property to Martin in an upper-class neighbourhood with the understanding that Jonathan would mention his name favourably to certain nobles that he was likely to encounter in the future as clients.

Jonathan was happy to pay the price, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the property in question was only a short distance from the house the others owned. From the brief description of the property that Martin had given him three weeks ago – never thinking he’d actually get it – it was everything he could ask for. And in a fortnight, the shop and the residence attached to it would be ready for Martin to move into. At present, the property was already empty, but there were a variety of minor repairs and modifications to be completed.

“It worked.” Jonathan put the letter down. “You have a new shop. Congratulations.”

Martin jerked to his feet and had to catch his chair before it fell. He laughed. It was a welcome sound, which Jonathan had not heard nearly enough. “It worked!” He laughed again, louder this time, and there was a sob barely hidden beneath the joy. “It worked!” He threw himself at Jonathan. “Thank you!”

“You are most welcome.” Jonathan staggered but managed to keep his balance. Without the extra strength he’d gained going on missions, he’d have been knocked right off his feet. “Although you could loosen your grip.”

Martin let go and wiped what Jonathan strongly suspected was a tear from the corner of his eye. The stocky vampire glanced back and forth, unable to decide what he should do next. In the end, he thrust a pair of chairs at Jonathan and Miles. “Have a seat, my friends! This calls for a bottle of the best blood I have – and wine for Miles!”

Soon, the three of them were sitting around Martin’s workbench. Miles had a glass of wine while Jonathan and Martin each had a glass of blood. Jonathan had drunk better vintages of blood, but the welcome news elevated the pedestrian taste to absolute perfection.

“I never thought this day would come,” Martin murmured. “I’d stopped believing it could happen.” He bowed his head. “Jonathan… I…”

Jonathan shook his head. “Martin, you took me in when I had nothing. You put a roof over my head and helped me get back on my feet. Like Miles, you showed yourself to be a true and loyal friend. Helping you find somewhere better to live was the least I could do.”

“You didn’t have to use your influence to help me. You could have hoarded it to help get your castle back. I wouldn’t have blamed you.”

“You’re my friend. I wanted to.” Jonathan smiled at first Martin and then Miles. “You don’t always know who you can trust, but people show their true colours quickly when you lose everything. Gold, influence, favours… it’s not easy, but I’ve learned there are ways to obtain them. True friends? Loyal friends? Those are infinitely harder to find.”

Both the Blood Emperor and dwarf king made sounds of approval in his mind. They knew the value of true loyalty and friendship, the kind that couldn’t be bought with coins or favours, the kind that stood steadfast in the face of hardship, treachery, and loss.

A handful… The Blood Emperor’s lips curled, and his eyes gleamed crimson. A handful more truly loyal people, and I would never have been betrayed. I would never have lost my empire.

“Aye.” Martin grinned. “You’ve the right of it.” His grin widened. “And there should be plenty of space for the three of us at the new shop unless…” It went unspoken that Jonathan himself was now in a position to find somewhere better to live if he wished.

“I would be happy to continue our present arrangement,” Jonathan said. “Someone has to help you sort through all of the artefacts you get. You’d take forever to do it on your own.”

“And someone has to help me pack too.” Martin took a long sip of his blood. “We’ve got two weeks, but I’d rather get it done early.” His gaze swept over the shop, equal parts fond and wistful. “Gods, I’ve been trying to find somewhere better for years, but I think I’ll miss this place. There are plenty of bad memories here, but I’ve known joy here too.”

* * *

Blue Scales embraced the storm and was embraced by it in return. The streets played host to few others, and those who braved the downpour huddled beneath covered walkways or sprinted from place to place to avoid the worst of the storm’s wrath. Only he walked leisurely through the rain. Only he paused to turn his face up to better greet the deluge. He was fine in the rain, more than fine.

He treasured the company of his friends, but there were times when he longed for the edifying solitude of the Deep. As a boy, he’d occasionally swum away from the coral and stone houses of his people to float aimlessly on the currents that spanned the loneliest stretches of the ocean. Alone, with only the water for company… that was where he felt closest to his gods.

As he walked, he gave thanks to the gods that ruled over storms. The mightiest of them was a child of the sea and the sky, a bridge that joined the Heavens to the Deep. Unbidden, his feet carried him to the district set aside for temples, shrines, and other places of worship. Vampires did not care which gods a person prayed to although the largest and most opulent temples were reserved for the gods they favoured. Members of the clergy watched from beneath eaves and awnings and from windows and doors. Mermen were a rare sight in the lands held by vampires, and Blue Scales had yet to meet another of his kind who had ventured this far inland.

He had not spent a lot of time in this part of the city. There had been little need, for his gods were mighty. He did not need a temple to pray to them. They were the rulers of the waters of the world. The oceans and seas were theirs, as were the rivers and the lakes. From the mightiest currents and the grandest tides to the smallest streams and the loneliest creeks – all answered to them. The world was their temple.

On his right was a temple dedicated to the gods of the forge. Inside burned a flame whose bright, unwavering light could be seen even amidst the gloom of the storm. Jonathan had told him that the flame was never allowed to go out and that all the clergy were smiths of different kinds. Their devotion was proven not in prayers but in deeds. Every strike of their hammers, every object they crafted, every apprentice they taught was a gift to their gods. According to Jonathan, the most fervent adherents to these gods were the dwarves, many of whom were known to get tattoos or brands to honour the god they favoured above all others.

Further on was a temple dedicated to the goddess of fields and meadows. Her statue stood before the building, but her posture was not of wrath or glory. Instead, she leaned on a pitchfork, a wide-brimmed hat hiding her features, in a pose that radiated contentment at a bountiful harvest. She was supposed to be a kind goddess who had helped the civilisations of the world grow from their humble beginnings since agriculture was so important.

The people of the Deep worshipped her too although their statues of her were different. Theirs depicted her in the shape of a merman, and she wielded a farming bident, not a pitchfork. Instead of a straw hat, she wore a coral helm with a ribbon of seaweed tied around it. Blue Scales had often wondered about the differences in how the gods were depicted by various groups, but the priests of his people had reminded him of their power. Surely, they could choose the shape they wore, and it made sense to pick a shape that made it easier to communicate with those they aided. As he passed the temple, he bowed his head and offered a prayer. May the harvests beneath the waves be bountiful, and may none of his people ever know the ache of an empty belly.

It took him longer to find the temple dedicated to the gods he honoured. He wasn’t surprised. The living waters that his gods presided over were anathema to vampires, and Bloodmark was a long way from the coast. In truth, there was no reason to have a temple to the gods of the Deep here, yet someone had established it all the same.

The temple wasn’t much to look at. It was the size of a large house, and the steps that led to the front door were cracked and worn. The façade had been carefully cleaned and tended to, but the stonework was badly weathered and in need of replacement. There were no statues in front of it either. Instead, the temple showed its allegiance via an inscription of a trident above the front door. Blue Scales stopped at the gate. Despite clear efforts to preserve the ironwork, it had been left open because it was unlikely it could be closed without breaking it. Others amongst his people might have been angry at seeing a temple to their gods in such a state, but Blue Scales felt curiosity… and then surprise.

For as he stood there with the rain beating down on him and the rumble of thunder shaking the skies overhead, he felt it – the gaze of his gods upon him. As small and humble as this temple was, it was not empty. His gods – the gods of his father and his father’s father before him, all the way back to the beginning when the Mother of Unfathomable Depths had crafted the first mermen from the scales of the oldest leviathans – were here.

He was no priest. He was a warrior. But his gods had long favoured and blessed him. He would have known their presence anywhere. They were here, and they had a task for him. The weight of their expectations settled onto his shoulders, as heavy as a mountain yet more comfortable than any cloak. It was proof, yet again, that no matter where he went, he was never alone.

With a small smile on his lips, he stepped through the rusty gate and walked up the steps and into the temple although he had to bow his head to avoid hitting it on the doorframe. The inside was little better than the outside. It would have been easy to call it shabby, but he had learned during his time on the surface. There were no fine ornaments here, none of the trappings of wealth so common to the larger temples, but the inside was clean, and there was evidence of countless repairs that had been performed over the years. Whoever kept this temple was not wealthy, but there could be no questioning their devotion. The words of an old priest from his childhood came to mind: judge a man by what he can give, not merely what he has given. A pauper’s gift may seem small compared to a king’s, but a single copper coin may be worth more to them than a chest of gold to a king.

Blue Scales lingered on the threshold and let the water sluice off his scales before he strode into the temple proper. At the heart of it, beneath an open section of the roof that exposed the interior to the sky, was a large pool. It was filled with coral that must have been painstakingly – and probably quite expensively – acquired from merchants and seafarers. Most of the coral had been bleached white by age and death, but several pieces still held their colour. At the centre of the pool were statues of the gods of the Deep, their forms weathered by years of sun, wind, and rain. It was not an insult. No merman would ever object to letting the gods feel the only waters that existed this far from the sea and without ready access to a lake or river.

And rain was an appropriate gift for them.

The oldest and greatest of the gods of the Deep was the Mother of Unfathomable Depths. It was she who ruled over the deepest parts of the ocean where even mermen feared to swim. It was she that the most ancient and powerful leviathans and krakens answered to. And it was she who had lovingly crafted the first mermen from the scales of leviathans. She had birthed many divine children, but the oldest of them was the Lord of Storms, the great god whose voice was thunder and whose spear was lightning, the bringer of the clouds and the rain, the god whose whisper could send hail and tearing winds and whose shout could tear down mountains and crack the sky.

According to the legends of his people, the Mother of Unfathomable Depths possessed beauty so great and mysterious that the Lord of the Unbounded Sky – the greatest of the gods who ruled over the heavens – had sought her hand in marriage. In the end, they had never married, for the sea and sky could never be together, save for at the ever-distant and illusory horizon. Yet they came to love each other fiercely. From that love, the Lord of Storms was born, and although he was not a god of the Deep, mermen worshipped him anyway since he was the oldest of their goddess’s children. With [Storm] as one of his ruling Words, Blue Scales had long honoured the Lord of Storms. Rain was a gift from him, so no merman would ever protest to it being given to his mother and younger siblings.

“I seldom get visitors, so I certainly didn’t expect any tonight – least of all a merman.”

An old human dressed in worn robes of faded blue stepped out into the open. He was closer to the end of his life than the beginning, and although his eyes were bright and keen, his steps were slow and careful. His hands trembled now and then around the staff he bore, but the touch of the gods was upon him. Blue Scales smiled and knelt, the way he would have before any priest of his people.

The human chuckled and motioned for him to rise. “Please, stand. Tell me, favoured son of the Deep, why do you kneel?”

“You are a priest of the gods I honour, and so I kneel.” Blue Scales stood. He towered over the old man, but the priest met his gaze without fear or doubt. Age had left him frail, but his spirit shone brightly. “I can feel the presence of my gods in this temple, and their touch is heavy upon you.” He spied a chair nearby and gestured toward it. “Do you wish to sit, priest? I want to talk, but sitting may be easier for you. I am happy to stand or to sit on the floor.”

“You are very considerate. Aye, I will sit.” The old man sat on the chair, and Blue Scales settled onto the floor. There was another chair, but he could tell immediately that he was too heavy for it.

“Do you tend to this temple alone?” Blue Scales asked.

The priest shook his head. “There is a lad who comes by to help. He is to be my successor when the gods see fit to call me to their side, but he is young. These stormy nights are not meant for children. They are meant for old men with too much on their minds and too many years behind them.” His lips curved up into a faint smile. “Do not worry yourself on my account. Even here, so far from the sea, only a fool would dare come into this temple and harm me. Thieves, likewise, know better than to steal from a temple although there is little here that might interest them. And for all that the rulers of this city do not follow the gods of the Deep, this is a temple. Whoever harmed me or this place would soon regret it.”

Blue Scales nodded. The gods were not vague, illusory beings. Anyone who had ever set foot into a temple had felt their presence, and they had made their favour – and displeasure – known too frequently over the years for anyone to doubt their existence. His gaze drifted to the tattoo that covered part of the priest’s face. It was a symbol he had seen before when he and Eric had briefly travelled into the lands held by the mountain clans.

They were tough, hardy folk who had held their territory against all manner of invaders for centuries. They were allied to the dwarves, and there were jokes that they alone could match the impressive beards of the sons of earth and stone. The dwarves lived within the mountains, so they were happy for others to live on those same mountains, provided they were on friendly terms. After helping the dwarves repel orcs, goblins, and countless other foes, the mountain men had become trusted allies who could be counted on no matter how dire the situation.

“How does a mountain man come to serve the gods of the Deep?” Blue Scales asked.

The priest chuckled. “You have a keen eye, my friend.” He traced the tattoo with his finger, and his gaze grew distant, drawn to a place and time beyond the temple and the storm that raged outside it. “I was born in the mountains to the north, and I had thought I would live and die there as all my kin had. But I was taken with wanderlust as a youth. By chance, I found myself in a coastal city, and I took a job on a ship to earn coin.” His smile widened. “It was a dream of mine. I had never seen the sea until then, but it had always sounded so beautiful in the stories. The first time I saw it, I nearly wept. It was everything I had wished for. I would have leapt into it, but I feared I would drown.”

The priest took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “It was on my third journey with the same ship that I felt the touch of the gods I now serve.” He closed his eyes, and his expression grew pinched and weary. “There was a storm that night, much like this one. I remember our captain screaming himself hoarse to be heard over the din of thunder and the howl of the wind. I remember the panicked faces of my crewmates lit by the flash of lightning and half hidden by the driving rain. I must have slipped and fallen a dozen times, the deck was so slick with rain, and the ship so rocked by the waves.” He swallowed thickly. “And above all, I remember the tentacles rising out of the water and coiling around the ship. There were four other ships in our little fleet, all of them armed and led by experienced captains with stout crews. It didn’t matter. How could it? What were mortal spears and swords against a titan of the Deep? In mere moments, the ships were nought but kindling scattered amongst the waves.”

“A kraken,” Blue Scales murmured. “One of the two terrors of the Deep.” He grimaced. “You and your comrades were not at fault. Even my people fear them. They are the dragons of the Deep. Only another kraken or leviathan can face them and win.”

“Aye. It was a kraken.” The old priest’s lips thinned. “My ship went down, same as all the others, and I saw my shipmates vanish beneath the waves, never to rise again. I prayed because what else could I do? It was a rough prayer, the mad ramblings of a doomed man, but I prayed all the same. I promised to serve the gods of the Deep if they spared me. I did not care if I had to become the priest of a landlocked village and never lay eyes upon the sea again. I wanted to live. Somehow, I made it through that night… and the next night… and the next night. I felt their eyes upon me as the stars wheeled overhead. A shark came, but it left me alone. The following dawn, a passing ship pulled me from the water.”

“But why here?” Blue Scales asked. “The gods of the Deep have few followers here, for the sea is distant and vampires avoid living water when they can. Why did you pick here of all places?”

“I did not pick this place. The gods did.” The priest spoke the words to himself, as much as to Blue Scales. “They showed it to me in a dream. It was difficult to get here, and everyone thought I was a fool for wanting to establish a temple to the gods of the Deep so far from the coast, but I remembered the prayers I had made. I am a mountain man, and we keep our oaths, as foolish as they may seem to others. The gods smiled on me again. A wealthy vampire thought it would be amusing to have a temple to the gods of the Deep in the city. He did not give me a lot of money, but it allowed me to get this place, humble though it may be.” The priest laughed. “But that was years and years ago, a lifetime ago. Yet here I am, still serving as best I can.”

The priest reached for a gourd of water at his waist and took a sip. “I’ve helped many people over the years, more than I thought I could. They usually come here before they travel to the coast to seek their fortune or when the rivers burst their banks and flood. I share what wisdom the gods see fit to give me. Some, I have saved from doom. Others, I have helped to find success. Alas, serving the gods is not necessarily a lucrative calling – regardless of the conduct of certain clergy. But the gods we both serve have no love for liars and cheats. What I have is humble, but it is honestly earned or freely given.” He shrugged. “I have done my best to keep this temple, but I am an old man, and it takes money to get things done. Perhaps it is a test of faith. If people are only willing to worship gods because of the grand temples built in their name, then is it the gods they worship or the temples?”

“Your words ring true. I have seen many who lack your faith yet hold high station. They speak the prayers, but they do not mean them. They profess their faith, but do not hold to it when times grow hard. Such people join temples and accept offerings to acquire power. They have no desire to serve with honest piety.”

Amongst mermen, a priest was a servant not only of the gods but also of their own people. As a youth, Blue Scales had once grown overly proud of his own might. An old priest had humbled him by splitting the seas and calling the winds. When he had asked the old merman why he did not show his power more often, he had replied that strength did not have to be shown to exist and that needless displays of power created conflict. Blue Scales had taken the lesson to heart. He shifted into a more comfortable position, and the coins in the pouch at his waist clinked against each another. He had enough coins to fill many such pouches. Yet here, a single pouch could make a big difference.

“Here.” Blue Scales offered the pouch to the priest. “Take it.”

The priest immediately moved to refuse the gift. “You are generous, my friend, but do not feel that you must give. We have merely spoken, you and I, and you have not asked for my blessing, nor have I offered any wisdom or counsel that only the gods can give.” His eyes twinkled. “The words of an old man are not worth the coins you have offered.”

“I think you underestimate their worth.” Blue Scales offered the pouch again. “These are coins I can spare, and I give them freely. Please, take them.”

At last, the priest accepted, and as their hands touched, Blue Scales saw something – a fleeting glimpse of a possible future. He was the first merman to ever set foot within these walls, but he would not be the last. Another would follow in his footsteps, and that merman would find the answers he sought here. Blue Scales knew better than anyone that although the Deep was vast, it did not hold all the answers. It would seem that in the future, another merman would come to the same conclusion.

“Thank you.” The priest’s eyes narrowed. “You saw something. What did you see?”

“Another merman.” Blue Scales gestured vaguely at the temple around them. His confidence in his decision to enter the temple grew with each passing moment. This place mattered. Somehow, perhaps long after he and the priest were both dead, this temple would have an important role to play. The coins he gave now would ensure that when that day came – when that merman came – the temple would still be here, ready and waiting to do its part. It reminded him of ripples spreading across the surface of a pond. A small stone – the tiniest of actions – could result in great changes in the future.

“My people have a saying,” Blue Scales said. “It is difficult to translate precisely, but it means, roughly, ‘the weight of the tides’. I have seen the grandest temples beneath the waves, palaces of living coral that would put any temple in this city to shame. I have stood in the Temple of Tides itself, which was built to fill when the tides are high and empty when they are low. I have savoured the light of the full moon on my scales upon the steps of the House of the Deep where the oldest icons of the Mother of Unfathomable Depths are kept. There is a weight to those places. This temple is humbler than any of them, yet there is a similar weight to it. I do not know what the gods intend for you or this temple, but they are here. They are waiting.”

“Then you have my thanks, son of the Deep.” The priest’s eyes shone. He stood and went to a cabinet before returning with a large conch shell. “Here. The sailors who plucked me out of the ocean say that I was holding it when they found me although I have no memory of it at all. I believe it is a gift from the gods, yet I could never discern its purpose.” He held it to his ear. “It’s strange. In all the years I’ve had it, I have never once heard the sea when I put it to my ear. Yet tonight, it takes me back to the sea, to the storm and the broken ships.” He handed the shell to Blue Scales. “Tonight… this storm… it is a sign, I think. This was never mine to keep, but mine to give. It was meant for you. I do not know what power it has, but perhaps when you find out, you can tell me.”

Blue Scales accepted the shell. It fit perfectly into his hands. He could sense no magic from it, yet there was a weight to it that went beyond the physical. As with the temple, the touch of his gods was heavy upon it. When he lifted it to his ear, his mind was filled with visions of a storm-ruined sky and waves as tall as mountains. “Thank you,” he said. “This is a kingly gift.”

They talked for a while longer on matters as important as the gods and as inconsequential as the weather, but the time eventually came for Blue Scales to leave. He would return later. The old priest was an interesting fellow, and perhaps he could help to maintain the temple. On his way out, Blue Scales stopped by the pool of water with its long-dead coral. He waded into the pool and savoured the rain upon his face and the water around him. This was not the ocean, but it was pleasing in its own way. Above him, the Lord of Storms held sway. Thunder boomed, and lightning flashed. The wind howled, and rain poured down.

“What are you doing?” the priest asked.

“Listen,” Blue Scales said. “Listen and then do the same in my stead.” He reached out to the rulers of the Deep and the power they granted him. This was not a Word he used frequently. He had little use for it on the surface, and below the waves, it was a duty usually reserved for priests. Thus, it was fitting that he teach it to the priest, as another priest had taught him years ago. “[Nourishing Waters].”

The song of the Deep rang out, and the water changed. It glowed a deep and vibrant blue, and when the light faded, the pool was no longer drab and lifeless. The coral had been restored, and vivid colour filled the pool. It was as though a living reef had been brought into the temple.

The priest stared. “Amazing.” He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, fresh resolve filled his gaze. “I have Heard the Word you used.”

It was not easy to Hear a Word. It required not only a willingness to learn but also a deep connection of some sort, usually via a shared blessing or bonds of fellowship built through years of mutual struggle. Outside of dedicated religious groups, magical associations, or families, Listening was usually not a viable way to learn Words. That the priest could Listen and Hear Blue Scales’s Word heightened his belief that he had done the right thing tonight. The gods favoured them both.

He climbed out of the pool. “The Word will keep the waters fresh for at least a week, perhaps as long as a month, before you must renew it. But fear not, it draws its power from your faith not your personal strength. As long as you hold to your faith, it will ask very little of your own magic.” Blue Scales smiled. “I will visit again when I can.”

The priest’s gaze lingered on the living coral before shifting back to Blue Scales. “You will always be welcome here. Yet… I never asked your name.”

“On the surface, they call me Blue Scales.”

“A fitting name. In the mountains, they called me Arne.”

“Then may the fates be kind to you and yours, Arne.”

“And may fair winds and following seas be ever at your side, Blue Scales.”

Blue Scales left the temple with a spring in his step. There was a rightness to leaving now. He had done what he needed to do, but he would return later. The welcome weight of the gods upon his shoulders had lessened, and he stepped out into the rain. There were two people waiting for him at the gate. One was normal sized, and the other was much smaller. It was Susannah and Roger. For a split-second, he saw the tides of fate swirl around the pair before his vision cleared, and they were once again a young woman and a raccoon and not two mountains rising above clouds of uncertainty.

“I thought I sensed your presence – not many people in this city feel like oceans and storms.” Susannah held an umbrella over her head while Roger clung onto her back and rested his head on her shoulder. “Care for some company? Oh, and I guess Roger can come too.” She grinned, and the raccoon gave her a fond swat on the cheek with his paw. She glanced back at the other temples. “Roger and I thought we’d pay our respects since we were able to get what we wanted without any hassle. With the trouble we get into on a regular basis, leaving a gift or two for the gods seemed like a good idea.”

Blue Scales strode toward them. “I am happy to have your company. Which temples did you visit?”

“It may sound trite, but the gods my clan favours are the gods of the hunt… and the gods of death.” Susannah turned her attention to the small temple with its cracked steps and crumbling façade. “Huh… this place is bigger than I thought.”

“Oh?”

“My clan has a knack for sensing things – it’s part of why we’re so deadly – and there’s definitely something odd about this place. It feels… bigger and heavier than its appearance would suggest.” She laughed. “I’m not being very clear, am I? It’s hard to describe since it’s a feeling, not anything concrete.” She reached into her pocket and handed Roger an apple. The raccoon made a happy sound and began to munch on it. “I’ll have to drop by later and keep an eye on it. These sorts of places typically end up mattering in the most unusual ways. There was this old shrine that grandpa visited…” She shook her head. “Anyway, you should have seen the temple to the gods of the hunt. It wasn’t exactly overflowing with visitors, and I got a few dirty looks on my way in.”

“I imagine you would.” Blue Scales gazed up at the sky as lightning flashed overhead. For a moment, he could have sworn that he saw a titanic figure half-hidden in the clouds, a spear held in his hands, eyes alight with divine power. “The huntresses of your clan are perhaps their most famous followers, and vampires have rarely had a pleasant time around them.”

“True. I’m surprised they built a temple to them here. Then again, we’ve also dealt with plenty of werewolves over the years, so there is that – the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Susannah shifted her umbrella slightly to make sure that Roger stayed dry. From what Blue Scales had seen, rain was no danger to her. “Want to grab something to eat? I was about to head back to the house, but I’m feeling a bit peckish, and a meal is always better when it’s shared with friends.” Her smile turned impish. “And I promise to protect your fruit from Roger.”

The raccoon chortled and move one paw through the air.

“What did he say?” Blue Scales asked. He was still learning the raccoon’s language, but it was slower going than he wished. This was the first time he’d learned a language that combined sounds and gestures so thoroughly. Unlike Eric, he had no innate abilities to make the task easier.

“He said not to worry. He’ll ask for your fruit – it’s Eric that he enjoys stealing from.”

“Is that so? Eric isn’t especially fond of fruit. I think it’s about making sure Roger doesn’t get it. Shall we go to the usual place?”

“Sure. The food there is great, and they don’t mind a raccoon eating there either. You’d be surprised by how many places won’t let Roger stay unless I smuggle him in and then threaten to stab people.” Susannah reached back and patted Roger on the head. “Do you want to know the best thing about being in a vampire city? Places are open all the time – day or night!”

* * *

Alaric the Great Silver might have been the greatest werewolf the world had ever known – certainly since their long-lost golden age – but to Eric, Ulric had always been the werewolf’s werewolf. Alaric was renowned for breaking the mould, but Ulric was every werewolf stereotype rolled into a single person, and he embraced his reputation with a vengeance. If the world ordered Ulric to change, he would simply laugh in its face and dare it to try. And Eric, honestly, would have put his money on Ulric to come out on top. He was that kind of man, that kind of werewolf.

Ulric was exactly as Eric remembered him as he swaggered through the doors of the tavern, his mere presence able to draw the eyes of the other patrons. As his clansmen had once put it: men wanted to be Ulric, and women wanted to be with him. The werewolf bouncer at the door gaped at Ulric in astonishment before stammering out a greeting. The older werewolf – Ulric was amongst the very oldest of their kind – smiled, squeezed his shoulder, and then moved on with the grace and ease of a predator who knew that he was absolutely the deadliest person in the city. He left behind an awestruck lycanthrope who was grinning like a young pup who’d been told he was about to go on his first hunt.

Ulric was roughly seven feet tall, and where Eric was built more for speed and agility than raw power, Ulric was a walking fortress – broad at the shoulders and with muscles that would give Blue Scales a run for his money. He had a wild mane of spiky black hair, and his coal eyes gleamed with mischief. On his back was a gigantic sword. It was a ‘shield sword’, a sword with the breadth and shape to be used as a makeshift shield. It was a ridiculous weapon that would have been useless in the hands of almost anyone else due to its sheer size and weight.

Ulric?

The crazy, old bastard could use it one handed while swinging it around with the same ease Eric handled his spear. When he could be bothered to use both hands, the weapon went from nearly impossible to deal with to outright impossible to block or parry due to the sheer force behind it. It was a huge, solid slab of metal that could sweep opponents aside, break bones with barely a touch, or simply cleave right through obstacles without slowing down. Eric had seen Ulric cut an elder mammoth in half with brute force alone, a feat others would have scarcely dared to imagine possible without magic.

Eric had also faced the weapon many times. Prior to leaving his pack and beginning his journey, he’d been asked to prove he was ready to see the world without his kinsmen at his side. His pack would not allow anyone to leave until they could take care of themselves. Naturally, they’d asked him to fight Ulric. He hadn’t won – nobody had expected him to – but he’d earned approval from Ulric and the rest of his pack.

He'd also been forced to delay his departure for several days. Even with a werewolf’s ridiculous regeneration, Ulric had done quite a number on him, and Eric had been younger and less powerful then. It was a sobering lesson from the older lycanthrope. Eric might be talented, but he was a young werewolf, and there were plenty of bigger fish in the sea. If he wanted to return safely to his pack one day, then he needed to stay sharp and keep his wits about him. It was a lesson Eric had kept in mind although it could be argued that taking a mission into Mordrath was the opposite of keeping his wits about him. Oh well. It had worked out, and it would make for a great story, which he was eager to share with his mentor.

“Hah! There you are, pup!” Ulric saw down at Eric’s table. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.” His gaze burned into Eric, and Eric forced himself to meet it without flinching. The pressure Ulric could exert without lifting a finger was incredible. It was like staring into the eyes of a dragon. Finally, Ulric threw his head back and laughed. “Good. Very good. I like those eyes of yours.” He set his weapon down on the floor rather than propping it against the table. “Tell me, what sort of trouble have you gotten into to get those eyes?”

Eric bared his teeth. “Wouldn’t you like to know, old man?” He waved a serving maid over and ordered the strongest liquor the tavern had. The young woman eyed Ulric speculatively, and the older werewolf gave her a winning smile and a roguish wink. Eric rolled his eyes as the serving maid’s face went red. She managed to stutter out a greeting before hurrying off to get their drinks.

“To the pack and the clan! May the moon smile down on us all!” they said as they brought their mugs together.

Downing his booze in one big gulp while holding Ulric’s gaze, Eric grinned wildly. They emptied their mugs and then set them down on the table upside down as proof. Werewolves loved a proper drinking contest, and it had been years since he’d made a fool of himself by challenging Ulric as a young pup with more bravado than common sense.

He’d missed this. He truly had. Eric cared deeply for his friends, but there was a certain comfort in speaking to someone who’d known him since he was a boy and who had lived amongst the clans and packs of his people. Ulric knew what it was like to howl beneath the moon, to run through the forest as a werewolf, and what it meant to sing the songs of the pack and the clan that told them of their history. It was similar to how Blue Scales could speak to them of the Deep, but none of them would ever it understand it as completely as another merman would. It did not make their friendships worth any less. It simply made them different – and different was not a bad thing. As Ulric had once told him: it would be a shame if everyone was the same. The world would be a smaller, colder place if nobody was different.

“So…” Ulric drawled. “What have you been doing? I hear about you from time to time, and you’ve sent messages too, but everyone back home wants to know more.” His eyes twinkled. “You’ve built a solid reputation, pup. There will be interested women when you return.”

“I’ve been busy, you can be sure of that.” Eric waved the serving maid over again to order food, and Ulric smirked at him before favouring the girl with another wink. Gods. Her face was so red it was a wonder she didn’t pass out.

“Leave the girl alone, old man.” Eric chortled. “We both know you’re simply teasing.”

Ulric chuckled. “Aye. She’s a pretty girl, but I’m not interested in girls. I’m interested in women.”

“Your definition of a woman involves being strong enough to maim you.” Eric snorted. “Or do you think I’ve forgotten about the last woman you asked to be your mate?”

“What can I say? There’s something about a woman who can rip my throat out that I find appealing. Alaric has similar tastes, actually. It’s something we have in common.”

Eric shook his head in fond exasperation. There were werewolves who mated for life. However, others were content to take mates for a time before going their separate ways. Ulric was one of the latter, and his last mate – a female werewolf named Gertrude – had caught his attention by tearing his throat open in a spar. For a werewolf as old and powerful as Ulric, it was barely an inconvenience. But Eric had been there for the aftermath. Ulric had pursued Gertrude, and the pair had lived as mates for a while, having several children, before deciding they were better off as friends and occasional lovers.

“You’re insane. How about a woman who doesn’t try to murder you?”

“And where would the fun be in that?”

Their food arrived, and Eric regaled Ulric with tales of his adventures as they ate. The other werewolf howled with laughter at some of the stories whilst others had him beaming with pride. However, his mirth faded and was replaced by deep respect and approval when Eric spoke of Mordrath.

“Mordrath?” Ulric took a long sip of his liquor. They had ordered extra liquor because no werewolf reunion was complete without plenty of booze. “Now, there’s a name I’ve not heard in a long time, and it’s not a name I’ve wanted to hear. It is an accursed, wretched place that is rightly avoided.” He snarled and reached over to slap Eric on the shoulder. “And you and your friends not only managed to survive it but also escaped with one of its greatest treasures? Hah! I can’t call you pup anymore. No mere pup could have done that. Instead, I’ll call you… Skinny.”

“Skinny?” Eric scoffed. Ulric used nicknames for everyone. If he used someone’s actual name, then it was time to worry. “I’m not skinny.”

“Compared to me you are.”

“Bah! Everyone is skinny compared to you except for our leader.”

“True. And speaking of Alaric…”

Ulric was one of the oldest werewolves in the world, and one of Alaric’s closest friends and advisors. It was why nobody had tried to stop him from entering the city. The resident vampires were unsure if they could beat him – especially with the moon close to full – and any attempt to kill him, successful or otherwise, could easily result in an enraged Alaric dropping whatever he was doing to handle the matter personally.

And that was not a fight the vampires wanted. To put it bluntly, there hadn’t been a vampire capable of facing Alaric on equal footing since the Blood Emperor, and he was nowhere close to his full strength at the moment. Funnily enough, from what Eric knew of Alaric, the legendary werewolf would welcome the Blood Emperor’s return, so they could finally finish their ancient battle.

“I’m here to find someone,” Ulric said. He bit into his roast beef with obvious relish. “Damn. It’s been a while. Spending time on the road and hunting for my food is fun, but a proper tavern meal is a welcome change.”

“Who are you looking for?” Eric asked.

They must be important if Ulric was searching for them. Was it one of Ulric’s errant children, or maybe one of Alaric’s? The Great Silver had sired many children over the years. In fact, a son of his was responsible for the day-to-day running of Eric’s clan. Alaric preferred to focus on larger matters, those that affected all the clans. He was not fond of micromanaging the clans unless there was stupidity that needed to be addressed. Besides, no clan leader would appreciate Alaric prying into their affairs unnecessarily. He was their leader, but they were werewolves, not dogs to be ordered around on a whim.

“One of Alaric’s grandchildren has run off.” Ulric bared his teeth. “He was… annoyed when he heard about it, so he asked me to find her. Supposedly…” He trailed off, and Eric turned to follow his gaze. Blue Scales had just walked into the tavern with Susannah and Roger. “Heh.”

Eric called the trio over, glad that Susannah had her cloak in its unassuming grey form, rather than the resplendent red, silver, and gold that would have revealed her identity. Blue Scales asked a serving maid for permission before carrying another table over and putting it next to theirs. “What was that about Alaric’s grandchild?”

“It’s nothing.” Ulric snickered. “I’ll tell you later.”

Susannah was about to sit down when Ulric shot to his feet. He towered over her with a menacing glare, and Eric grimaced. This could get ugly if he had realised who she was. Huntresses from her clan had killed plenty of werewolves over the years, and Ulric was old enough to remember them. He nodded crisply at Blue Scales. Eric would need his help because there was no way he could hold Ulric back on his own.

But he needn’t have worried.

Ulric’s glare gave way to a broad smile, and he reached down to ruffle Susannah’s hair as if she was a mischievous child and not one of the deadliest people Eric had ever met in his life. “You must be disguising yourself, pup. You look older, but your scent is the same.”

Susannah shooed Ulric’s hand away. “Of course, I am. I can’t have everyone knowing how old I really am. I’d never get any respect until I stabbed them, and you can only stab so many people before nobody will hire you.”

“You insolent twerp.” Ulric laughed good-naturedly and then turned to Roger as the raccoon signed a greeting. “And I can see you’re still keeping the overgrown rat around.” Roger’s eye twitched, and he shook a small fist at the werewolf. “It’s nice to see that he’s as spirited as ever.” Ulric sat down. “I’m glad to see you. Sit. Eat. You must be the ranger that Skinny here was telling me about. You always were skilled with a bow although your grandfather insists that you’re better with a sword. And why am I not surprised that the first time I hear about you from someone other than your grandfather, it’s because you decided to walk into Mordrath? What a troublesome pup you are.”

“You two know each other?” Eric relaxed and sat back down. They must be on friendly terms too, if Ulric was calling her ‘pup’.

“Oh, yes.” Ulric moved his mug of liquor away when Susannah reached for it. “Bah! You might have that red cloak of yours, but you’re too young for this.”

“Most people would say that anyone who can fight their way through Mordrath can handle their liquor.”

“Most people, yes, but your grandfather would flay me if he knew I let you get drunk – if you can even get drunk.”

Susannah waved her hand dismissively. “I have a strong constitution. You’d need something stronger to get me drunk.”

“A strong constitution? You’re basically a werewolf except you can’t transform and silver does nothing to you.” Ulric turned to Eric. “You know her grandfather is a werewolf, right?”

“If he didn’t,” Susannah quipped. “He does now.”

Ulric shrugged his broad shoulders. “Pup, he’s a werewolf himself. He won’t mind if you’re part werewolf.”

“She has mentioned it,” Eric said. His brows furrowed. He’d never asked her who her grandfather was. Given how colouration worked amongst werewolves, he was likely a werewolf with dark hair and dark fur although there were exceptions to every rule. The majority of people in his clan had dark hair and dark fur, and huntresses from her clan strongly resembled each other – dark hair and burgundy eyes were the standard – regardless of whom their fathers were. Indeed, her clan’s appearance was so well known that any woman with seemingly superhuman fighting abilities and those features was assumed to be a member. “How do you know Susannah?”

“I met her not long after she was born, and I’ve been around plenty of times when she visits her grandfather.” Ulric sneered. “The majority of people in her family would be happier to hang us than go anywhere near us, but she’s always been a good sort. There’s a reason her grandfather calls her his favourite granddaughter.” Roger cleared his throat. “And I guess the giant rat isn’t awful either.”

Eric and Blue Scales both breathed a sigh of relief. The merman had been prepared to intervene in case of a fight, but now they could look forward to a pleasant meal with their friends. “You’ve come a long way, old man. I’ve already told you what I’ve been doing. What about you? What have you gotten up to?”

* * *

Jonathan, Miles, and Martin walked along the covered sidewalk. They had done a bit of packing, but Martin had been too excited to truly focus on it. Instead, he’d wanted to show them the shop he’d purchased, so they made their way to it, mindful of the storm whose wrath had finally started to relent. Jonathan’s suspicions were correct. The shop was indeed in the same neighbourhood as the house the others owned. It should take roughly five or so minutes to walk there.

They stopped in front of the shop, and Jonathan took his time to size it up from the outside. The shopfront was large and inviting with big windows. He used [Scry] and [Reveal] and was pleased to note the magic and enchantments on the windows. The windows were heavily reinforced and would filter out the potentially deadly light of the sun. Just to be on the safe side, there were also shutters that could be locked in place from the inside. There was no sign over the shop yet, but it should be easy to get one made. The façade was clean and tidy, and the front door was decorated with tasteful ironwork. All in all, it was every bit the reputable shop for a well-to-do artefact dealer, and he couldn’t be happier for his friend.

“It’s great,” Jonathan said.

“It is, isn’t it?” Martin unlocked the door and ushered them inside. The keys had been delivered with the letter. “Come in. It’s even better on the inside.”

They stepped into the shop, and Jonathan nodded to himself. Polished wooden floors greeted them – not a single floorboard creaked – along with finely plastered walls and ceilings with intricate cornices. It radiated class and sophistication although it would be difficult to maintain and keep clean. He’d have to ask Aria if she could put an enchantment or two on it. He’d be happy to pay a fee, and paladins did tend to know magic related to keeping things in pristine condition. There were also a variety of magical creatures that could be bought or hired for the task, and vampires were no strangers to using minions. At a certain point, it was actually expected.

“It’s wonderful.”

“It’s something, all right.” Martin pointed. “There’s plenty of space for my whole inventory. I can put shelves there, there, and there. The living quarters are better too. I know you haven’t complained, but there’s not a lot of room at the other shop.”

“I’m glad to have any room at all. You took me in when nobody else would.” Jonathan used [Reveal] again. There was magic woven into the very foundations of the building. Whoever had built this place had built it to last. “Although I won’t say no to extra space.”

“There’s a room upstairs for Miles too,” Martin said. “I thought you’d appreciate it, Miles. It has a nice view of the street, and I’m told you can watch the sunset and sunrise from there too, which isn’t something Jonathan or I are likely to do.” Although it ought to be safe with the magic on the windows, it was hard for vampires to overcome their fierce and instinctual fear of the sun. There were ancients, those with the age and power to walk in the sun, but they had a tendency to be… eccentric.

Miles inclined his head gratefully. “Thank you, sir. I do appreciate it.”

“Any friend of Jonathan’s is a friend of mine.” Martin stretched. “I don’t want to see the sun unless it’s in a painting.”

Jonathan agreed. He was a cautious person. He wanted to stay away from the sun if possible. If, by some stroke of fate, he managed to become an ancient vampire, then perhaps he’d take the opportunity to see the sun. What would it look like with all the gifts vampires possessed? However, caution had served him well so far. He would stay away from the sun until he was certain it could not harm him,

It is magnificent. The Blood Emperor’s voice was filled with fondness. I would recommend it to more vampires if the overwhelming majority wouldn’t have to pay for the sight with their lives. I could show you my memories of it, but it is something you need to experience for yourself to truly understand.

The dwarf king slapped his knee. You vampires are a strange lot. You’d not know it, but the view of the sunrise from the summit of Mordrath was a sight to behold before the dark times. Imagine it: the sun shining on the whole kingdom we’d carved out by beating back the sea. Aye, it was a constant reminder of the glory of my people. It’s a pity it’s all beneath the waves now. I suppose that’s a reminder too… of how there are mysteries better left in the earth.

They took a brief tour of the rest of the shop as Martin explained what he wanted to do with each space. Jonathan was not only impressed by the shop but also by the care and thought Martin had put into how he would take advantage of it. Although Martin hadn’t been willing to believe he’d get the shop, he’d still made plans for it. Jonathan was confident Martin would see an increase in his profits. Appearances mattered to vampires, and the new shop would give Martin the veneer of respectability that he needed to fully leverage his expertise.

“Well, that’s it.” Martin breathed a sigh of contentment. “I know it’s late for Miles, but we should get something to eat. There’s supposed to be a nice tavern around here. A customer recommended it.”

“I think I know the tavern you mean.” The tavern that Jonathan and the others frequented was in the next district over. It was, admittedly, in a shady part of town, but it wasn’t that far. In fact, now that he thought about it, it was amazing how quickly the character of the city could change over a relatively short distance. “It’s not far, but it is across one of the main thoroughfares.”

“Perhaps we’ll meet the others there,” Miles said.

“Maybe. They did say they had things to do, but they have a knack for finding trouble.” Jonathan scratched the back of his head. “But, to be fair, so do I.” He paused. “Martin, you can handle yourself in a tavern brawl, right?”

Martin blinked. “I haven’t been in a tavern brawl for a while, but I’m not completely hopeless. Why?”

“Oh… no reason. But if people start throwing punches, we need to stick together and keep an eye out for people improvising weaponry out of furniture.”

They made their way toward the tavern, and Jonathan paid close attention to how their surroundings changed. The thoroughfare they had to cross served as a clear border between the upper-class neighbourhood they were leaving and the poorer area they were entering. There were numerous guards on patrol – to keep the ‘riff raff’ out, he guessed – and he nodded at the pair they passed along the covered crossing. From the way he and Miles, and to a lesser extent, Martin, were dressed, they were obviously from the wealthier part of the city. The guards nodded back and then turned to glare at a poorly dressed fellow who was trying to cross the road. The unfortunate man lost his nerve and slunk back into the poorer part of the city.

“It’s not fair,” Martin grumbled, his gaze locked onto the retreating man. “It’s not fair at all.”

“No, it’s not.” Jonathan frowned. “I can’t believe I never noticed it until now.”

“Despite losing your castle, sir, you remain a vampire noble. Blood is important to vampires, and your blood is noble, albeit impoverished. Moreover, since joining the group, you have been able to dress in a way that better matches your station. True, you do not dress ostentatiously, but your clothes can be readily identified as being of superior quality. You also speak in a manner reserved for those of noble standing or high education.”

Miles’s voice hardened. “It is a cruel cycle, sir. A poor man cannot afford high quality clothing that lasts a long time, nor can he afford proper schooling. Instead, he must make do with cheaper clothes and forego an education since the upfront costs of fine clothing and proper schooling are beyond someone who is simply struggling to survive. This ensures he remains impoverished. A similar principle applies to various other areas, such as housing, tools, and so forth. It was why I was so disappointed in the other servants. You did not merely pay us reasonably. You paid us well, yet I alone stood by you when your fortunes changed. Loyalty should be rewarded with loyalty and honour with honour.” He motioned at the guards. “In any case, the guards have their orders. The wealthy may venture into the poorer parts of the city, but the reverse is not true.”

“I’m not as well dressed as either of you,” Martin said. “But my clothes are still a cut above those of the man they turned back. I might not appear wealthy, but I do look as though I might have legitimate business in this area.”

Jonathan made a face and stared at his boots. “My boots…” He had not considered the cost when he bought them. They were expensive, easily worth more than what the other man had been wearing. Yet he had bought them at Aria’s recommendation without a second thought. They had proven themselves, being comfortable and suited to any kind of terrain.

“They are a necessary expense, sir. Believe me when I say this. Any adventurer who can afford to should buy a solid pair of boots. Losing your footing can be a death sentence in our profession, and soggy feet are not pleasant either.”

“Even so…” Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “I know what it’s like to be turned away and to have nothing. I want to help people if I can.”

Merely throwing money at the problem has never worked. Others with greater wealth than you could imagine have tried and failed. The Blood Emperor’s eyes narrowed. What is needed is a nation that allows people to better themselves, that promotes and rewards hard work with wealth and opportunity while supporting the unfortunate until they can get back on their feet. The poor and downtrodden must have realistic paths to success and examples to follow. He nodded firmly. Not all heroes are found on the battlefield. They need to see – to know – that it is possible to achieve their dreams because someone, one of them, has done it.

You need better administration. The dwarf king rubbed his beard. Any fool of a king can enrich those who are already wealthy or lead a nation into battle. A great king not only wins their battles but also elevates his people. He gives them the chance to rise as high as their hard work and talents will take them. His lips twitched. A great king does not merely give his people fish.

He teaches them how to fish. The Blood Emperor chuckled. That saying was around during your time?

Wise words echo through the ages.

They were almost to the tavern when they ran into a familiar duo.

“Aria.” Jonathan smiled warmly. The former paladin was tired – humans operated on a different sleeping cycle to vampires, but Miles had decades of adaptation to it – but her eyes lit up when she saw them. “Eileen.” The two crossed the street, with Eileen using her bulky bear body to ensure safe passage, and Jonathan introduced the pair to Martin. “This is my friend, Martin, the artefact dealer I’ve told you about. He’ll be moving into a new shop soon. It’s close to your house.”

“Oh?” Aria extended her hand. Martin was taken aback, but he quickly took her hand in his. Given his status, it was rare for him to be greeted so warmly. He must also have been able to sense her magic. Few vampires would have expected a former paladin to greet them with a smile and a handshake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Martin. Jonathan has told us a lot about you.”

Eileen held up a wooden sign. Don’t worry. It’s all been good.

Martin blinked, and Jonathan bit back a laugh. He had told Martin about Eileen’s usage of signs, but seeing it was very different from hearing about it. “Uh… thank you. It’s nice to meet you two.” He shook Aria’s hand and then settled for an awkward claw-shake with an amused Eileen. “Thank you for taking care of Jonathan on those missions you all go on.”

“He does his fair share too,” Aria replied. “Were you three going to the tavern?”

“Yes. We plan on celebrating Martin getting his new –”

There was a loud crash, and Jonathan gasped as Eric and another man rolled out of the tavern and into the street. The two were up on their feet and trading punches in an instant, but getting into a battle of attrition with a werewolf was an exercise in futility. Eric dropped his opponent with a clubbing right hand to the jaw and then ducked as a bottle flew at his head. He caught the projectile out of the air and then tossed it back. Judging from the scream that followed, his aim was true. The werewolf glanced at his downed opponent before dragging him out of the rain and propping him against the wall of the tavern.

“I don’t need this idiot drowning in a puddle,” Eric muttered before he noticed them. “Oh. Hi. Here for dinner?”

“Martin,” Jonathan said. “Meet Eric. Eric, meet Martin.

Martin’s gaze flicked past the downed man to the tavern. “Is this a tavern brawl?”

“It sure is.” Eric kicked a man who’d been sneaking up on him and then threw another back into the tavern. Inside the tavern, Jonathan could see Blue Scales overwhelming four opponents at the same time, his massive blue form easy to see amidst the growing chaos. “Mind lending a hand?”

Martin met Jonathan’s gaze. A moment later, Susannah leapt out of a window with Roger on her back. The raccoon hurled insults as the huntress turned to face the two women who’d followed her out the window, albeit without her effortless grace. She had the decency to let them get back to their feet before beckoning them forward. Each held a knife, but Susannah dealt with both of them with ease. She ghosted out of the way of their attacks and landed a pair of crisps strikes to send them to the ground unconscious. The bouncer keeping an eye on proceedings gave an approving nod as Susannah dragged them out of the rain, took their knives, and then rifled through their pockets. Drawing live steel in a tavern brawl was frowned upon, so compensation was necessary.

Martin rolled up his sleeves and stepped forward. “It’s been a while, but a tavern brawl sounds nice…”

Half an hour later, the brawl was over, and the whole group was seated at several tables that had been pushed together. Jonathan had noticed a massive werewolf earlier in the fight, but Ulric was even bigger up close than he had been from across the tavern. He was similar in size to Blue Scales, and that was without transforming. Jonathan could hardly imagine how big he’d be in his werewolf form.

“You fight decently for a scholar,” Ulric drawled. He had another drink in front of him, which he’d paid for using coins taken from a man who’d tried to stab him with a broken chair leg.

“I’ve been learning as best I can.” Jonathan gave Roger an apologetic glance. “I’ve got a long way to go. I’m the worst melee fighter in the group other than Roger.” The raccoon waved his paw dismissively. It was true. In melee combat, Jonathan would probably lose to everyone except Roger. “I’ve been fortunate to have good teachers.”

“A good teacher still needs a willing student.” Ulric sniffed the air. “Something about you smells familiar.” His eyes narrowed briefly before he shrugged and laughed. “I must have run into your ancestors in the past.”

“I’m sure that’s it.” Jonathan laughed nervously.

Ulric was there when I fought Alaric. The Blood Emperor smirked. He is not a werewolf to be trifled with, but he is a reasonable fellow. He enjoys knocking skulls together, but he won’t rip you in half unless you deserve it.

“It doesn’t matter.” Ulric raised his mug in a toast. “There’s no better way to learn about someone than in a fight, and I think I’ve learned all I need to know about you lot.” He downed the rest of his liquor and then got to his feet. He’d drunk more alcohol than the rest of them combined, but he wasn’t the least bit unsteady on his feet. “I’ve got other business to attend to, but it was nice meeting you all. Keep an eye on Skinny here. He's got a nose for trouble.” He leaned over to ruffle Susannah’s hair. “And watch out for Susannah and the rat too. They’re hardly any better.”

“Leaving already?” Eric asked.

“I’ve got business that needs to be dealt with sooner rather than later, but I’ll be around for a bit.” Ulric squeezed Eric’s shoulder. “Don’t try to find me. I’ll find you.”

Ulric left with another grin and a jaunty wave, and Jonathan watched him go, not quite sure what to make of the ancient werewolf. It was odd that a werewolf of his power was allowed free reign in the city, but they might not be confident they could stop him if push came to shove.

That is almost certainly the case. Ancient werewolves and ancient vampires are closer to walking natural disasters than people. The Blood Emperor chortled. I admire his audacity. He knows older vampires are often risk averse, so they won’t pick a fight if they’re not sure they can win, especially if he isn’t acting against them directly. There are three ancient vampires in this city – not surprising given its importance – but none of them are combat specialists the way Ulric is. They might – maybe – win, but it would not be easy, and they would not emerge unscathed. Ulric would also have to be careless. If he fought seriously from the start, I doubt he could lose.

“Don’t worry about the old man,” Eric said. “If he wanted any of us dead, we would be. And if he wanted to destroy the city, half of it would already be on fire.” He leaned back in his chair and would have put his feet up if not for the frown he got from Aria. “But him being in the city means there’s going to be trouble. Either he’ll be starting it, or it will find him. That’s how it is. I’d stay on my toes if I were you.”

“Don’t we always?” Aria called the serving maid over to order food. It was late in the night, so she was eating a light snack not a proper meal. “Martin, now that nobody is throwing punches, why don’t you introduce yourself properly? We’ve heard so much about you. It’s nice to finally put a face to the name.”

Later, as they were walking back to Martin’s shop, the other vampire turned to Jonathan. The expression on his face was equal parts pleased and baffled. It was a strange combination, not one that he’d seen on his friend’s face before, or at least, not in a long time.

“The people in your group are a bit odd, Jonathan.”

“Yes, I suppose they are, but I’m a bit odd myself.”

“Hah!” Martin threw an arm around his shoulders. “That’s the spirit! We’re all a bit odd. In fact, I think Miles might be the most normal person either of us know.”

Miles’s lips twitched. “I’m not sure I qualify as normal, but I will accept your words in the spirit they were given.”

Their laughter echoed through the tunnels, and the three of them walked the rest of the way with springs in their steps. Outside, the storm dwindled until the rain was little more than a whisper on the ancient stone streets of the city before finally falling silent as the first rays of dawn broke over the horizon. But by then, they were already home, and Martin and Jonathan were both fast asleep.

* * *

A week and a half passed by in a pleasant haze of packing and sorting as Jonathan and Miles helped Martin prepare to move. The meeting with the group was pushed back to give everyone extra rest. It was easy to overlook during the excitement of a mission, but fatigue had begun to creep in.

Martin had been in the same shop for decades, so there was, not surprisingly, a lot to get done. However, both he and Martin were professionals, and Miles only had to be shown how to do something once before handling it with his usual aplomb. There was an amusing moment when Martin came across one of the first artefacts that Jonathan had ever sent him. It was an ancient bowl from a kingdom of snake-people. The bowl itself was basically worthless – the snake-people had been extremely prolific when it came to their crockery – but it had sentimental value.

“I think I’ll keep it,” Martin said. “As a reminder.”

“Of what?”

“I’ve heard too many stories of people letting success go to their head and change them for the worse. I want a memento to remind me of the hard times – and the people who helped me get my start.” Martin patted the bowl fondly. “And as ugly as this thing is, it’s the perfect size for holding the bits and pieces I use when I evaluate a new piece.”

“It is rather hideous,” Jonathan said. “The Uren-Rash might have sold plenty of crockery, but I think their crockery was popular because of its durability and affordability, as opposed to its aesthetic appeal. If I recall correctly, there was a thriving industry at the time of buying up their crockery, redecorating it, and then selling it for a higher price.”

“Makes sense. This thing is two thousand years old, and I’ve dropped it dozens of times. Still doesn’t have so much as a dent in it.”

A week of hard work had them all but ready to move. With little else to do and feeling wonderfully rested, Jonathan was willing to admit he’d begun to get twitchy. Was it because of all the missions he’d taken since joining the group? Once upon a time, he’d have been perfectly content to spend his days reading and studying. Now, as much as he enjoyed those activities, he also had the urge to go out and do things. It was mildly troubling. Hopefully, he wouldn’t become too adventurous!

Adventure is an acquired taste, and I do think you’ve acquired it. The Blood Emperor smirked. But don’t worry. You’re not the gambling sort, so I doubt you’ll become the kind of adventurer who spends all their money searching for new thrills and challenges.

Bah! It’s a good thing. You need to get out more – but not during the day. The dwarf king gave him the mental equivalent of a slap over the back. It might have been difficult for you to find your courage, but now that you’ve found it, it’s tough to lose it. You’ve been tested in battle, and that changes a man. It puts steel in his spine and fire in his belly. Let no man ever call you a coward. You faced the horrors of Mordrath and held your nerve.

“Martin,” Jonathan said. “I think Miles and I will meet up with the others tonight. They’ve mentioned taking a mission soon, and they said someone wants to meet with us.”

Martin made a shooing gesture. “Off with you two then. You’ve done plenty to help me pack. I can handle the rest myself. I’ve a friend at a courier company. I’ll ask him to help me move. He has plenty of people there with strong backs who’re in need of coin. Go meet with your adventurer friends.”

Jonathan didn’t know whom they were about to meet, but the message Eileen had sent via a shadow imp had told him to dress his best. It must be someone important, probably another vampire noble although the level of secrecy involved had him hoping they weren’t about to take another trip into Mordrath. Could it be a covert mission? He smiled. What if they had to rescue another vampire noble’s human mistress? That would be quite the coincidence although he’d prefer it if no liches were involved. Liches were fearsome foes, and anyone who could match Roger in a contest of magical might was not an opponent to take lightly. Lord Darkheart had lost, but the battle would have been extremely difficult if he hadn’t been badly outnumbered.

Jonathan’s suspicions would prove to be almost correct, much to his dismay and the Blood Emperor’s amusement.

“Good evening, Lord Bloodhaven.”

Jonathan almost tripped over. Only a steadying hand on his back from Miles kept him on his feet. He might not have recognised the vampire seated at the table with a single trusted attendant waiting to serve – an old man with too many similarities to Miles for him to relax – but he certainly recognised the proud crest on the sword laid across the table as both a warning and proof of his identity. It was a black tower on a red field – the crest of the House of Night-Tower, one of the very oldest and mightiest vampire Houses.

“Good evening, Lord Night-Tower,” Jonathan replied, hoping he hadn’t delayed too long in his greeting. “I hope the night finds you well.”

“As well as it can, given the circumstances.” Lord Night-Tower gestured for him to sit. Aria had already taken a seat, and Jonathan took the seat beside her and directly opposite the other vampire. The rest of the group wasn’t present, perhaps due to the sensitive nature of what they were about to discuss or because of appearances. Miles and the other servant held a wordless conversation before Miles stepped aside to let the other man handle the refreshments. His acquiescence was acknowledged with a crisp nod and the barest hint of a smile.

As Jonathan settled into his seat, his mind raced. The Night Tower was an ancient and terrible structure built upon one of the greatest places of power in the world. It was a location where the fabric between worlds wore thin and the gaze of the gods grew heavy. Its power had been used to craft some of the strongest artefacts in vampire history. That same power had also given life to potent magical defences and drove an elaborate system of magical industry. The lands around the Night Tower were famed for their security and prosperity, and the House of Night-Tower was considered a key lynchpin of vampiric power.

Their support was crucial to becoming emperor. The Blood Emperor’s voice was a faint, ghostly whisper. He could not afford to make his presence known here. Tread lightly, Jonathan, and choose your words wisely. Making an enemy out of this man and his House would be a grave error, but making an ally or friend of him would be an incredible boon.

“Lord Night-Tower,” Jonathan began before recalling that the current ruler of the House was supposed to be an ancient vampire. “I apologise. Do you have a preference for how I should address you?” Albert Blightruin’s conduct had made it clear that strict formality was not an issue. Here, he needed to be cautious.

“Ah. Of course.” The other vampire inclined his head. “My grandfather, Hadrian, is the present ruler of my House although it will not be long before he allows my father to take his place. I am Aurelius Night-Tower, heir to my father, and, for the time being, second in line for the succession. You may address me as Lord Aurelius.” He studied Jonathan intently. “I do believe you once petitioned my grandfather to study the Night Tower.”

Jonathan winced. Many had tried to steal the power of the Night Tower over the centuries, but only the Night-Towers had ever learned how to safely operate the structure. Everyone else had, well, died rather horrifically. “It was strictly out of academic curiosity, I assure you.”

Aurelius’s lips curled. “My grandfather was convinced you were plotting against our House until my father persuaded him to investigate you properly. When he saw your academic record, his suspicion turned to amusement. He still refused, of course. The secrets of the Night Tower belong to my House alone. However, I cannot blame you for being curious. It is an incredibly ancient structure, whose creation predates the foundation of my House, as well as the era when leviathans and krakens tried to drown the world. Nobody knows who built it save the gods, and they have never revealed the truth.” He paused to take a sip of blood from his goblet. Jonathan matched the gesture. The blood belonged to a sweet, flavourful vintage. It reminded him of the taste of Aria’s blood but without the inimitable seasoning of her holy magic. “My youngest brother is friends with the young Lord Blightruin, and it was through him that I learned of your group. He assured me that your group is capable of acting swiftly, efficiently, and above all else, discretely. Was he mistaken in any way?”

“He was not.” Jonathan met Aria’s gaze. She would let him take the lead here since he was a vampire noble, and he’d grown used to how their group operated. “We are all those things. We pride ourselves on getting the job done and, if necessary, getting it done quietly and with nobody else the wiser.”

“Excellent. I find myself in need of such a group.” Aurelius reminded Jonathan strongly of the paintings he’d seen of the various scions of the House of Night-Tower through the ages. He had high cheek bones, stern features, and a piercing gaze that would have been cruel if not for the patience and wisdom in it. He also carried an air of melancholy around him, a shadow that was said to cling to all who dwelt in the Night Tower for extended periods of time. Although the Night-Towers had learned how to harness a portion of the structure’s power, not even they would claim to fully understand it. Some said the Night Tower stood with a foot in other worlds although what those other worlds were, no one could say. “You are a scholar of no small skill, Lord Bloodhaven. Tell me, are you familiar with the Paradox Labyrinth?”

“I am.” Jonathan decided to continue since Aria seemed unfamiliar with it, and Aurelius was content to let him speak. “It is a special labyrinth that can only be accessed via doors that appear once a century in several locations. These doors open for roughly three months and then vanish, leaving the labyrinth inaccessible until another century has passed. If the stories are to be believed, the labyrinth is full of riches. Each time the doors appear, hundreds, possibly thousands, of adventurers, thrill-seekers, mercenaries, and desperate folk risk death and venture into the labyrinth in hopes of winning a fortune.”

“The doors just appear?” Aria asked.

Jonathan was warming to his subject now, and Aurelius motioned for him to continue. The other vampire must already be familiar with the labyrinth, but on such esoteric subjects, there were few who could match Jonathan’s expertise. It wasn’t arrogance, merely a statement of fact. Jonathan had many loves as a scholar, but his grasp of esoteric and obscure lore was difficult to beat.

“The Paradox Labyrinth was created by a dragon lord named Riftwing as a form of amusement. It exists in a separate dimension, and it is called the Paradox Labyrinth because he can seemingly alter it in any way he sees fit. There are said to be entire worlds within it, and the dragon can supposedly alter basic rules like gravity and the flow of time to make things… interesting.”

Aurelius scowled. “Dragons are an obnoxious bunch at the best of times. I doubt anyone would put up with them if they weren’t nigh invincible. And dragon lords are the worst of the lot. They know the power they wield, and they’re not afraid to flaunt it. Short of the gods themselves striking them down, dragon lords have little to fear from anyone – and there are those who wonder if even the gods can conquer the greatest of their number.”

“The doors appear in approximately the same locations each time. If a flood or some other disaster renders the usual spots inaccessible, they’ve been known to move to safer ground. The doors are guarded by Riftwing’s descendants, a measure he put in place to stop people attacking each other prior to entering the labyrinth. Entrants are also asked to sign waivers and disclaimers warning them of the danger before entering.” Jonathan noted Aria’s surprise and explained. “Riftwing wants to make sure that everyone entering the labyrinth does so of their own free will.”

“What happens if someone is forced into the labyrinth?” Aria asked.

“The last time someone tried that, the dragon watching over the door refused to allow the person through and ate the people who were trying to force him into the labyrinth. When Riftwing learned that it was a state-sanctioned program crafted by a tyrannical king who wished to empty the labyrinth of its treasures, he burned the king’s palace to the ground with the king in it. I’m told he used his powers to warp time, so the king’s suffering went on for weeks before he finally died.” Jonathan shuddered. “Needless to say, nobody has been foolish enough to repeat the king’s mistake.”

“The dragon has an absurd but scrupulous sense of fair play,” Aurelius said. “He is perfectly content to let the labyrinth kill you, but he will not tolerate the unwilling being forced into it, nor will he allow people to enter without being made fully aware of the potential consequences of entry. That said, not everyone who fails to complete the labyrinth ends up dead.”

“Yes,” Jonathan said. “It’s not unusual for entrants to be dumped outside the door minus their possessions or bereft of their clothing.”

Aria tilted her head. “That’s bizarre. Why not kill them?”

“Riftwing supposedly finds it amusing to alter the labyrinth’s difficulty based on what entrants want. The greater their desire, the more difficult the labyrinth will be – and the more severe the penalty for failure.” Jonathan folded his hands together. “There is a famous story of a farmer entering the labyrinth in the hopes of winning the money to purchase another cow. Why he only wanted the money to buy one cow, we’ll never know. What we do know is that the poor fellow failed… and ended up outside the labyrinth covered in chicken feathers and glue. On the other hand, there are countless examples of entrants who sought to win fabulous fortunes or legendary weapons. The overwhelming majority of them never made it out of the labyrinth, so we must assume they perished there.”

Aria’s brows furrowed. “I know dragons are powerful, but what kind of dragon can do what you’ve described?”

“First and foremost, you need to understand that Riftwing is a dragon lord. That means his power dwarfs the power of a normal dragon the way a normal dragon’s power dwarfs a wyvern’s. There are records of a kingdom that tried to wage war against him.” Jonathan shuddered. “He erased it.”

“Erased?” Aria frowned at his odd choice of words.

“Yes, erased. He didn’t burn it down. It was there one day and just… gone the next. Scholars have argued that Riftwing is the single most powerful being in the world, other than the gods.” Jonathan lowered his voice. “And there are those who argue he surpasses even them. In any case, a direct confrontation with him is, to put it bluntly, a fancy way of committing suicide.”

Aria gulped. “And he made the labyrinth for amusement?”

“It makes sense.” Aurelius sighed. “Dragons are capricious creatures, and they crave entertainment. I imagine you can only burn a city down so many times before it gets boring.”

“Riftwing is also a very unusual type of dragon. Scholars believe he is a paradox dragon,” Jonathan said. “Which is another possible explanation for the labyrinth’s name.”

“A paradox dragon?” Aria asked. “I’ve never heard of those before.”

“I’m not surprised you haven’t.” Jonathan took a quick sip out of his goblet. “They are an exceptionally rare variety of dragon. They are believed to be the highest form of distortion dragon. Paradox dragons are said to wield immense control over space and time to the point that they can, as their name suggests, create paradoxes or seemingly impossible events. It would be well within a dragon lord of that kind’s power to create the labyrinth. It also means that mere fire is the least of his powers. He could kill you by accelerating the passage of time over and over again until you crumble to dust, or he could freeze you in place and step on you.”

“His power is so vast that entrants have reported venturing through immense forests and climbing towering mountains.” Aurelius’s expression darkened. “However, it is rare for anyone to take beyond a week to emerge, which is why I contacted your group with such urgency.”

Aria was happy to be on familiar ground. “What happened?”

“What I say must not be shared with anyone outside your group. I will need your solemn oaths on that.” Once their oaths had been given, Aurelius continued. “I have two younger brothers. One is precisely what my father and grandfather wish for – a dutiful son who does not question his place and who is happy to marry whomever they wish to further the ambitions of our House. My youngest brother, Gaius, is a freer spirit, and it is on his behalf that I have approached you.”

Jonathan could see where this was going. “Then…?”

“He took it upon himself to enter the Paradox Labyrinth. I believe he has two main objectives. The first of those objectives should be obvious. He no longer wishes to be reliant on our family. He wants the power to chart his own course. I believe he wishes to live as an adventurer. However, it is his second objective that brought your group to mind.” Aurelius ran a hand through his hair. “I love my brother dearly, but he is a fool – or perhaps love has made him a fool. You see, he has fallen in love with a witch.”

“A witch?” Jonathan blurted. “Really?” As a general rule, witches and vampires did not get along. It was almost as bad, socially speaking, as pursuing a werewolf. No noble family would stand for it. Gaius should have been confined to his family’s lands while the witch was hunted down. The fact that hadn’t happened spoke volumes of the bond between Aurelius and his brother.

Aurelius chuckled mirthlessly. “Your reaction was the same as mine when I found out. Yes, Lord Bloodhaven, my brother somehow met and fell in love with a human witch without anyone noticing until it was too late. Thus far, I have managed to keep this from my father and grandfather. My brother initially wanted to throw his relationship with the witch in their faces, but I advised him to stop and think. I know my grandfather. To say he would take it poorly is an understatement. I would be amazed if the witch lived longer than a week once he found out. The sole option I can see is for my brother to take her as a mistress after he has married a respectable vampire lady of suitably noble blood and sired a child or two.” He grimaced. “My father is less… old-fashioned than my grandfather. He might – maybe – tolerate it after he takes over our House.”

“What happened to the witch?” Aria asked. Jonathan could all but see the gears turning in her mind. The former paladin was quick-witted. If Gaius had gone into the labyrinth because of the witch and Aurelius was this worried about him, then something truly awful must have happened.

Aurelius tapped his fingers on the table. “The witch’s name is Vera Brandt. I trust you recognise it.”

Aria paled. “Oh no.”

Jonathan glanced between the two of them. He hadn’t been an adventurer for long, so he didn’t recognise the name. “What don’t I know?”

“Vera was a member of the Adventurers’ Union. She led her own group. Eileen and I have worked with them several times. They’re good people, if a bit unusual, not too dissimilar to our group.” Aria bit her lip. “They were successful too – until they ran into trouble on a mission. Vera was cursed.”

“The curse turned her into a banshee,” Aurelius said. “Given her state, she chose to leave the union, along with her group, to search for a cure. However, the entity responsible for cursing her was extraordinarily powerful. They have yet to find a cure, and from what I understand, they’ve exhausted all of their options.”

“Then your brother must be searching for a cure in the labyrinth.” Jonathan swallowed thickly and folded his hands together again to stop them from shaking. “Or could he be considering that option.” Aria raised one eyebrow, and Jonathan explained. “The greatest boon you can ask for in the labyrinth is the personal aid of Riftwing himself. Considering his power, he must be able to cure Vera. But to reach him and earn his aid… the labyrinth will be merciless.”

“Precisely. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is simple. Enter the labyrinth and get my brother out of it alive. What happened to Vera is unfortunate, but I will not lose my brother over it. His group entered the labyrinth a little over a week ago but have yet to emerge. I am not so foolish as to disregard the possibility he will refuse to leave the labyrinth until he has accomplished his objectives. If necessary, you are to render him whatever aid you can. Naturally, you can keep anything you find in there, and I do not care what else you try to obtain, provided my brother is retrieved safely.” Aurelius’s gaze softened. “He might be a lovestruck fool, but he is still my brother. As for your payment…”

Aurelius named the sum, and both Aria and Jonathan needed a moment to compose themselves. “I am not the first in line for my House. My father is. However, I have invested my personal funds wisely, and fortune has favoured me in my dealings. The sum I am offering is considerable, but I would rather have my brother back than extra coins in my pocket. There is a saying: money is only worth the happiness it can buy. I am a vampire. I have plenty of time to earn more money. My brother cannot be replaced.”

Aria took a deep breath. Tension ran through her. She must already be thinking about all the ways the mission could go wrong and the few ways it could go right. “I understand your need for secrecy and haste, but we must consider this matter carefully. It will not be an easy mission.”

“Of course. Will a single night of consideration suffice? Time is crucial.”

“It will.”

“Excellent. If you accept, your cover story will be simple. The closest door has extensive ruins nearby. Lord Bloodhaven will be studying them on my behalf. If your group should also enter the labyrinth, who could blame you? It is a once in a century chance, after all.”

* * *

“Well now…” Susannah stopped sharpening her dagger. “That is troublesome. The Paradox Labyrinth is legendary. A handful of my ancestors have been in there before. They all managed to make it out alive, but they all talked about how dangerous it was, and two of them swore oaths of eternal vengeance upon the dragon after escaping. I believe they mentioned flying squids with eye beams.” The others all turned to stare. “No, I’m not making it up. The labyrinth can throw strange, otherworldly obstacles at you. My ancestor said, and I quote, ‘that dragon is an evil son of a bitch who needs to die horribly’. Riftwing supposedly laughed in her face and offered to throw her back in.”

“Alaric once entered the labyrinth,” Eric said. “I’m going to paraphrase here because we have a sixteen-year-old present.” At Susannah’s wry look, he laughed. “And, no, it doesn’t matter that you’ve been up to your waist in monster guts. Alaric called it a colossal waste of time, energy, and magic built by a dragon with a demented sense of humour and way too much free time on his hands.”

In Jonathan’s mind, the Blood Emperor and dwarf king both agreed.

It’s trouble, all right. The dwarf king snorted and thumped his axe on the ground. Many a dwarf has entered the labyrinth, but few have ever emerged from it. All of them have been disgruntled, which says a lot. When a dwarf comes back with chests full of treasure and is still cranky, you know it must have been awful.

The Blood Emperor snarled. Riftwing’s power is unmatched, and he knows it. He can do as he pleases precisely because no one can stop him. At least his villainy is mostly petty in nature. Had he wanted, he could lay waste to entire nations. Instead, he contents himself with the labyrinth unless provoked, informs entrants of the dangers, and then watches them make fools of themselves. And make no mistake, the labyrinth is never truly impossible for those who enter. It would not amuse the dragon to simply kill people. No. If you use all of your skills and abilities wisely, it will always be possible to get through it. That’s what makes it so infuriating.

“Mermen have also ventured into the labyrinth,” Blue Scales said. The merman’s hands tightened around his trident. “A door to it appears on an island in my people’s territory. When we asked the dragon guarding it why it existed, we were told it was because his grandsire wished to give everyone a chance to try their luck. He then added that watching a merman try to navigate a temple surrounded by lava was hilarious, and he hoped to see it again someday. At the time, my people thought he was joking.” His jaw clenched. “He was not, in fact, joking.”

Are we going to accept? Eileen asked with a sign. Her fur bristled. I know it’ll be dangerous, but there are things we all want. The labyrinth might be able to give them to us.

Jonathan could guess what she wanted. If they somehow managed to reach him, Riftwing could deal with Eileen’s curse, allowing her to take on her real form. Aria must have realised the same, as had the others, because Eileen was now the centre of attention.

“We need to be cautious,” Jonathan said. “All sources agree that the labyrinth’s difficulty is determined by what entrants want. If we each have our own separate wishes and enter as a group…”

“It will get a lot harder – possibly too hard.” Eric shrugged, leaned back on the couch, and put his arms behind his head. “I’m fine with not making a wish. There are things I want, but nothing I actually need right now. I figure you two are the ones who might benefit the most from this.”

Aria brushed a lock of her blonde hair back. “I’m with Eric. There’s nothing I need right away. Susannah and Roger, what about you two?”

“Going into the labyrinth, beating it, and emerging with treasure to prove we really did it is enough for me.” Susannah smirked. “We’re here to do great deeds, right, Roger?”

The raccoon puffed out his chest and signed his agreement.

Everyone’s attention shifted to Jonathan.

You could seek the money you need within the labyrinth, lad. The dwarf king’s voice echoed in his mind. But with how much you owe…

It is a colossal sum. The Blood Emperor scowled. You must weigh the potential reward against the increased difficulty you would face. Keep in mind that even if you don’t seek additional wealth from the labyrinth, Aurelius is offering an impressive sum for payment. If you invest it wisely, it would definitely hasten your quest to regain your castle. You must also factor in that the very first wish of your group must be to find and retrieve Gaius safely. Otherwise, the odds of you encountering him are essentially zero.

“I…” Jonathan dragged in a deep, steadying breath. Before meeting the others, he would have blindly grabbed at anything that could save him. Now? He understood that slow and steady won the race. Rushing would get him and the others killed. He was a vampire. Time was on his side. “First and foremost, we must enter the labyrinth with the thought of retrieving Gaius safely at the forefront of our minds. As for my castle… the sum I owe is astronomical. If I try to get all of it from the labyrinth, our mission might become impossible.” He did his best to smile although the result was weak at best. “There will be other missions, and… Eileen needs it more than me.”

Miles put a hand on his shoulder. “Indeed, sir. And there is nothing I require at this point in time. Continuing to aid you in your quest to retrieve your castle is all I desire.”

Blue Scales raised his trident in a salute but had to pull the motion short lest he drive the tip of the weapon through the ceiling. “Well spoken, Jonathan. I have no need for anything, but if completing the labyrinth can grant Eileen the ability to take on her true form again, then I see no reason to object.”

Despite being a bear, it was easy to see how close Eileen was to tears. She tried to hold up a sign, but her arm was shaking too badly. Instead, a shadow imp appeared, gave her a comforting pat on the back and held the sign up for her.

Thank you.

“Then it’s decided,” Aria said. “We’ll take the mission, and we’ll pursue two things in the labyrinth: retrieving Gaius safely and obtaining a cure for Eileen.

* * *

After they’d made their decision, the group wasted no time and travelled to the door as quickly as possible. Gaius had already been inside the labyrinth for more than a week, so the longer they delayed, the greater the risk something could happen to him. The last thing they wanted was to enter the labyrinth only to find themselves staring at a pile of ash. Aurelius had promised them partial payment if they could determine his brother’s fate, but full payment was contingent upon his safe return.

The door to the labyrinth wasn’t far from the ruins Aurelius had told Jonathan about. He might have been tempted to investigate them properly if not for the dwarf king’s words. Curiosity killed the cat, and it was a legitimate threat to vampires too.

Look at the runes and seals on the doorways, lad. They weren’t designed to keep things out. They were made to keep things in. Believe me. I’d recognise those anywhere.

When Jonathan relayed his words to the others, the group decided to give the ruins a wide berth. It was sad, in a way. The ruins were splendid despite their dilapidated state. It had been millennia since they’d been abandoned, yet their titanic masonry held firm. Vast, monolithic slabs of black stone had been pieced together without mortar. The sheer size and mass of each block hinted at magical and engineering abilities unmatched since the golden age of Mordrath. The towering building at the centre of the ruins loomed larger than Jonathan’s castle and put even the grandest buildings of Bloodmark to shame.

The runes and seals were crafted by dwarven hands, the outer buildings too. The dwarf king’s frown deepened as his gaze settled on the black stone buildings at the centre of the ruins. But no kin of mine built those, nor were they built using dwarven techniques. Keep clear of this place, lad. The shadow upon it reminds me of Mordrath.

Aria eyed the ruins warily. “While I can appreciate your curiosity, Jonathan, I think I speak for everyone in saying we’ve no desire to enter another haunted ruin.”

“Yes. You’re right. We were fortunate to survive Mordrath, and we still have to make it through the labyrinth. There’s no reason to push our luck.” Jonathan peered up at the moon. “The door should be just over this hill…” He trailed off. “What in the world?”

Instead of a door standing alone in the middle of a deserted plain, they were greeted by an incredible sight. The door – which was a massive archway of stone covered in all manner of arcane symbols – was not alone. There was a fair taking place around it, and the fair was no small thing. There were stalls of all kinds, from food and drink to games and products of every kind. There were also several proper buildings to go with all of the tents, pavilions, and other makeshift structures on display. At the centre of the fair, seated in front of the door, was a dragon with scales that shifted restlessly between blue, purple, grey, and black although the majority of its scales at any moment were some shade of blue.

The reptile’s piercing indigo eyes were filled with amusement as it watched the merrymakers sampling food and drink from the stalls and trying to win prizes. Small children ran by, dragging their parents behind them, many clutching plush toy dragons or other knickknacks with a dragon theme. A lucky few got to stand next to the dragon before magic was used to capture the moment and inscribe it onto a sheet of metal. One child even had the audacity to offer the dragon a cookie. To Jonathan’s immense disbelief, rather than strike the child down for their meagre offering, the dragon accepted the cookie and very, very gently reached down to pat the little boy on the head with an enormous claw. That same claw could easily have smashed a house into kindling. The boy’s smile was radiant, and he ran off, clutching a dragon plush toy as if it was the most precious thing in the whole world.

“Okay.” Susannah spoke for all of them. “I don’t think any of us were expecting this.”

Roger made a sound of agreement and rubbed his eyes several times. When the fair remained, he asked Susannah to rub them for him before finally accepting it was real. There really was a dragon taking pictures with people and accepting cookies from small children. Truly, the world was a strange and wondrous place.

“Let’s take a closer look.” Aria urged her horse forward. “The fact that the dragon isn’t eating everyone and setting everything on fire is a good sign. Dragons are known to be destructive, but they’re not all the same. I’ve never met a nice dragon, but there’s a first time for everything.”

Blue Scales watched as another child approached the dragon. There was no fear on the child’s face, only wonder and delight. “The majority of the krakens and leviathans of the Deep are… cold to lesser creatures, but a handful have been kind to my people over the years. We have learned much from them. Perhaps this dragon is cut of the same cloth.”

They made their way down to the fair, and Jonathan headed straight for the dragon. Despite his instinctive fear of the creature – only an idiot wasn’t afraid of a beast that could smash cities with its bare claws, to say nothing of its other powers – he had to know what was going on. Dragons were renowned for their capricious nature, but the ease and merriment of the fair would not exist if people were afraid of it.

As he got closer, several people approached him and informed him that if he wished to enter the labyrinth, then he would need to speak to the dragon first. The dragon was not allowing people to enter the labyrinth unless they had a reasonable chance of surviving. Whether it was motivated by genuine altruism or the desire for better entertainment, Jonathan couldn’t say.

The dragon was a full one hundred and fifty feet long, which put it on the smaller side for a dragon. Of course, it could still slaughter all of them without breaking a sweat. A dragon of similar size had devastated dwarven outposts to the north centuries ago before its older kin had arrived and ordered it to stop being a git. Apparently, the younger dragon hadn’t even tried to extort tribute before torching the outposts, which was simply not how things were done. Burning outposts was fun, but dragons enjoyed adding to their hoards more, which was difficult if all the dwarves were dead. They’d have to transport all the treasure themselves, and there wouldn’t be any additional treasure later. In contrast, simply menacing the outposts and establishing a proper tribute plan would see treasure delivered straight to their hoards for years to come.

The reptile watched him with keen eyes and rose up onto its haunches as he drew near. Its wings spread briefly – gods, it was big. For a split-second, the light of the moon and the dancing torchlight that lit the fair bent and twisted. A leaf tumbling in the wind stuttered back and forth, a single moment in time looping over and over again. And then the dragon leaned forward, its teeth bared in what Jonathan sincerely hoped was a smile.

“So… I’m going to assume that you want to enter the labyrinth.” The dragon’s voice was decidedly male and undeniably cheerful. He pointed his tail at a desk that had been set up nearby. It was manned by a pair of stout dwarves. Each had a mug of ale and a plate of food, and both were a tad rosy-cheeked. “You’ll have to read through the disclaimer and sign the waiver. You’ll also have to pay a fee. If you cannot afford the fee, then there are money-lending services available at the fair. I recommend sticking with the dwarves and avoiding the gnomes. The gnomes don’t care what your borrowing history looks like, but they will charge you higher rates for it.” He shrugged shoulders the size of a house. “Although if you’re confident you can pay and you’re interested in rehabilitating your borrowing reputation, the gnomes might be the better option.” The dragon lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Although if you’ve got an in with the elves, I’d give them a try. They often forget not everyone lives as long as they do, so you can get a loan structured over several centuries and then die of old age before you have to worry about paying it off. Then again, you’re a vampire. Old age isn’t nearly as big a problem for you as it is for humans.”

Jonathan was utterly speechless. The dwarf king and Blood Emperor were not.

I never thought I’d see the day. The dwarf king’s jaw dropped. A dragon working with dwarves and running an actual business instead of an extortion racket? We could have used this fellow back in Mordrath. A dragon would have taught those crabs a lesson they’d never forget, and we’d have been happy to pay him!

I’m more impressed by the fact that they’ve finally decided to monetise adventuring into the labyrinth. The Blood Emperor stopped laughing and reached up to wipe a tear from his eye. Based on how many people are here and how full the sacks of money near the dwarves are, the dragon must be making money hand over fist.

Jonathan cleared his throat. He needed to handle this as adeptly as possible, politely too. He was, after all, dealing with a dragon, albeit a remarkably reasonable one. Those teeth and claws could easily put a swift and brutal end to his quest to regain his castle. “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but I have to admit that this is the first time I’ve ever seen a dragon running a fair. Would you be able to explain how all of this works? I’m a scholar, but I’ve never heard of the Paradox Labyrinth being handled this way before.”

“Ah, right.” The dragon drew himself up. His draconic majesty aside, his attitude reminded Jonathan of a merchant. “It’s something new we’re trying this cycle. We’re dragons. We want treasure for our hoards, but if all we’re doing is letting people into the labyrinth, we’re giving treasure away. Now, if you’re my grandsire, that’s not a big deal. He’s got close to unlimited treasure, and he can get more whenever he feels like it. But us younger dragons? Our hoards are nowhere near as big, and sitting here and watching over the doors doesn’t add to them either. I – and some of my cousins – asked our grandsire if we could try monetising the doors. If it works, we could try monetising other things too.”

The dragon nodded sagely. “The classical extortion model has its place, but it also has its limits. What I’m hoping for is a sustainable revenue stream that scales better over time. Admittedly, what I’m doing won’t come with the dizzying highs of looting an empire, eating anyone who looks at me funny, and turning a burnt-out palace into my lair. However, it does avoid the awkwardness of realising that there aren’t any sufficiently wealthy empires left to loot and it might take centuries for others to pop up. Why, I’ve made plenty of money over the past several years by patrolling my territory and allowing for the development of trade routes I can tax. Merchants will pay handsomely to travel safely, and I’m a dragon. I can eat anyone who tries to make trouble.”

“Oh.” Jonathan was quite familiar with the concepts the dragon spoke of, but he’d never thought to hear them from a dragon. To the best of his knowledge, dragons were not particularly inclined toward merchantry. “How will you be monetising the labyrinth?”

“The first step is charging an entry fee. Plenty of people enter the labyrinth, but hardly any of them succeed. Of course, those who do succeed tend to ask for substantial rewards. However, adopting a mercantile approach opens up so many doors, if you’ll pardon the pun.” The dragon’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not laughing.”

“Uh…” Jonathan winced and then managed to force out a laugh. “What an… amusing pun.”

“Hmm… I’ll pretend your laughter was real.” The dragon waved a claw at the fair. “The fair was something I came up with after watching the last cycle. Apart from the entrants, there were plenty of people eager to watch. Cunning individuals set up food stalls and tents for accommodation. They made a lot of money, and it occurred to me: why not formalise the practice and profit from it? The best part is I don’t have to do much. I can sit here, look scary, and everyone will behave while I charge people for the privilege of setting up near the door.

The dragon patted the dwarves with his tail. It was an incredibly gentle gesture since that same tail could easily have reduced the dwarves to bloody pulps. “I don’t even have to do any paperwork. I pay the dwarves to handle all of that for me. I’ve also added magic that lets people see what’s happening in the labyrinth, which is why there’s so many people here. You can come here and watch what’s going on in the labyrinth in complete safety while enjoying a tasty meal and a stout beverage. The nearest town is a bit far, so it makes sense to stay here too. You can choose from a variety of tents and pavilions, or you can rent a room at the temporary inn. If you want to do something else, there’s all sorts of games and other activities. It’s fun for the whole family, and I get a generous cut of everything that happens here. It almost makes me want to found my own settlement. I could tax everyone in exchange for guaranteeing their safety. Ah, well. I’ll give it proper consideration later.”

“Do the dwarves run everything here?” Jonathan asked. He had noticed dozens of dwarves around the fair, but he wasn’t sure what to make of them. There was a dwarf settlement nearby, but it wasn’t large. According to the few legends he could dig up, whatever had prompted the dwarves to flee the ruins had also led to them abandoning the area almost entirely.

“Not everyone involved in running the fair is a dwarf although most of them are. They have a settlement nearby. I paid them a visit to acquire their services since I’ve never run a fair before.” The dragon chortled, and his scales shone with captured starlight. “They were terrified I’d come to kill them all and take their stuff.” A hint of flame kindled in his jaws. “I won’t lie. The thought did occur to me, but you can’t go around murdering people and then expect them to help you. A skilled businessman doesn’t resort to murder as an opening strategy although a wise one does keep it as an option in their back pocket. They were afraid of me, but they could also see the opportunity I represented.”

The dwarf king chuckled and stroked his beard. Aye. No smart dwarf would squander the chance to make money hand over fist with the backing of a dragon. Working with him now also makes him less likely to show up and kill everyone later. On the off chance they can form an alliance or friendship… I’d like to see anyone take a proper dwarf fortress if there’s a dragon around to help defend it. Siege is the only way to take a dwarf fortress except treachery, and any siege would be exposed to dragon fire.

“In the event that someone tries to do something stupid, I handle them personally. Permanently.” The dragon set his enormous claw down next to Jonathan. The vampire gulped. Oh. That was a big claw. “And I do need to stay here to operate the magic that lets people see into the labyrinth.” The dragon pointed, and Jonathan turned. There were floating illusions scattered throughout the fair. There were large crowds around them, and they showed images from inside the labyrinth. At the moment, the illusions were following a group of four adventurers as they tried to fight their way up a mountain guarded by angry gorillas. Remarkably, the gorillas wore armour and wielded metal weapons.

“My word – that is impressive!” No wonder all these people were here. Crowds had already gathered in the past to see people go in and out of the labyrinth. They would pay handsomely to see what happened inside. “But gorillas with armour and weapons?”

The dragon snickered. “They’re not around anymore, but my grandsire ran into them a long time ago. Apparently, they were surprisingly friendly once they realised that he wasn’t interested in stealing their sacred tree.”

“He wasn’t?”

“My grandsire had no use for a magical banana tree whose fruits increased the eater’s longevity. Age means nothing to a dragon lord, and the fruits were too weak to have an effect on normal dragons.”

Jonathan made a mental note to investigate the matter further. He’d never heard of this magical banana tree before. It sounded fascinating. “You seem to have all of this well in hand. Would you mind if I asked about the rules? I know you’ve written them down, but it’s always best to hear them straight from the dragon’s mouth, so to speak.”

The dragon grinned. His teeth were the size of swords. “By all means, ask. The overwhelming majority of potential entrants take one look at me and head straight for the paperwork. I think I intimidate them.” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. Jonathan managed to force out another laugh. “Hmm… your fake laughter could use work. Who are you, vampire? You don’t come across as a warrior, but there’s steel in your spine.”

“Thank you. I’m a scholar turned adventurer. My friends and I intend to enter the labyrinth tomorrow evening, but I have to ask. Is there sunlight in there? It would be incredibly awkward if I walked through the door and immediately turned to ash.”

The dragon snorted. “For such a long-lived species, you vampires are surprisingly fragile. A bit of sunlight, and you turn into ash on the breeze. Sunlight never hurt a dragon, well, unless it’s being spewed by a solar dragon. They’re convinced they’re the best because the gods told them their scales were made of sunlight. Big deal. Can they control space and time? Nope. All they can do is vomit sunlight at people. It’s obnoxious. Just the other day, I was basking on a nice mountainside when one of those bastards flew over and started puking sunlight all over the place. How rude!”

“Ah, right.” Jonathan had no idea there was this sort of internecine strife amongst dragons. Honestly, he wanted to know more. For example, how did fire dragons feel about storm dragons since the latter usually brought rain with them wherever they went?

“Anyway, don’t worry, vampire. Although sunlight and its equivalents may exist in the labyrinth, you will always have a chance to save yourself. It would be utterly boring if you stepped through the door straight into the midday sun.” The dragon’s gaze shifted to Blue Scales. Like the others, he had been content to hang back and let Jonathan talk to the giant, nigh-invincible reptile. “We learned that the hard way with mermen. Not all of them can handle dry land, so my grandsire’s first attempt to open a door for them ended poorly.” He cleared his throat. “I do believe half of them suffocated, and another third dried out.”

“I see.” Jonathan would definitely have to write about this encounter when he had the time. Dragons could speak – and speak eloquently when inclined – but few of them bothered, viewing most species as beneath them. Those that did were not prone to holding extended conversations, at least, not with non-dragons. This dragon was closer to a giant, scaly merchant than the enormous, raging avatar of destruction dragons were typically portrayed as. “But back to the matter of the rules, can you give me a brief rundown?”

The dragon’s indigo eyes settled back onto Jonathan. They were languid but alarmingly insightful. It was as if the dragon wasn’t seeing him but something beyond him. Given the abilities the dragon possessed, it was entirely possible that he had access to precognition or fate determination.

“The rules change from time to time, and what I’m about to tell you is neither comprehensive nor complete. Read the disclaimer if you want the full story. However, the most important rule is this: once you enter the labyrinth, there is no quitting. You either reach the end or suffer the consequences. If you die, your bodies, should they be in a suitable state, will be removed from the labyrinth and given to your next of kin. If nobody comes forward to claim your remains, the dwarves here will give you a traditional dwarven funeral. Secondly, the difficulty of the labyrinth is dependent on what you want. Simply put, the greater your desire, the harder the labyrinth will be. For example, if you went in hoping to win the money needed to buy stew from the fair, I’m confident you would survive. But if you went in hoping to earn the treasure to hire an army of mercenaries, your odds would be slim to none.”

“The labyrinth must have a way of determining what we want, but are there limits to what it can provide?” Jonathan asked.

“If you know what you want, you can ask me, and I’ll tell you if it’s possible for the labyrinth to provide it. Of course, if you’re willing to appeal directly to my grandsire, there’s no telling what you can get. His full power is beyond my comprehension, and I’ve yet to see anyone leave him unsatisfied.”

“Is it possible to find someone already in the labyrinth?” Jonathan asked. They had all assumed it was. If it wasn’t, their mission would be doomed from the start.

“Oh?” The dragon leaned forward. “I’ve never been asked that before. Explain.”

Jonathan studied his surroundings. The dwarves were busy speaking with another adventurer, but there were gawkers observing his conversation with the dragon. “May I whisper it to you? It needs to be kept secret.”

“How exciting! Yes. You can whisper it.”

Jonathan fought the urge to run as the dragon lowered his head to let him whisper into his ear. He had never imagined being this close to a dragon’s teeth and surviving. “There is someone in the labyrinth that my group needs to safely retrieve. Can the labyrinth take us to him?”

The dragon pulled away. “An interesting question. Yes. The labyrinth can do that, but it may not take you directly to your objective. Instead, it may set you on a path that leads to him.”

“And how specific should we be in our wording of what we want?” Jonathan asked. There was no shortage of stories about people getting scammed by magical devices that followed the letter, rather than the spirit, of a wish. He’d rather not have to go into the labyrinth a second time if he could avoid it. “Does the labyrinth read the wishes from our minds, or do we need to have a statement prepared?”

The dragon threw his head back and laughed. The sound rumbled through the night, and the revellers stopped what they were doing until they realised that he wasn’t angry. He was amused. “Hah! I like you! Nobody ever considers that. The labyrinth is capable of both reading your mind and following written statements. Hold your wish true in your mind and bring in a written statement, and it will be sure to grant you what you desire.” The dragon’s gaze shifted to the others behind him. “But since you are part of a group, you need to be careful. The more wishes you have, the harder the labyrinth will be. I’d keep the number of wishes down to three or less. Beyond three, the labyrinth will become too difficult for you to complete.”

Aria stepped forward. As a general rule, adventurers avoided dragons. Meetings with the reptiles typically ended poorly. However, this particular dragon was clearly different from the dragons she’d heard of in the past. “Are we permitted to damage or otherwise destroy parts of the labyrinth while we’re in there?” She must be thinking of Roger and Blue Scales. The two of them could drastically alter their surroundings.

The dragon smirked. “You can interact with the labyrinth however you wish, but I think you’ll find destroying it more difficult than you think. After all, my grandsire made it. If you had the strength to seriously damage the labyrinth, you wouldn’t be here. You’d already have the power to get whatever you want.” He leaned forward again and pointed his claw at Roger. The raccoon immediately retreated behind Susannah. “I almost didn’t see you there, raccoon. When it comes to your kind, there are a few special rules. Raccoons and squirrels get in for free… and they are allowed to leave whenever they want. However, if they leave, they cannot re-enter the labyrinth again in the same cycle.”

Susannah blinked. “Huh? Really? That’s handy.” Roger quickly signed that he wasn’t going to leave them in there. He might be mischievous, but there was no doubting his loyalty. “Why is that?”

The dragon’s wings flexed, and the sudden gale threatened to knock Jonathan off his feet. “My grandsire has a soft spot for raccoons and squirrels. It reminds him of his younger days.” He moved to the side and pointed to a banner that hung off the door. It had been blocked from their view by the dragon’s body. The banner featured a blue dragon standing atop a mountain with a squirrel on the right side and a raccoon on the left. Within the mountain was a shining gemstone.

Jonathan would have to ask about it later if he got the chance. They spoke a while longer, and the dragon’s amusement grew. No one had ever delved this deeply into the rules before. Entrants were usually eager to jump straight into the labyrinth. Not Jonathan. If he was going to risk his life, he wanted to know as much as possible.

“That should be enough. The disclaimer form contains a complete copy of the comprehensive rules.” The dragon settled back onto his haunches. “You may also run into other dragons in the labyrinth. If they resemble me, they serve as proctors. They will not attack you. Listen to them and obey any instructions they give you. You are also welcome to ask them questions, but there’s no guarantee they will answer.”

“And if we encounter dragons that don’t resemble you?” Jonathan asked.

“Then I would suggest running.”

“Oh.” Jonathan grimaced. “By the way, I must apologise. I never introduced myself properly, and I forgot to ask your name.”

The dragon raised himself up to his full height and flared his wings. Majestic didn’t begin to do him justice. His scales were a vivid patchwork of blue mixed with black, grey, and purple, and his eyes were twin stars of indigo flame. The fire that kindled in his jaws was strange, a ghostly sapphire streaked with violet. “I am Aeonwing.” He gestured, and the clock on the dwarves’ table began to run backward. The two dwarves sighed and looked askance at the dragon. “You can guess why I have that name.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Aeonwing. I am Jonathan Bloodhaven.”

“A vampire noble, eh? You’re the second vampire noble I’ve seen during this cycle.” Aeonwing bared his teeth. “I’ll be sure to keep an eye on you when you and your group enter the labyrinth.” He pointed to the illusions showing the inside of the labyrinth. “And I’m sure there will be plenty of people cheering for your success – or your demise.”

* * *

“That was crazy,” Susannah said. They were having a quick discussion before they went to bed. They’d gotten rooms at the inn whilst Jonathan would be staying in its basement. This would likely be their last chance to talk before they entered the labyrinth. “I wonder if it’s a dragon thing. My granny always said they’re weird to begin with, and they get weirder over time. Riftwing is amongst the very oldest, so…”

“In the end, what matters is succeeding.” Aria had checked all of her equipment before they left Bloodmark, but Jonathan knew she’d check it again before they entered the labyrinth. “When we go in, we’ll wish for two things: finding and retrieving Gaius safely and getting a cure for Eileen. We can have Jonathan handle the written statement.”

“It’s a pity the labyrinth is different each time.” Jonathan sighed. “We have multiple accounts of what others have experienced, but we’re unlikely to encounter the same obstacles. I wonder if that’s why Riftwing made the labyrinth this way – to stop people ‘cheating’ by relying on past accounts.”

Eric leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “They’re still useful. Think of them as warnings: stay sharp, keep your eyes open, and be prepared for plenty of nasty surprises.” His lips twitched up into a lupine grin. “We should all get some rest. We’re going to be very busy tomorrow.”


Interlude One – The Pups

Eric groaned and reached up to shove his broken jaw back into place. The shattered fragments of bone ground against each other before settling into the correct positions. He staggered to his feet and glared. Ulric – that bastard – laughed and tossed his spear back to him. There was another brief stab of pain as the bones fused together, and Eric swallowed a snarl. Werewolves could regenerate from almost anything given time, but it still hurt.

“What’s the matter, pup? Cat got your tongue?”

Ulric’s massive blade was slung carelessly over his shoulder. Eric had come to truly hate it. Oh, sure, it was huge, so he’d initially thought it would slow Ulric down, but the old werewolf was absurdly strong. He could wave it around as though he was swinging a twig and not a sword big enough to serve as a shield. A mere glancing hit could carve through flesh or smash bone. Forget blocking it. That slab of metal would crash through his guard as if it wasn’t there, and Old Harald would be pissed if he broke another spear. There was a saying amongst the warriors of his pack – never piss off your blacksmith unless you enjoy using a tree branch to fight.

“Oh, come on.” Eric growled. “Fighting you is the same as fighting a damn mountain.” At least the mountain would have the decency to rely on falls, exposure, and tumbling rocks to kill him. He’d take those over being whacked with a piece of metal larger than he was any day. The mountain wouldn’t taunt him either.

“Hah! Poor choice of words, pup.” Ulric strode forward. His breathing was calm and steady whereas Eric looked and sounded as though he’d been attacked by a pack of rabid werewolves, which honestly would have been easier than fighting Ulric.

Werewolves who gave in to their primal bloodlust and fell into a berserker rage were usually stronger and faster, but they lost their cunning and relied solely on brutal instinct. They could – and frequently were – outwitted by their opponents. Ancient werewolves who could tap into that strength but retain full control of themselves while using skills that could only be honed over centuries of battles were far rarer and infinitely more dangerous. The instant Eric lost control and charged, the fight would be over – and in painful fashion too, knowing Ulric’s penchant for turning every fight into a lesson.

Don’t be an impetuous fool, Eric. Now, here’s a big piece of metal to the skull to make sure you remember the lesson. Don’t worry about a concussion wiping the memory away. You’re a werewolf. It’ll be fine.

Eric’s lips curled. When he’d first gotten the chance to train with Ulric, he’d jumped at the opportunity. What young werewolf wouldn’t have? Ulric was a living legend and one of the closest friends and advisors to Alaric the Great Silver. He’d been amongst the first werewolves to believe in the Great Silver’s dream of once again uniting the disparate werewolf clans beneath a single ruler. Ulric could have easily led a clan of his own. In a bygone age, his strength, wisdom, and cunning would have seen him become a warlord with the loyalty of several clans. Instead, he had become Alaric’s trusted agent, a werewolf who went from clan to clan, ensuring all was well and that problems were dealt with before they got out of hand. He also journeyed beyond their territory to see to the interest of their people in foreign lands. There were only a handful of werewolves who could gainsay him. To all others, his word was law. It was a life Eric wanted – a chance to see the world and help his pack and his clan.

Reality had been jarring. Eric was amongst the best of the young werewolves in his pack. He’d thought himself ready to begin his journey since he rarely lost to anyone close to him in age and experience, and he could hold his own against many of the older werewolves despite his youth. He now understood the cavernous difference in skill and power between a young werewolf and an ancient. Ulric was stronger than anyone he’d ever fought, faster too, and insanely skilled. Anything that Eric could do, Ulric had already foreseen and devised a counter to. Eric would have had more success emptying a lake with a spoon than he would have trying to beat Ulric in anything remotely resembling a fair fight. Their battles weren’t clashes between two dragons – but between a dragon and a pigeon.

Yet Ulric wasn’t doing this out of arrogance. No. Behind all of the taunts and jokes, he was making an important point. There were monsters similar to him out there – and there were others who were stronger still – and Eric needed to understand exactly what that meant. Beyond the relative safety of the clan’s territory, he would not be able to rely on his kinsmen for aid. He would have to survive by himself. If he ever met a foe as strong as Ulric out there, he was going to do the smart thing. He wasn’t going to fight. He was going to run because there was bravery and there was fatally stupid stubbornness.

“Tell me,” Ulric said. “What sets a werewolf apart from others in combat?”

“Speed.” Eric burst into motion. Talking wouldn’t solve anything here, but he was happy to use it as a distraction or a chance to catch his breath. “Strength. Endurance.”

Eric darted around Ulric and struck at him from his blind spot. The older werewolf didn’t bother to use his weapon. He leaned to the side and caught the shaft of Eric’s spear in an adamantine grip. Eric let go of the spear and leapt back to avoid the strike he knew was coming – a strike Ulric had already shown him – but he was too slow.

“Wrong.”

The flat of the blade caught him, and Eric went flying. He got a wonderful view of the sky before the ground decided to welcome him. Damn. He was pretty confident that his right leg was broken. On the upside, Ulric had used the flat of his blade and not the edge. Eric could regrow a leg, but his youth meant the process would be both highly unpleasant and too slow for his liking. Eric rolled onto his back and glanced down at his leg. It was definitely broken. Fortunately, years of training – and repeated serious injuries – had removed any squeamishness he had because a leg was not supposed to bend that way.

“What’s the answer then?” he asked.

“A werewolf’s greatest strength is their ability to master their own pain.” Ulric let his sword drop point first into the ground. It bit deep into the earth. “In a perfect world, your opponent will never lay a single finger on you. It’s why we teach you pups the importance of speed, agility, and technique. It’s better to learn the right habits early. You’re also vulnerable to silver, so having you fools run face first into silver weaponry would be a quick way to bring about the end of the clan. You’re a werewolf. The first thing any intelligent opponent will try is silver. Until you’re old enough to endure it, you need to be able to dodge. But as you get older, you’ll realise something: there are people who are going to hit you, no matter how skilled you are, and it’s not going to be pleasant.”

Eric sat up, and Ulric tossed his spear back to him. He used the weapon as a makeshift crutch. His vision went white for a second as his leg snapped back into position and began to heal in earnest. His ears rang, but he forced himself to focus on Ulric. “Makes sense.”

“What happens if an elven sword master loses an arm in a fight?”

Eric’s brows furrowed. The answer was so obvious it had to be a trick question. “Uh… they die?”

Ulric threw his head back and laughed. “Is that a question or an answer, pup? Of course, they die! The elf might have five hundred years of experience and the sort of natural talent only the gods themselves can give, but if they lose an arm, the fight is over. They’ll be dead soon after, either because of the enemy taking advantage or because they’ll go into shock and bleed out. Trust me. I’ve faced plenty of them over the years. Rip an arm or a leg off, and the fight is over. Sure, they might escape, but they’ll be crippled unless they can find a healer capable of regrowing a limb or a dwarf who can craft a magical prosthetic.”

“Good luck with that.” Eric snickered. “Any healer or dwarf that skilled will charge a figurative arm and a leg for a literal new one.”

“Damn straight.” Ulric bared his teeth. “The last time I fought an elven sword master, he cut my right arm off. He was amazing, amongst the most talented swordsmen I’ve ever fought. He was so certain of his victory that he didn’t notice how little losing my arm mattered to me until I returned the favour. He’s dead, and I’m still here.”

“Serves him right.” Eric had been taught from a young age to make sure that his opponent was really dead. Not everyone could regenerate the way werewolves could, but it was better safe than sorry.

“The point I’m trying to make, pup, is that werewolves are one of the few species out there that can take massive damage without getting knocked out of a fight. You cut a werewolf’s arm off, they’re not dead. Not even close. You stab a werewolf in the gut, all you’ve done is put yourself within striking distance for a counterattack. You gouge a werewolf’s eye out, and they’ll have grown a new one before the fight is over. But your regeneration won’t mean anything if you can’t stay in control.”

Eric tested his leg. It was fine.

“I’ve seen it too many times,” Ulric said. “A werewolf gets their arm cut off and goes berserk. Giving in to your rage might work against peasant levies or bandits, but it’ll get you killed against an opponent who knows what they’re doing. Other times, I’ve seen inexperienced pups let their pain get to them. They lose their focus on the fight. It’s part fear and part reasonable caution. But we’re werewolves, not animals. We must control our gifts, not be controlled by them.”

“Sounds about right.” Eric had seen it too. Lucas was a werewolf close to him in age. He was talented, but whenever he was seriously wounded, his rage took over. Based on skill alone, he and Eric should have split their fights against each other evenly, but Eric rarely lost to him.

“You’ve got potential. I can already see you won’t be the biggest werewolf out there – your father wasn’t either – but if you follow in his footsteps, you’ll be faster and more agile than almost any opponent you run into. You’ve got a decent head on your shoulders too. You might not have the book smarts of a scholar, but you’re cunning and quick to learn. You rarely lose the same way twice, and you’ve been picking up on my tricks faster than werewolves thrice your age. That’s why the spear works for you. You’ve got the speed, technique, and smarts to take full advantage of it. You’re decent with a sword, but you could be great with a spear.”

Eric’s lips twitched. “You’re giving me a lot of praise today, old man. What’s the catch?”

Ulric’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll give praise where it’s due, and I’ve made sure to beat any arrogance out of you. What you lack now is experience, and I’d rather you get it here than out there where a mistake could kill you.” His eyes gleamed, and he bared his teeth in a savage smile. “You need to know how it feels to choke on your own blood, to be beaten so badly you can hardly think through the pain. You need to be thrown into the fire now, so when the time comes, you can walk through the flames without fear. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be a real werewolf. You won’t be some savage beast who rages whenever he gets hurt, and you won’t be a coward who lets the pain take his mind off the battle. No, pup, you’ll be a true werewolf – a true hunter. Pain will focus your mind, and each injury will only make you stronger. That’s the secret. That’s why we’re so dangerous. Werewolves don’t die easily, and anything that doesn’t kill us will only make us stronger.”

Eric could see where this was going. He’d have to organise extra-large meals from now on. Large-scale regeneration was hungry work.

“You need to be put through absolute hell now, so when you leave the pack, everything else will seem easy in comparison.” Ulric’s eyes narrowed, more lupine than human. His earlier amusement was gone. In its place was perfectly controlled fury. “The training we’ve done so far was to let me take your measure. If I didn’t think you’d make it through what I have in mind, I wouldn’t offer it. But I think you’ve got what it takes. It won’t be easy – you’ll wish you were dead on a regular basis – but if you make it through, you’ll be ready. In fact, I’ll give you my personal blessing to leave and see the world.” Ulric leaned on his sword. “But I won’t make this an order. To be a werewolf is to be free. What’s your choice, pup?”

Eric raised his spear. “Less talking and more fighting.”

“Yes!” Ulric yanked his sword out of the ground. “Let’s see how long your enthusiasm lasts!”

* * *

Eric stared up at the moon. It was still a few nights away from being full, but it was comforting all the same. Not all young werewolves could transform during the day although he could. But the night and the moon were special. They were reminders of the gods that werewolves favoured. The gods of the night and the wilds were self-explanatory, but the gods of the hunt were both their most ancient patrons and the sponsors of their greatest foes. Like any proper werewolf, Eric was pleased to have worthy enemies. The legendary clan of huntresses who took the moon as one of their chief symbols were not cowards. They were true warriors, and if a werewolf had to fall, it was better to fall at the hands of a huntress than to a vampire who relied on treachery.

Ulric had told him about the huntresses, and Eric had heard stories from the elders of his pack and clan. They took three colours for themselves: red, silver, and gold. The colours symbolised the blood they spilt, the moon, and the sun. Anyone who could draw such a wry smile out of Ulric was not to be taken lightly. Ulric said the sun stood for the people they protected, those who walked in the light of day, whilst the moon stood for their enemies, those who dwelt in the night, be they vampire, werewolf, or some other foe.

“You did well today.” Ulric appeared behind him, and Eric had to bite back a snarl. Gods, the other man was quiet. He hadn’t heard him, and he’d managed to conceal his scent until he was right there despite being upwind of Eric the whole time. Ulric smelled of the moon and the forest – and the sea. It was a curious scent for a werewolf to have, and none of the others in Eric’s pack or clan smelled of the sea although there were a few whose scent brought to mind distant deserts and towering mountains.

“I did?” Eric asked.

His gaze shifted to the constellation he’d loved since he was a boy: the great wolf whose snout pointed north. The star wolf had been given different names over the years. Some called him Way-Finder. Others insisted on North-Wolf. But Eric had always preferred a different name. Boreas – a name that equated the great wolf with the unyielding north wind, cold and splendid, regal in the same way the frozen wastes of the north were said to be. To werewolves, it was Boreas who brought the winter, his pack running south with him through the sky to remind the world that the wilds were mighty. Even the greatest of kings had to bow before the untamed north wind and the snows it brought. If Eric had a son, he would name him Boreas.

It was a strong name, a worthy name, and names carried power. To give your child a powerful name was to impart a small measure of that strength to them. It was why there were so many young werewolves named Alaric and Ulric. And who would object to their name being used that way? As long as a single Alaric or Ulric lived, then the originals would be remembered.

Eric was named after Eric the Brave, who had been Alaric’s mentor in the old days before the legend had come fully into his power. He had fallen in battle while defending a young Alaric, but it had taken an absurd number of paladins, warriors, and mages to bring him down. He had inflicted such horrific casualties on his foes that they had never recovered. Those holy orders were dust. Those warriors had no descendants. Those schools of magic were all dead. Thus did Eric the Brave pass, covered in the blood of his enemies, so fierce that, by the end, his enemies fled before him despite the wounds he had suffered. It was not a coincidence that the eldest of Alaric’s children was named Eric. Eric himself was proud to share that name, proud to be linked, in a small way, to that long-dead but never-forgotten werewolf.

“Yes. But you’ve many days ahead of you before you’re ready. How does that make you feel?”

“I doubt anyone enjoys being used as target practice, but I know the progress I’ve made.” Eric’s fists clenched. Vitality surged through him. He was far stronger than he’d been when he’d first begun training with Ulric. “It’ll take however long it takes.”

“Hah! A fine attitude to have. Before you can leave, you’ll have to face me again. I don’t expect you to win, but you’ll have to prove to me you’re ready.” Ulric followed Eric’s gaze, and he made a gesture with his hands that Eric didn’t recognise. “I’ve been where you are now, pup.”

“Oh?”

“Except it was Alaric himself in my place.” Ulric’s towering frame shook with mirth. “That man… no, I’m not sure if words like ‘man’ or ‘werewolf’ apply to what he has become. Fighting him is closer to fighting a force of nature. It’s the same as trying to hold back the tides or to stop an earthquake. You can try, but in the end, you’ll be crushed.”

“If you think about him that way…” Eric had never fought against Alaric. Hearing what Ulric said, he wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to.

“With age comes experience, and experience can make a sage out of even the most foolish man.” Ulric folded his arms across his chest. His muscles bulged, and Eric was surprised his tunic didn’t tear. “Alaric wants more teeth in the night.” He stared at Eric, and his gaze was sharp and penetrating. This was not his obnoxious but wise trainer. This was the right hand of the greatest werewolf in the world. “The majority of us are content to dwell in our lands, leaving only when we make war to expand them. It’s how we are. We treasure our homes and long for them when we leave. But change is on the wind. Maybe not right now, but Alaric is certain it is coming. He is certain in the same way he was certain that uniting the clans beneath his rule was the only way for our people to survive.”

“A vision?” Eric asked. “Magic?”

“Instinct,” Ulric said. “You’re young, and you wish to see the world. When you’re ready to leave, I’ll give you a way to contact me. When you’re out there, keep your eyes and ears open. The smallest details can herald the greatest changes.”

“I’ll stay alert.” Eric hummed thoughtfully. “Why do you smell of the sea?”

Ulric’s gaze turned wistful. “You can smell that? Impressive. Few do.” He sat down on a large rock. “Most werewolves – especially after the unification of the clans – were born here amidst the forests, the foothills, and the mountains. I’m an ancient, pup. I was born centuries ago in a village by the sea. My father was a fisherman who loved my mother so dearly he left the forest to be with her. He never told me how they met, but he knew right from the start that she was the only woman for him. He did his best to hide what he was, not from my mother, but from the other villagers. He taught me how to be a werewolf… and how to be a fisherman, a sailor, and a navigator.” Ulric sighed. “My father was born in a forest, but he was meant for the sea.”

The ancient werewolf’s gaze drifted to a constellation widely known as the Leaping Fish. “I miss those days. They were so long ago, but they’re still clear in my mind. He was a good man, my father, and a gentle man who wished to live out the rest of his days with his family and the sea he had come to love more than the forest of his birth. When raiders came, my father fought. He died… but he died as every werewolf should – with a howl on his lips and drenched in the blood and fear of his enemies. I was a boy then, but I would have gladly died at his side. But he was my father, so he ordered me to run. He wanted me to live.”

“What father wouldn’t?” Eric murmured. His father had died defending the pack when he was young. He could barely remember him, but he knew his father had loved him dearly. The rest of his pack had helped raise him.

“I ran. I wanted to tear their throats out myself, but I ran.” Ulric shook his head. “I was too young, and my father knew it. I would have died beside him. But I never forgot. I joined others who hated the raiders, and I got my vengeance in the end. When I was strong enough, I hunted them down… all of them. No one remembers their names now. That was when I met Alaric. To this day, I enjoy visiting the sea. It calls to me in a way it does to few others of our kind.”

Ulric nodded at the moon. “It is said that when a werewolf speaks to the seas, the seas are silent. It is the moon that birthed us, and the woods that shelter us. But the seas are not silent for me. Each time I return, they whisper of the past and hint at the future still to come. Alaric is my leader and my friend, but he has never understood the joy I feel at the wind on my face and a full sail at my back.”

“The sea, huh?” Eric rubbed his chin. He preferred to stay clean-shaven, but there was always a bit of stubborn stubble to deal with. “Have you ever fought a merman?”

“Of course, I have. They’re tricky bastards, especially in the water.” Ulric laughed. “I don’t care how strong you are, but only a fool faces a merman in water deeper than their waist. Then again, most of them aren’t worth a damn outside the water. They’re too scrawny to be dangerous, and few of them ever learn to move properly without water around them. But I have faced several truly worthy foes amongst them. Their greatest warriors are similar to priests in their devotion to the gods of the Deep. They praised their gods while they fought, and I could feel the weight of the blessings upon them.”

Ulric’s eyes shone at the memory. “And they were honourable, pup. They were so honourable. They saw no glory in slaughtering the helpless or the weak. They showed regret at cutting down the weaker werewolves that fought alongside me. What they wanted – what they craved – was an opponent they weren’t sure they could beat, a foe that could push them to their limits and beyond.” Ulric got back to his feet and raised his sword. “And you can bet – by the gods of the moon, the hunt, and all the lonely places of the world – that I gave them the battle they wanted and then some!”

“You like them,” Eric said.

“I do. Unlike an elf, the greatest of mermen warriors will fight you face to face. Strength against strength. Speed against speed. Skill against skill. They’re better than the dwarves too since they won’t talk your ear off about the lineage of their weapons or their ancestry. A merman will announce himself, challenge you, and then do his level best to kill you. That’s something I can appreciate, and who cares if they praise the gods while fighting? A man’s faith is his own.” Ulric squeezed Eric’s shoulder and sniffed the air. “You’ve stared at the stars long enough, pup. Can you smell it? The evening meal is ready. You need to eat your fill if you want to train at full strength tomorrow.”

“I wonder if I’ll ever meet a merman,” Eric murmured as he followed Ulric back to the village where his pack lived. It was winter, but the cold didn’t bother him. If anything, it provided a pleasant contrast to the delicious smell of cooking food and the merrily burning fires that dotted the settlement. At the edges of the village were sentries, both wolves and werewolves. Overhead, a pair of great eagles soared, so large they could carry off grown men although they usually preferred the goats and deer that dwelt in the forest and amidst the foothills.

“Who knows?” Ulric slapped Eric over the back. “The world is a big place, pup, although you’ll have to go closer to the ocean. I doubt you’ll meet a merman inland.”

* * *

Alaric chuckled as his favourite pup flipped effortlessly through the air, spinning end over end to build up momentum before she did her level best to stab him right through the base of his spine. It was an excellent idea. Even a werewolf would struggle to regenerate their spine if there was a big piece of metal jammed in it. Of course, that didn’t mean her idea would work. He turned, smirked, and then knocked her out of the air with the same ease a dragon would have shown when dealing with a pesky bird.

Her inhumanly tough ribs bent and then snapped beneath the force of the blow, and she struck the ground so hard she cratered it before she bounced up and hit a tree. It was one of the mighty ironwoods that towered over the rest of the forest, so the trunk held firm despite the impact. She slid down to the ground, and he flexed his wrist. Impressive. She’d realised what he was doing in time to reinforce her body with magic, not that it made a difference in the end. She’d also managed to stab him with a dagger enhanced with enough magic to actually wound him. His regeneration shoved the weapon out of his body, but the magic and poison on it would have killed a lesser werewolf. Naturally, he was fine. His lips curled. What a sneaky pup he had.

Roger hopped forward to poke her with a stick, and Alaric’s grin widened. The raccoon had been munching on nuts and fruit while watching them spar. Susannah groaned, and Roger chortled and poked her again.

“Ouch.” The pup sat up. She was already almost completely healed – gods that was fast, even for a huntress – and she scowled at her small friend. “Could you stop poking me?” Alaric’s blow would have reduced a normal human to a smear. A normal huntress – if any huntress from her clan could be called normal – would have needed at least thrice the time to heal, but she was already back on her feet and ready for more.

“Why?” Roger asked. “It’s funny watching your grandpa beat you up. Sure, it wouldn’t be funny if we were on a mission and fighting real enemies, but it’s your grandpa. He can beat up anybody, and you’re always saying it’s better to lose during training than on the battlefield.” A bird dove and tried to snatch Roger’s food, but the raccoon was ready. A little bolt of electricity leapt from his fingers, and the bird fled.

“Yeah. I suppose it’s not every day that I get to impersonate a training dummy.” The pup struck a pose. “But don’t get overconfident, grandpa. This training dummy is about to hit back!”

She stretched to work the kinks out, and Alaric bit back a laugh at the loud snaps, crackles, and pops her ribs and other bones made as they settled into their proper places. From her momentarily awkward posture, his attack must have forced shards of her ribs into her heart and lungs. The fact that she could basically ignore those injuries filled him with pride. What a magnificent werewolf she would have been! She was so young, and she could already heal this quickly. It was no wonder her clan was so eager to mould her into their vision of a perfect huntress. With her magic, her seemingly limitless ability to learn, and her natural talent in everything related to killing things, she was the perfect weapon they’d waited so long for.

Unfortunately – for them – his little wolf was too free spirited, and they were wise enough to realise that pushing too hard would only drive her away. If she ever got it into her mind to leave her clan, then he would take her in, no questions asked. If she had to leave a trail of corpses behind her, well, tough luck for anyone who stood in her way. Even her twin, who was far more enamoured with their clan’s general approach, would help Susannah escape despite her dislike of Alaric and werewolves in general. The twins might not always see eye to eye, but Erith would happily kill anyone who tried to harm her sister. It was, in Alaric’s opinion, Erith’s finest quality. Grumpiness and grouchiness aside, she understood the importance of family. Between the two of them, he was certain they’d be able to reach his territory.

And once they were in his territory, not a single person would live if they tried to spill their blood. He would personally slaughter anyone who tried and feast on their flesh, albeit not when Susannah and Erith were watching. Both of them got a bit queasy whenever he ate someone. Oh well. It was a werewolf thing, and the twins weren’t actually werewolves despite the many lupine traits they possessed.

Susannah flipped her sword back into her hand with her foot and took up her stance again. “Out of interest, grandpa, when was the last time someone beat you in a fight?”

“A long time ago,” Alaric rumbled.

Susannah looked so much like Clarissa had back when they’d first met. Those had truly been amongst the happiest years of his long life. He wished he could have turned Clarissa, but no huntress could ever become a werewolf, vampire, zombie, or any number of other things. Their very nature made them impervious to those sorts of changes. And although it was possible for a huntress to bear a son who was a vampire – the Blood Emperor had been proof of that – all of he and Clarissa’s children had been daughters, and the daughters of a huntress were always huntresses themselves. It hadn’t mattered to him. Human or werewolf, he loved all his children and descendants. And if some of them didn’t love him back that was up to them. His feelings were his own.

“Why do you keep calling me grandpa?” Alaric asked. “I’m your great-great-grandfather.”

“True, but that takes so long to say. Grandpa is quicker, and you know what I mean.”

He laughed. “You get that from Clarissa, you know? The first thing she said when she saw me was that I should have been named Alaric the Great Grey. In her eyes, my hair and fur were obviously grey and not silver.”

Susannah tilted her head to the side. “I can kind of see what she meant, but I have to disagree with Granny Clarissa. Your hair and fur are definitely silver.” She gave him a quick salute with her sword and then sprang forward with impossible speed. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

Alaric bobbed and weaved through a storm of blows, far more agile than his size would suggest. He could see why Clarissa continued to send her to him. She was only fourteen, but she was already one of the finest swordsmen he’d ever faced. He’d fought huntresses in their primes who weren’t close to this good, and all of them had still been absolute menaces with a blade. Clarissa had been a peerless prodigy with a sword, but she had only been slightly better than Susannah was now back when they had first met – and Clarissa had been twenty at the time.

“I did lose to this annoying dragon,” Alaric admitted. “Although, in my defence, he was no mere regular dragon. He was a dragon lord. I ventured into his labyrinth to pick a fight with him because I wanted to see how I measured up. I didn’t stand a chance. Excluding him, the last time I lost was when I was a pup.” He began his counteroffensive, pushing her to the limits of her ability and beyond instead of simply crushing her. His werewolf form was gigantic, which meant he was not only stronger and faster than her but she also didn’t have a reach advantage either despite having a sword. “But the last time I thought there was a chance I could lose…” He trailed off, and Susannah flipped out of reach, landing easily on her feet a safe distance away. Her defence had been impeccable. “Was when I fought the Blood Emperor.”

“I’ve heard a lot about him.” Susannah giggled. “Most of my clan doesn’t want to talk about him, but Granny Clarissa thinks the whole thing is hilarious.”

“Do you want to know something funny?” Alaric asked.

“Sure.” Susannah circled in search of an opening. Behind her, Roger eyed a beehive speculatively. Alaric suspected the raccoon would soon be using his magic to raid it for honey. For someone so small, Roger could eat a lot. “Go ahead.”

“When I asked Clarissa why she was willing to have children with me, do you know what she said?”

“This isn’t going to involve a grand declaration of love, is it? Because I have a hard time imagining either you or Granny Clarissa doing that.”

Alaric chuckled. “Oh, I love your granny. Never doubt that. But Clarissa’s idea of romance has generally involved attempted murder.”

“That’s because of how charming you are, grandpa.” The pup’s blade flicked out, as quick and deadly as a bolt of lightning. He parried the blows with his claws, and she dodged the worst of his counterattack, blocking or parrying any strikes that threatened to connect.

“I don’t think anyone has ever called me charming. Wait. Ulric might have, once or twice as a joke.” Alaric gave a low rumble of amusement. “In her own words, Clarissa liked the sort of man I was. But back to what she said, she told me that if your clan was going to spend so much time badmouthing the Blood Emperor’s mother for sleeping with a damn vampire, then she’d really give them something to complain about by not just sleeping with a werewolf but the werewolf.” He smirked as best he could with his lupine features. “Although her original phrasing involved more profanity.”

Susannah’s eyes widened, and then she burst out laughing. She laughed so hard that she almost dropped her sword. “Oh, that is exactly what she would say!” Her laughter filled the clearing, and he waited patiently for her to get her mirth under control. Her expression sobered. “You really do love her, don’t you, grandpa?”

Alaric bared his teeth. This was his favourite pup, all right. Deadly in battle and oddly perceptive and sentimental outside of it. “I wish to all the gods that she was a werewolf. To have her by my side for the rest of my days…”

“You know, sometimes, I think she wishes she was a werewolf too.” Susannah darted forward again.

The next few minutes involved what many would have deemed combat of legendary levels. Alaric was arguably the mightiest werewolf who had ever lived – he was definitely the mightiest since the downfall of their ancient homeland – and Susannah was on track to become the greatest huntress her clan had ever produced. However, the victor of their battle was never in doubt. Perhaps when she was in her prime, he’d face a true challenge.

When she was finished pulling herself back together – figuratively and literally – Alaric tossed her a gourd of water and changed back into his human form. Unlike lesser werewolves, he had mastered the art of preserving his clothes when he transformed. How that actually worked, or where his clothes went when he transformed, was a matter he pointedly ignored. Magic worked in mysterious ways, and it was better than going around naked. Susannah might be closer to a werewolf than any of her clanswomen, but she would certainly have baulked at seeing him walk around naked. He stretched and then sat down on a nearby tree stump.

“Granny always complains that you walk around without a shirt on,” Susannah said. “But at least you’re wearing pants.” She noticed Roger eyeing the beehive and motioned for him to come sit with her before he could pick a fight with the bees.

Alaric struck a pose. “She complains a lot, but that never stopped her from looking either.”

“Eww…” Susannah made a face. “Please, grandpa, feel free to never share the details.”

“Hah! Those details are why you exist.” Alaric scowled. “You know, the Blood Emperor was the strongest opponent I ever faced except for that dragon. He was incredibly strong, fast, and cunning, and was as skilled with magic as he was with a weapon.” He shook his head. “I wish I could fight him again. Worthy opponents are so hard to find, and to think…”

He snarled. Those stupid vampires. People called werewolves fools, but once he’d explained his vision to the clans and proved he had the strength to pursue it, they’d fallen into line. Sure, he’d been forced to kill people, but those had been public challenges delivered in accordance with the old ways. The vampires? They’d stabbed the greatest leader they’d ever had in the back like the cowards they were.

“I will always treasure that fight.” He took a sip of water although he wasn’t thirsty. It helped calm him for his next question. He honestly didn’t want to ask it, but not knowing would be worse. “How is Clarissa?”

Susannah’s expression fell. “Granny isn’t doing so well these days, I’m afraid.” She paused. “It’s just… she’s old, grandpa. She’s so old.”

And wasn’t that expression of hers telling? In all the years he’d known her, he could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen her afraid, but she was never afraid for herself. She could stare death in the eye and laugh in its face. It was always for others. She loved as fiercely as she fought, and she didn’t care if that person was a human, a werewolf, or a raccoon. It was why his people didn’t mind her visiting. She was a huntress, but she wasn’t about to start killing people just because they happened to be werewolves. It was evil she hunted and good that she protected, and she understood that good and evil came in all shapes and sizes.

He’d sired other children. In fact, he had children in each of the clans since it was the way of certain werewolves to seek out the strong to sire their children, and he was the strongest there was. However, Susannah might be the child he’d grown fondest of although she was technically his great-great-granddaughter and not his daughter. If only she could have been born a werewolf. She was almost one anyway. Her regeneration and senses were beyond those of a normal huntress, and she could do many of the same things the werewolf children of other powerful werewolves could.

It was as if she’d been born with all of their strengths and none of their weaknesses. He’d seen her throw herself at poisons and venoms and adapt with the same inhuman speed his other children did. Her twin sister was the same, but Erith had always favoured her huntress heritage and had been less inclined to visit him. He loved her anyway, but he was all too aware that she did not care for him the way Susannah did.

“Is that so?” Alaric asked. “It won’t be long then?”

Susannah nodded grimly. “A year at the most, I think. The last winter was hard for her. I think she was mainly holding on to see me and Erith get our cloaks. Nobody – not even mother – thought we would get ours so early, but granny always believed we would.” She paused and ran one hand through Roger’s soft fur. The raccoon made a comforting sound and patted her back. “She always knew what we could do. She always believed us when we said we’d be the best.”

As a courtesy, Susannah shifted her cloak to a neutral grey whenever she visited, rather than the resplendent red, silver, and gold she was entitled to use. She knew his people had bad experiences with her clan, and she had no desire to dredge up unpleasant memories. To the young pups, she was simply his great-great-granddaughter who visited occasionally and just so happened to be human. She would participate in their games and chase them through the woods to help them train. It wasn’t unusual to find those same pups begging her to join them when they leapt in puddles after it rained or to go fishing with them during the cool autumn months. They had no idea how dangerous she was because, in her own words, she had no intention of ever turning her gifts against them. Erith, for all that she was not as fond of Alaric as Susannah was, had said the same on the rare occasions she’d visited.

“I’ve already talked with Granny-Aunt Evonne. She’ll let you visit if you give your word not to cause trouble. And if anyone gives you trouble, then she said Erith and I can deal with them ourselves. I know you don’t get along with Granny-Aunt Evonne, but you both love Granny Clarissa. She knows you being there will make Granny Clarissa happy in… in her last days, so she’ll try her hardest to make it happen.”

“A year?” Alaric shook his head. “It feels like only yesterday she was threatening to cut off my balls, not that I thought she’d follow through. She was always quite –”

“Grandpa,” Susannah said, face a mask of seriousness. “I love you, but please, never, ever talk about your balls or what granny thinks of them. I don’t want to know.”

He threw his arm around her. “Fair enough.” He would have to make arrangements. His eldest son could handle matters in his absence. Eric was a great man and werewolf and a magnificent son. If Alaric were to die tomorrow, then he would do so knowing his son would lead their people well. Of course, he had no intention of dying any time soon. His son currently ruled over several clans, but he could use another century or two of experience. “I didn’t think Evonne would be so considerate. She hates me, and she has been very clear in her opinion that her sister could – and should – have done better.”

“She loves granny more than she hates you, I guess.” Susannah grinned. “I may also have done my best impression of a rabid giant badger for a month or two.” She giggled. “I might have gotten Erith to help too.”

“Oh? That can’t have been easy. Your sister isn’t usually one for antics.”

“I know. But this is different. Everybody dies, grandpa. I get that. It’s how it is. I can’t stop granny from dying any more than I can stop the sun from rising. But I can make sure that she dies happy and without any unfinished business. I think seeing you before she passes would make her happy – and I know it would make you happy – so I did everything I could to make sure she can.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Plus, nagging Granny-Aunt Evonne is pretty fun. Erith agrees although she’ll never admit it.”

“Simple and direct. Not bad.” Alaric got to his feet. “When you return with your clan. I will go with you. Now, get up, pup. You’ve rested long enough, and we’re not done training yet.” He smiled toothily. “You’re already good, but you could be better. They say the Blood Emperor’s mother was one of the greatest huntresses to ever live. I’ll make sure my great-great-granddaughter is even better.” He pointed at Roger. “You’ll be participating too. You’re a war wizard, but that doesn’t mean you can be lazy.”

* * *

Alaric read through the message he’d received from Ulric. The other werewolf had a variety of methods to communicate across vast distances, and he made sure to keep in touch with Alaric. What he’d discovered had Alaric laughing uproariously, much to the puzzlement of the young werewolves he’d been teaching.

Eric – a werewolf Ulric had taken under his wing – had run into Susannah. Better still, he had no idea who she was. Ulric had met Susannah in private, and she’d revealed she’d never actually said who her grandpa was to her companions, only that he was a werewolf. That was his favourite pup, all right. It wasn’t a lie, but it concealed the most valuable information. From what Ulric had said, though, it wouldn’t be long before she told them. The group she’d joined seemed like a good bunch, if a bit odd.

After hearing about how Susannah had run off with Roger, Alaric had been tempted to pursue her himself. If her clan gave her any trouble, he’d smash through them and take her back to his territory. He knew his people would be happy to have her. But how it had turned out was far better. Susannah had made a name for herself despite concealing her true identity. She’d ventured into Mordrath, of all places, and she and her group had done the impossible – make it out alive and with one of the most valuable treasures in the entire accursed place.

She’d also confirmed something very interesting.

Eric had mentioned the Blood Emperor was plotting his return. He’d been light on the details – and Alaric had his own suspicions about why – but Susannah had confirmed to Ulric that Eric was right. The Blood Emperor was indeed planning to return. She had also glossed over the details, but Ulric trusted Eric, and Susannah would not lie to Alaric about such an important matter. If they were both keeping secrets, then they must have their reasons. Alaric would trust their judgement and not press the matter further.

Alaric bared his teeth. His strength made it hard to get excited about a fight unless he was up against a dragon or another equally obnoxious foe. But this? If the Blood Emperor returned, then he would have a fight to look forward to. Alaric might even help him return, so they could settle who was stronger.

His lips curled. Yes. He’d be keeping a close eye on all of this.


Part Two – Entering the Labyrinth

Aria took a deep breath as the group gathered in front of the door. They had no way of knowing what awaited them, and the distinctly feline grin on the face of the massive reptile beside the door was not reassuring. A smiling dragon was somehow more terrifying than an angry dragon. They needed to be ready for anything – anything at all. As though he could read her mind, Aeonwing lowered his head, so they could see eye to eye… and winked.

Her concerns multiplied tenfold.

“Ready?” she asked the others.

“Not really,” Jonathan gave her a wan smile. “But I’m about as ready as I’ll ever be. We should get this over with, right? I mean… Aeonwing did say that I wouldn’t be walking straight into sunlight, so there is that.”

“He did.” Aria patted him on the back. The vampire was still underestimating himself. For someone who’d only taken up adventuring relatively recently and who’d spent his formative years as a scholar, he was doing remarkably well. “No time like the present.” She stepped forward. The open space within the arch had filled with inky shadow. “Remember what we agreed to think of on our way in. Stay sharp and take care of each other.”

She walked through the door.

Aria had expected a moment of dislocation, perhaps a vague feeling of being lost, or maybe the sudden jerk of impossibly swift movement. Instead, all that happened was the cool night air giving way to –

“Lava!” Jonathan shrieked as he jabbed a finger down at the ground. “Lava!”

It took a split-second for gravity to catch up to them and for Aria to realise they were no longer on solid ground. Instead, they were plummeting straight toward a vast, bubbling lake of horrible, fiery death. She snarled. That dragon! He must have known they were walking straight into a trap. No wonder he’d been so smug.

The others were falling too – before any of them had a chance to truly grasp what was going on – but Eileen had already begun to transform. At this height she should be able to catch all of them in her great eagle form before they hit the lava. Flying any significant distance would be hard, but they could work out what to do when they weren’t about to plunge to their deaths.

However, before Eileen could grab any of them, a large, scaly form slammed into her. Her friend gave an awkward squawk, a stark contrast to the regal sounds her avian form usually made, and tumbled away from them. Her beak and claws surged into brutal motion as she fought to wrestle free of her attacker or, failing that, simply tear her opponent to pieces. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be that easy.

Eileen’s opponent was a fire drake. Aria could tell by its red scales and the shape of its head and wings. Fire drakes could breathe fire, but it was a thoroughly chemical process, rather than the magical process employed by dragons to produce their legendary flame. The flames of fire drakes were far weaker than dragon fire, but the organs they used to create them were valuable commodities amongst adventurers, alchemists, and anyone else who needed extreme heat in a hurry. Aria had beaten opponents in the past after soaking them in the substance fire drakes used to create fire then setting them alight. It was no match for dragon fire, but it was the next best thing for people who couldn’t use fire magic.

The reptile was roughly the same size as Eileen, and although she should be able to defeat it, that left the rest of them in an awkward spot. The angry buzz of insects filled the air – barely audible over the deep, rumbling groan of the lava below them – as Eileen called on her summons to help her. They went for the fire drake’s face, stinging its eyes and clogging its mouth. A handful of small, dark shapes leapt off Eileen with daggers, loops of wire, and other makeshift weaponry. The shadow imps got to work, trying to tangle the drake’s wings and hacking at any joints or weak points they could reach.

Naturally, five additional fire drakes showed up because, of course, dumping them into a lake full of molten lava wasn’t enough of a challenge. No. The labyrinth had decided to do the truly draconic thing and heap misery upon misery. Why worry about falling into lava when fire drakes could get you first? When Aria got out of the labyrinth, she was going to have words with Aeonwing, and they would not be pleasant.

For a brief moment, her absurd thought of confronting a dragon, of all things, gave way to panic. It clawed at her heart and mind. The darkness of the sky above them, empty save for the door floating in mid-air, and the cruel, eerie glow of the lava beneath them, to say nothing of the awesome heat she could already feel radiating up at them, made her pulse race and her breath quicken. They were in a bad situation. None of them could fly except for Eileen. It was true that certain vampires could fly, but they were usually elders or ancients. Jonathan was neither, and if he could fly, she knew he’d already be doing it.

But Aria hadn’t escaped her order and survived dozens of missions only to die here. The labyrinth was not impossible. The dragon had emphasised it himself. It wouldn’t be fun if people were doomed. It had to be possible for them to win. As insane as it sounded, she needed to stay calm, think through the situation, and arrive at the correct solution. The immense height they were falling from gave her plenty of time to be horrified by their predicament… and plenty of time to think.

The words of her mentor came back to her.

“It is better to die decisively than to live a life of indecision,” he had told her shortly before fleeing the order. Supposedly, he’d been caught and killed, but she suspected otherwise. Marcus had been too cunning to be caught by the straightforward tactics of the people they’d sent after him, and their sour expressions upon returning had spoken volumes. Marcus was still alive, and one day she’d meet him again and thank him for ensuring she had the skills to make her own escape from the order.

Aria’s resolve firmed, and she took stock of her options. A thin smile crossed her lips as a plan formed in her mind. It wasn’t her finest work, but it should do the trick. “Blue Scales, I need all the water you can muster. Point it straight down at the lava below us. Roger, Susannah, and Eric, help Eileen. Don’t let the drakes swarm her or us. Blue Scales and I will handle the landing.”

“What about us?” Jonathan asked, gesturing to himself and Miles. His eyes hadn’t left the lava below them, but his hands had stopped shaking.

“If you can, help Eileen. Otherwise, try not to die.”

“We can do that!”

Blue Scales thrust his trident down, and his magic roared to life. Roger had more raw magic than any of them, but Blue Scales wasn’t far behind. The air here was dry and parched, so there was no water for him to draw upon. Instead, he had to create all of the water himself. The merman’s jaw clenched, and his muscles bulged as he put every ounce of his being behind the Word he was about to unleash.

“[Overwhelming Tide]!”

The Word snapped through the air with all the force of a clap of thunder. The air around Blue Scales shimmered a deep, vibrant blue. Water formed, mere drops at first, and then more and more until it was a torrent whose howl nearly forced Aria to cover her ears as the deluge surged downward. It was a river pouring from the sky, and when it struck the lava, huge clouds of steam billowed outward and upward. The hiss of boiling water washed over them, and Blue Scales growled with the effort it took to maintain the Word. Through the waves of steam, Aria could see the lava beginning to cool and harden. Excellent. They’d have somewhere to land that wouldn’t result in instant death, provided they could slow their fall.

Above them, Eileen’s feathers were streaked in boiling blood as she finally managed to tear out the fire drake’s throat. Another drake dove at her, only to spin away, its body going slack as an arrow with [Pierce] on it lanced straight through its right eye and burst out the back of its head. The four remaining drakes folded their wings and dove toward the shapeshifter with loud, angry cries.

“Cunning,” Susannah snarled. “They’re diving at Eileen while keeping her between me and them.” She waved to Roger. “Introduce yourself, Roger.”

The raccoon’s hands were wreathed in electricity for an instant before a [Lightning Bolt] crackled from his fingertips. His first attack went wide – he growled in aggravation – but his second attempt was better. The attack clipped the wing of a drake before a third attack struck it cleanly. It fell, its body a smoking, charred wreck with a large burn mark on its chest.

One of the last three drakes changed direction, and Aria shouted a warning. “Miles, watch out!”

The butler turned just in time for the drake to swallow him whole.

“Miles!” Jonathan screamed. The drake lunged at him, and the vampire somehow managed to dodge out of sheer desperation. He ended up on top of its head, and he fumbled for his sword. “You bastard!” He grabbed the horn-like protrusions on the drake’s head and began to rain down blows. “Spit him out!” he roared, angrier than Aria had ever heard him. “Spit Miles out!”

[Pulverise].

BOOM.

Aria flinched back as the drake’s skull exploded from within. Miles lowered the fist he’d used to obliterate the top of the drake’s head and winced at the blood and gore on his clothing. He looked around for a moment and then relaxed when he caught sight of Jonathan. The vampire had been forced to cling onto the base of the drake’s ruined skull to keep from tumbling away.

“Sir, thank you for your concern. It is most appreciated.”

“You’re okay!” Jonathan looked as if he would lunge forward to hug the butler, but their situation left him unable to do anything except cling onto the dead – and rapidly descending – drake.

“Yes, albeit less than clean.” Miles glanced downward meaningfully. “And we are still in danger.”

With the top of its head missing, the drake did its best impression of a rock and plummeted downward. As a fire drake, its body ought to resist the lava for a while before being consumed. The same could not be said of Jonathan and Miles.

“Oh. Right. That.” Jonathan waved frantically at Aria. “What’s the plan? You have a plan, right?”

“I do.” Aria gulped. She needed to get this right, or they were going to die. Well, not Eileen. She could fly. The rest of them wouldn’t be so happy about hitting the ground at their current speed.

Eileen slammed into another drake, and the pair spun through the air. Claws flashed, and jagged teeth faced off against a razor-sharp beak. But Eileen had hit her stride. Her earlier bout against the first drake had shown her what weaknesses to target, and she made short work of the reptile. Her claws opened the drake’s belly, and her beak closed around its throat. A frantic attempt to breathe fire was snuffed out by a shadow imp who drove a dagger into the drake’s eye. Eileen jerked her head up and back, and the drake plummeted out of the sky.

As Eileen turned to face the last drake, the creature seemed to have finally realised that its supposedly free meal was not actually free at all. It turned to flee, but Eric wasn’t about to let it go anywhere. He twisted in mid-air and hurled his spear. The weapon caught the drake in its left wing, and Eric whistled for his spear to come back. His spear lanced through the air toward him, and he reached out to catch it, allowing its momentum to carry him toward Eileen. The shapeshifter dipped slightly to catch him on her back before swooping toward the others.

Aria’s brows furrowed. Blue Scales had done his part. There was now an island of rock in the middle of the lake of lava. She didn’t know how long it would last, but it would do for now. She focused on her magic, and the familiar well of power bubbled up to answer her call. Despite the situation, she could have sworn she heard a voice on the wind. Whether it was Marcus laughing at the situation or her god whispering encouragement, she couldn’t be sure. Either way, though, it put a smile on her lips. She could do this.

“[Web of Light]!”

It was a Word of binding that nearly every paladin could use. It was particularly effective against creatures who were vulnerable to holy power, but it could be used to restrain other targets too. Right now, she was using it because of the durability of the webbing, which acted in a manner similar to spider silk. In other words, it was tough and stretchy – ideal for slowing down a group of people who were hurtling toward a rocky island in the middle of a lake full of lava.

She made the web as wide as she could to be sure the others would all hit it. They crashed through the first set of webbing and barely slowed down. Aria’s jaw clenched, and she used the Word again. The second web did better, but it was the third that bled off enough momentum for Jonathan to stop screaming as he realised that they might actually survive. The fourth and fifth did their job, and they landed awkwardly but safely on the rocky island.

Aria immediately got to her feet to make sure that everyone was there. Eric and Eileen were gliding toward them. Blue Scales, Jonathan, and Miles were only a few steps away, with Roger a bit further. Wait. Where was Susannah? Aria checked the lava. Nothing. She couldn’t have fallen in, right? She would have said something, and if she didn’t, Roger certainly would have. Seeing her concern, the raccoon pointed upward.

Aria wiped sweat off her forehead and squinted. The heat was oppressive, and sweat was already trickling down her face. They’d have to use Words to improve their heat resistance because there was no way they could endure this heat for long. Another drake had arrived, and Susannah had looped her fishing line around its neck. She swung herself up onto its back and drove her hand into the base of its neck. The drake was dead an instant later, and she angled the corpse toward the island before leaping off it. The drake plummeted into the lava while Susannah landed in a roll that ended with her standing next to Roger.

The raccoon rolled his eyes and lazily swiped at her leg. Aria didn’t have to speak raccoon to know what he said next. Had that really been necessary?

Susannah sketched a bow and grinned. “A huntress must always be ready to handle her opponents with composure… and awesomeness.”

Aria laughed and marched over. Despite the difference in height – Susannah was taller than her even without the disguise broach – she did her best to glare. Of course, her earlier laughter took the edge off it. “Don’t do that again.”

Susannah scratched the back of her head and grinned impishly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Eileen landed, and Eric hopped off her back. The shapeshifter hurried to check them for injuries before visibly relaxing when she saw they were all fine. I’m sorry. A shadow imp held up the sign since her eagle form didn’t have hands. I wanted to catch you, but the drakes…

“It’s fine.” Aria patted her wing soothingly. “It wasn’t your fault, and we’re all okay. Besides, if you hadn’t been here, we would have had to deal with them targeting us instead of you.”

Jonathan stopped hugging the makeshift ground and got to his feet as Miles surreptitiously picked bits of gore off both himself and his master. Aria grimaced. He wasn’t making a lot of progress. She raised her arm and used a Word to cleanse the worst of it.

“What kind of horrible person designed this?” Jonathan wailed, shaking his fist at the empty sky. “We walk through the door, and the first thing that happens is falling into a lake full of lava while being attacked by drakes? I thought you were a civilised dragon! We had a perfectly pleasant conversation, and you didn’t see fit to warn me? How many other people have just fallen straight into the lava and died?”

“It’s probably better not to think about it.” Beads of sweat dotted Eric’s brow, and his lips curled in distaste as he eyed the lava intently. As a werewolf, regeneration was his biggest advantage, but it wouldn’t help if he got tossed into molten lava. “As for what sort of person we’re dealing with, don’t forget we’re dealing with dragons. Sure, the dragon outside seemed reasonable, but he’s not in charge of this place. He just guards the door. A dragon lord with way too much power and way too much time on his hands is.” He shook his head. “And I’ve met plenty of people over the years who would smile and joke before trying to rip your throat out.”

Jonathan continued to glare up at the door. “This is hardly sporting at all!” He huffed. “I hope the people watching are having fun. I’m certainly not.”

Blue Scales cleared his throat. “In any case, where do we go now? We cannot stay here. If the heat does not kill us, the fumes might.” His scales glittered like gemstones in the flickering orange light of the lava.

Aria winced at the smell of sulphur and other noxious gases. She had no doubt that some of them – Eric, Jonathan, Susannah, and Eileen – would be able to shrug off the effects of the potentially deadly vapours, but she, Blue Scales, Miles, and Roger needed to be careful. Thankfully, paladins were well-versed in dealing with toxic fumes.

“[Purify Air],” she murmured. “[Withstand Elements].”

Rather than push power into spreading the Words, she focused on fixing them in place around them. The two Words should keep the air clean and take the edge off the stifling heat, at least for a while.

“I’m not sure where to go from here,” Aria said. “Our best chance to get a view of our surroundings was when we were falling, but I was more concerned with how not to die horribly.”

Eric pointed. “Eileen and I spotted buildings in that direction when we were up in the air. It’s a bit of a trip, but it has to be better than staying here.” He tapped the rock beneath them with the butt of his spear. “Who knows how long this rock will last?”

Aria gazed off into the distance. Just barely visible was a structure that had to be massive if she could see it from this distance. However, the only way to reach it was via a river of lava that stretched from the lake to the buildings themselves. What puzzled her – and what confirmed this whole place was the handiwork of an overly powerful dragon – was that not only was the lava flowing toward the structure but it was also flowing slightly uphill to reach it. Moreover, there was nothing on either side of the river except empty space. This entire place appeared to be floating over an empty void. Her brows furrowed. The sheer power required to make this place boggled the mind, but dragon lords were cut of a different cloth. They were the mightiest of their kind, only a step below the gods. They might actually be greater if certain stories were to be believed.

“All right. It’s not as if we’ve got anywhere better to go.” Aria turned to Eileen. “Can you stay in your great eagle form? You could try to carry all of us, but you’d be in no shape to dodge or fight if we run into further trouble – and I have a feeling there will be further trouble. I want you in the air to ward off any other drakes and to spot problems before they spot us.” She knelt down and patted the rock below them. It seemed to be handling the extreme heat without any trouble. “Roger, can you make a raft or a boat out of the rock we’re on?” The raccoon hummed thoughtfully and then nodded. He’d have to alter the rock into a substance that would float on the lava, but it should be easier than starting from scratch. “Excellent. What about steering? I’m hoping you’ll be able to guide it once you make it.”

The raccoon nodded again and pressed his claws to the ground. He probably had several Words at his disposal that could make the raft and control the lava around them to steer it, but it might not be necessary. The longer she watched, the more it appeared as though the lava was flowing quite naturally toward the buildings. She had no idea how that worked, but she wasn’t going to complain if it made their lives a little easier.

“Great.” Aria tightened her hold on her buckler. It wasn’t the strongest defence against lava, but there was nevertheless a comforting weight to it. “I want to say the worst is behind us, but…”

“The kind of dragon who thinks it’s funny to drop people out of the sky over a lake full of lava while attacking them with fire drakes is probably the same kind of dragon to organise an ambush while people are sailing across a river of lava over a bottomless void in a makeshift boat, right?” Eric drawled.

Jonathan groaned. “Did you have to put it that way? It sounds so awful when you do.” He paused. “Not that I think you’re wrong.”

“Honestly, our situation isn’t ideal, but there’s no point in dwelling on what we can’t change. We need to focus on what we can control and try to tilt the odds in our favour. Once we get to those buildings, we can take a break.” Aria’s gaze flicked back to the sky. Good. She couldn’t see any other drakes. “Eileen, were the buildings on solid ground?”

Eileen nodded. The eyes of a great eagle were keener than those of a werewolf and were comparable to those of an elf or a dragon. The buildings are surrounded by lava, but they appear to be on solid ground, if you ignore the fact that everything here is floating over a void. I can’t be sure, but the buildings might be temples.

The rest of them waited as Roger used his magic to break a chunk of rock off before altering its composition to ensure it could float and resist the lava’s heat. It was a testament to the raccoon’s skill that he was able to shape the rock into something that closely resembled a wide-bottomed boat with extensions on either side to help keep it stable. Aria had thought he would make a raft, but this was better and less likely to tip over. The raccoon hopped onto the boat first and moved back and forth, poking and prodding, before nodding in satisfaction and gesturing for them to come aboard. Aria stepped onto it tentatively. She trusted Roger, but she was still not eager to sail across lava.

“Great work, Roger.” Aria shifted her weight. The boat was impressively stable, and her weight had hardly moved it at all. “Climb on although it might be safest if we board one at a time.”

Roger preened, and Susannah gave him a quick cuddle as she stepped onto the boat. One by one, the others came aboard, and the boat proved equal to the task. Not even Blue Scales’s considerable bulk bothered it, and the merman gave a noticeable sigh of relief.

“I was worried I would be too heavy.” The merman gestured at the lava. “My scales are tough, but lava would be a problem.”

“Roger, stay ready with your magic,” Aria said. “I know the current appears to be taking us toward the temple, but I’d rather not get swept off into the void if the current takes an unexpected turn.”

Jonathan shuddered. “I don’t know what’s down there, but I think it’s better not to find out.”

Blue Scales’s eyes narrowed. “The Deep has similar places – ridges deep below the surface that are bordered on either side by seemingly bottomless chasms. Now and then a beast will venture in. Few ever return, and those that do are covered in wounds and scars.” He chuckled. “As a boy, I used to wonder what could be lurking in those depths that could leave such wounds on those mighty beasts. As a man, I’ve come to realise that certain places should be left unexplored.”

“Could be ancient krakens and leviathans.” Susannah moved to stand at the bow of the boat. Her vision was inhumanly keen, but she nevertheless used [Hunter’s Eye], [Ranger’s Insight], and [Elfin Intuition]. With those in place, she should be able to sense any potential trouble before it reached them, assuming anything got past Eileen. “As for the lava, my aunt has run into some real nasties in the past. Not many things can live in lava, but whatever does is generally tough, angry, and very hungry.”

As the boat traced its way out of the lake and onto the river of lava, Aria chanced a peek over the side. The river was only thirty feet across, and there truly was nothing below it except that unsettling void. The longer she stared into it, the more uneasy she became. There was something staring back at her. She was sure of it. If they were lucky, it was simply the dragon keeping an eye on them. If they were unlucky? She preferred not to think about it.

“How do you think the labyrinth works?” she asked Jonathan. The vampire was tense, his usual posture replaced by a stance so rigid he could have given a pillar a run for its money. Noticing his stiffness, he visibly tried to loosen his stance. It was another aspect of combat they’d been working on. Being alert was good, but excessive tension could rob someone of their speed and agility, and Jonathan could be surprisingly quick and agile when he needed to be and wasn’t overthinking. He was, after all, a vampire noble. His was not a warrior House, but blood as old as his carried a power all of its own. “Better. Relaxing can be hard, especially in tough situations, but you’ll exhaust yourself if you let the stress get to you.” She tapped her breastplate with her buckler. “I learned that the hard way when I first began going on missions with my instructor. I was so nervous I’d be exhausted long before we got to the toughest parts of the mission.”

Jonathan took a deep, calming breath and closed his eyes. He was running through a meditation exercise that Miles had taught him. It must have worked because when he opened his eyes, the panic was under control, and his gaze was clear and focused. “I’m not an expert on dragons, but I’ve learned a lot about their deeds due to their impact on history. Even amongst dragons, Riftwing is famous. He is a dragon lord and a paradox dragon, to boot. I don’t think any other paradox dragon has ever achieved the same level of power. It is possible that this entire labyrinth is something he created and stores in an alternate or pocket dimension. The doors might simply be links between the normal world and his creation. He could have multiple pocket dimensions for different parts of the labyrinth, all of which are connected by doors and all of which operate according to different rules. It would be similar, conceptually, to the magic that allows a bag or a sack to be bigger on the inside than the outside.”

It wouldn’t be the first time a dragon was so aggravating. The dwarf king’s voice was barely a whisper. It was the most he could manage without openly manifesting, which was power Jonathan was reluctant to spare until they knew more about the situation. They’d left the spirit lantern back in Bloodmark since they couldn’t afford to lose it, nor had it gathered enough power to call forth the dwarf king’s spectral army again. Instead, Jonathan had a spirit candle, an item that could be burnt to allow the dwarf king to take physical form without expending too much of Jonathan’s magic. Given how strong the dwarf king was in battle, Jonathan had agreed to save it until they needed his help. At least these dragons aren’t trying to rob us – unless you count the prices at the fair. I’ve never seen ale so expensive! And the mead – gods! It’s extortion!

Some would argue that throwing us into such a dangerous situation is worse. The Blood Emperor’s voice was another barely audible whisper. He had yet to grant Jonathan more of his power although it was always an option. Given how badly it drained Jonathan to channel the older vampire’s strength, that was not a card they wanted to play too early. Dragon lords may seem capricious or foolish, but they rarely act without purpose or meaning. They do not reach the zenith of their kind by being fools. Jonathan, you are a scholar and a historian. Pay close attention to our surroundings. It is possible that whatever we encounter here may give us clues to make our task easier or give us insight into the dragon’s mind.

Jonathan squinted. The lava light granted his usually affable features a hint of menace. “That sounds like something a dragon could do. We’re a bit far, but the shape of the buildings is vaguely familiar.”

“Oh?” Aria was hard-pressed to make out any of the finer details, especially with the haze rising from the lava, but vampires possessed keener sight than humans. “What is it?”

“Give me a second.” Jonathan frowned. “[Scry].” His eyes glazed, and he stared into space for a moment before turning his attention back to the rest of them. “The buildings we’re approaching appear to be part of a temple complex from the ancient Kaleran Empire.”

Susannah nodded sagely and pretended to stroke her imaginary beard. “Ah, of course. I see. In retrospect, it was obvious.” Roger rolled his eyes, and laughter rippled across the boat. Susannah snickered. “Yeah. I have no idea what that means. Please, enlighten me.”

Jonathan relaxed. He truly was at his most comfortable when he was discussing scholarly matters. He would be an excellent teacher if he ever decided to pursue that route, and she hoped he would once he got his castle back. It would be a shame if his knowledge was lost to the world.

“The Kaleran Empire was ruled by lizardmen, and it was wiped out millennia ago during a conflict with the Raccoon Empire.” Roger perked up. From his curious expression, he hadn’t known about it. Then again, his studies as a war wizard must have consumed all of his time. “The exact circumstances of the Kaleran Empire’s demise are known only to the Raccoon Empire, but we do know they worshipped the gods of earth and fire. They built their greatest cities and fortresses near – and occasionally in – volcanoes since they thrived in the heat and learned how to control the volcanoes with their magic.”

Jonathan gave Roger an apologetic look. “However, the prevailing theory regarding their demise is that the Raccoon Empire destroyed them. Supposedly, despite their control over volcanoes, those volcanoes all erupted simultaneously, overwhelming their magic and wiping them out in a matter of days. Since the odds of all the volcanoes erupting at the same time are miniscule, the Raccoon Empire has long been held responsible although they have never commented publicly on the issue. The surviving lizardmen scattered and established descendant nations, but none ever approached the power of the Kaleran Empire. At its peak, it was similar in size to the Blood Empire that the Blood Emperor ruled over.”

Roger stared into the lava. His brows furrowed. He was troubled, and Aria could understand why. What Jonathan was suggesting was completely plausible. The Raccoon Empire’s power was built on magic. Raccoons from the empire might be lacking in terms of physical ability – raccoon warrior monks aside – but their magic was not only incredibly potent but also more common than in other groups. Jonathan had mentioned it over dinner during a previous mission, but the average raccoon from the empire had stronger magic than the average elf and was better trained in how to use it. Based on the legends she’d heard of Roger the Relentless, the founder of the empire, it was well within their abilities to make multiple volcanoes explode at the same time.

“I’m not a lizardman, but I’m not sure building your empire in and around volcanoes is a smart idea if you’re going to pick a fight with a bunch of magical raccoons who specialise in blowing things up.” Eric winced. “It seems like a fancy way of committing suicide. Us werewolves aren’t famous for building monuments, but we do build our settlements in sensible areas. Sure, there’s the occasional landslide or forest fire to worry about, but you can usually anticipate or avoid those. A volcano exploding is a lot harder to deal with.”

“True, but your ancient homelands were wiped out by the gods,” Jonathan pointed out. “And I’m not surprised Roger hasn’t heard of this. Even in scholarly circles, the Kaleran Empire isn’t widely known. I doubt everyone in the Raccoon Empire was pleased with what happened either. It’s one thing to defeat your enemies in pitched battle. It’s quite another to wipe out their civilisation.” It went unspoken that exploding all of those volcanoes would have wiped out both soldiers and civilians. It wasn’t as if lava could discriminate.

“We mermen have made similar mistakes,” Blue Scales said. “There are great vents of fire beneath the waves. They are useful for both mundane and magical purposes, and they are usually easy to control thanks to the abundance of water. Yet, every now and then, their heat will massively increase without warning, boiling all the water around them in an instant. They can also release poisonous gases that dissolve into the water, slaying the unwary.”

“If these buildings are from the Kaleran Empire, what should we be worried about?” Aria asked. Her gaze shifted to the lava in front of them and then to Eileen overhead. There was no sign of trouble, which only made her suspicious. “What sort of defences and traps can we expect?”

Jonathan made a face. “I’m afraid to say that the Kalerans were powerful summoners with a knack for calling on various kinds of elementals. They did tend to favour those associated with fire and earth, but there are accounts of them summoning other types too. They were also proficient artificers and engineers, albeit not on the same level as the dwarves of their era, never mind the dwarves of Mordrath.”

“Hmm…” Aria pursed her lips. “Elementals are tricky opponents. I don’t think we’ll be able to banish them back to their plane of existence. Any decent summoner guarding a temple would tie them to the temple itself. But if they’re fire or earth elementals, we should be able to handle them if we’re careful. They tend to be less subtle than water or air elementals, so we should see or hear them coming before they attack. Is there anything else you can think of?”

“As a matter of fact –”

The lava beneath them shuddered ominously, and their makeshift boat rocked sharply before settling as Roger’s magic flared to take control of the lava around them.

“And things were going so smoothly,” Jonathan grumbled.

“It could simply be a wave,” Eric said. The vampire gave him an incredulous look. What were the odds it was a normal wave? Aria wasn’t going to take that bet. “Okay. Probably not. Knowing our luck, it’s a monster.”

“Waves always have a cause.” Blue Scales scanned their surroundings with a critical eye, “Lava is similar to water in many ways. A creature moving around in it could create a wave large enough to rock this boat while also evading Susannah and Eileen.”

Roger signed a warning. He could feel something in the lava ahead of them with his magic, but he couldn’t tell what it was. The glowing, ever-shifting surface of the lava made it impossible to tell by eye as well.

“Look alive, people – no offence, Jonathan – there’s trouble ahead.” Susannah readied her bow.

And what trouble it was.

“Magma serpent!” Aria gasped as the beast breached the surface of the lava river and reared up. Its scales glowed the same ominous shades of orange, yellow, red, and brown as the lava, and its eyes blazed with malevolent intelligence. Its body was thick with muscle, and it pushed through the lava with an ease that spoke of its strength. Aria had faced a magma serpent once before. The beasts lived in and around volcanoes and spent almost their entire lives submerged in lava. As a result, they were basically immune to heat and were amongst the rare creatures that could withstand more than a few seconds of dragon fire. The magma serpent’s maw opened wide, and lava dripped from its jaws. Any creature that could eat lava was not to be taken lightly.

And then she remembered something. The magma serpent was enormous, easily towering over them, but the river of lava they were on wasn’t very wide – and they were with a war wizard who could control lava.

“Roger,” Aria said. “I know you’re already steering the boat, but can you control the lava around the magma serpent?”

The raccoon stared at her and then began to cackle evilly. He signed for them to hold on and brace themselves before he set his feet firmly against the boat and thrust both arms out to the side, his whole body taut with effort. [Lava Burst] sent lava spewing out of the river and into the void – and the magma serpent barely had time to squawk in a combination of surprise and terror before the sudden rush of molten liquid carried it over the edge of the river and into the emptiness below. The expression of horrified understanding on its face was one Aria would never forget.

Jonathan breathed a sigh of relief as the flailing serpent plummeted out of sight. “It can’t fly, can it?”

“Nope.” Susannah gave Aria a thumb’s up. “Good thinking.”

The former paladin sagged and gave Roger a pat on the back. She’d have to get him extra fruit after this. “I’ve faced a magma serpent before. I’m glad we didn’t have to fight it.” She shuddered at the memory and reached up to touch her collarbone. “My instructor and I were able to kill it, but I was lucky not to be badly injured. A bit of lava melted through my armour and burned me. Thankfully, my armour took the brunt of the damage, and I was able to heal the rest.”

“Yeah, they’re nasty, all right. The problem is you’re only ever going to meet them near a volcano. It’s the same as picking a fight with a sea serpent on open water. They’ve got a huge natural advantage.” Susannah lowered her bow. “The easiest way to kill them is from long range. An explosive arrow through the eye will do it although you do need bait to draw them out into the open.”

Roger glared.

“I’m going to guess that Roger was the bait the last time you encountered one,” Eric said. The werewolf smirked and patted Roger on the head teasingly, prompting the raccoon to adjust his hat. “I can’t blame you. He’d make a perfect snack for a magma serpent.”

The raccoon bared his teeth.

“In fairness,” Susannah said. “The last time we fought an earth elemental, I was the bait. I had to run around for a while until Roger could blast it into powder.”

They reached the temple without any further trouble. There was a second magma serpent, but it must have seen what had happened to the first. The creature did an excellent impression of a log as they drifted past, and Roger kept a wary eye on it the whole time. The raccoon was ready to send it flying over the edge of the river at a moment’s notice, but when it made no move to attack, he let it be. Elementals were rarely easy opponents, so conserving his magic for later was important.

The river broadened and slowed as they reached the dock in front of the temple. Eric gave a low whistle of approval, and Aria took a step back in the boat to get a better view of the temple complex. The Kalerans had certainly known how to impress. The buildings were made out of gigantic blocks of gleaming obsidian that had been fused together by magic to form a single, unbroken piece of masonry. The temple complex itself was big, comprised of several large buildings and dozens of smaller ones. The broad, blocky buildings were supplemented by stout towers and stern arches.

The complex exuded strength, and it reminded Aria of the fortress-monasteries her order maintained. The corridors she could see were lit from within by small channels of lava that flowed along the sides of the passageways where skirting boards might have gone in a normal building. The distant clank of heavy machinery could be heard, and Eric pointed to the clock that had been set in the immense tower that flanked the entrance.

“What kind of clock is that?” the werewolf asked Jonathan. “I’m going to guess the small and big hands are for minutes and hours although they don’t appear to be using the same system we do. But what about the extra dials?”

“It’s a celestial clock,” Jonathan said. “It keeps track not only of minutes and hours – they used a system of eighteen-hour days, each with eighty minutes – but also days, months, and years with a focus on important celestial events.” He squinted at the clock and raised his hands to help do a bit of mental arithmetic. “Fascinating. The clock appears to be set around the time of the supposed downfall of the Kaleran Empire.”

“Then we are either treading on a graveyard or a place that will soon become one,” Blue Scales rumbled. “An ill omen.”

Eileen, who had landed and switched to her bear form, held up a sign. I’m more interested in where all the Kalerans are.

“Agreed. It would be too easy if this place was empty.” Aria stepped out of the boat, and the others followed. “I think we should take the main entrance.” There were other entrances, but from experience, those were usually heavily trapped. The main entrance would also give them room to manoeuvre if they had to fight. “Let’s get moving. Stay alert. If you see something, say something, even if you’re not sure it’s important.” She glanced back at Jonathan. “You’re familiar with the Kalerans. Let us know if you notice anything.”

They passed through the open gates and into a broad courtyard. It was a beautiful place. Obsidian statues of various lizardmen were arranged in neat rows, along with abstract sculptures made out of various kinds of rock. Aria’s gaze lingered on a depiction of a hydra that had been made with a strange, fluid sort of stone. The hydra moved back and forth, the stone shifting from one configuration to the next to grant it a whimsical, dreamy quality. The movement of its seven heads was almost hypnotic, and she had to fight to keep from flinching every time she caught a flicker of motion out of the corner of her eye. A statue of a dragon loomed over a corner of the courtyard. It resembled the dragon they’d met earlier, albeit without the remarkable colouration. Like the hydra, the sculpture ebbed and flowed, nearly alive in how it moved.

Halfway across the courtyard, Eric stopped. “I found something.”

Aria walked over. “That’s old blood.”

The werewolf’s nose wrinkled. “It’s orc blood.” The size of the bloodstain suggested an injury that would have been fatal or disabling for a human. However, orcs were significantly larger than humans and generally tougher. A strong orc could easily survive losing all that blood, especially if there was a skilled healer on hand. “Gaius’s group has an orc in it, right? It’s not exactly fresh… I’d say… over a week ago.”

“Perhaps they received a similar welcome from the labyrinth as we did,” Miles said. “Although this does beg the question. What wounded him?”

Aria tightened her hold on her buckler and examined the courtyard again. She half expected the statues to come to life, but they continued to remain as they were, either still and silent or moving back and forth in an eerie facsimile of life. She couldn’t see anything threatening, but unseen threats were generally the deadliest. “We should keep moving. Jonathan, where should we go from here? Can your magic tell us?”

Jonathan cast [Scry]. His magic rushed outward, and the vampire took his time before replying. “There’s anti-scrying magic around the inner parts of the temple. However, Kaleran clerics typically insisted on placing the most important parts of a temple at the centre, often near a large pool of lava. For example, it was normal for the most sacred altars to be near the centre, along with the reliquaries for their rarest treasures. If different parts of the labyrinth are connected by additional doors…”

“The best place to put a door would be in or near the inner sanctum.” Aria nodded firmly. “All right, Jonathan. Tell us which way to go. Get us as close as you can, and we’ll take it from there.” She paused. “Wait… could we try climbing the outside of the temple to bypass its defences and then blast our way into the inner sanctum?”

Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He closed his eyes. “It’s subtle, but there’s protective magic on this whole place. [Discern Magic].” His magic swept out again. “This whole temple is also built on a place of power. We’d run out of magic before breaking through the roof.”

“Damn.” Eric tapped his spear on the polished stone floor. “A shortcut would have been nice. Never mind.”

“Lead the way, Jonathan.” Aria saw his expression and grinned. “Well, maybe not lead the way. Tell us which way to go, Eric and Susannah will be up front. You, Miles, and Roger will be in the middle with Eileen and Blue Scales at the back. I don’t want anything sneaking up on us.”

“Ah. The middle sounds fine.” Jonathan gulped and brought his shield closer to his body. “The atmosphere in here is… oppressive.”

Blue Scales nodded sombrely. “This is a temple. Regardless of what magic the dragon used to create this place, the weight here is real. The gods had their eyes upon this place once. Perhaps they still do.”

They went further into the temple, and the architecture only continued to impress. The roof in this section was fifty feet above them, and it was covered in intricate carvings. Unfortunately, the flickering, orange glow of the lava that ran along the edges of the corridor made it hard to see what the carvings depicted. If the others could tell – and several of them had better vision than Aria – they made no mention of it. Jonathan, meanwhile, was lost in his own world.

It was obvious he wanted to study the temple, but they simply didn’t have the time. Instead, Jonathan would have to rely on his excellent memory and his magic to recall as much of what he saw as possible for research and review in the future. The walls inside were made of a different material from the outside. It was black stone, but not the gleaming obsidian of the exterior. Instead, it was a material that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. She ran a gloved hand along the wall closest to her. It was rough, as if it had only recently been hewn out of the ground. Why smoothen and polish the outside but neglect the inside? Perhaps it was an aesthetic choice. There were also murals made up of countless smaller stones that appeared to show the lizardmen and their history.

One mural in particular caught both Roger and Jonathan’s attention. The raccoon stopped, stared, and then climbed up onto the vampire’s shoulder to get a better view. Based on the proportions of the lizardmen in the mural, they were slightly larger than humans.

“Ah.” Jonathan studied the mural intently. “This makes things clearer.”

The mural showed raccoons hurling fire and lightning at intricately dressed lizardmen who commanded a variety of elementals. Another section showed vast armies of lizardmen marching into battle against the raccoons and their allies. Due to their small size, the raccoons were depicted making extensive use of war beasts, summoned creatures of their own, and auxiliary troops. Prominent amongst these auxiliaries were beast-men of various kinds. They were less common on this side of the sea, but Aria had encountered her fair share of them over the years. They lived in tribes although there had long been rumours of their leaders pushing for unification to better hold their territory.

Her mentor, Marcus, had told her that they had been more numerous in the past but had suffered a devastating defeat against the combined forces of the elves, dwarves, and mountain men of the north. It didn’t help that the beast-men were said to clash frequently with the orcs and goblins who had been their allies. Raids amongst them were common, and the constant internecine strife had robbed them of the strength they’d once possessed. People in her order had occasionally suggested that those raids were encouraged and funded by vampires who were eager to set the beast-men, goblins, and orcs against each other. It would mean three less problems to deal with.

Further complicating matters were the differences between the various tribes of beast-men. They could vary dramatically not only in appearance and physical ability but also in temperament, allegiance, and lifestyle. Bull-people were terrors in battle, huge, hulking warriors who fought with tireless fury while wielding weapons no human could hope to use. Yet outside of battle, they tended to be peaceful folk who were content to live in settlements centred around farming and fishing. In contrast, leopard-people were generally solitary, preferring to live either alone or in small family groups in jungles and forests. Bull-people might travel to sell their produce, but leopard-people were rarely seen outside of their homes unless war was afoot. Marcus had travelled extensively in his youth, and he’d encountered various types of beast-men. He’d helped some and fought others, which had been yet another eccentricity his enemies in the order had held against him. Their oaths and texts commanded them to protect the innocent. They made no distinction between different species, and Marcus had held firm to the belief that an innocent beast-man or vampire was entitled to the same protection as an innocent human or elf. Aria agreed, but not everyone else had.

Roger signed a question to Jonathan.

“I don’t think we can tell who was at fault from this mural,” Jonathan said. “From what I know, the Raccoon Empire and the Kaleran Empire were not always enemies. There is a school of thought that believes the two were, if not allies, then at least neutral toward each other until a diplomatic incident occurred in which a prince of the Raccoon Empire was gravely wounded while visiting the Kaleran Empire. Certain texts claim the raccoons attacked their hosts whilst others claim the lizardmen attacked first and the raccoons were forced to fight their way out.”

Roger sighed and signed another question.

“I’ve never been able to acquire an item from the era in question. Very little survived the volcanic activity that destroyed the Kaleran Empire. Even if I did, I don’t know if [Trace Memory] would work. It was so long ago, and [Trace Memory] gets harder to use the further back into an object’s history you go. Virtually everything we know about the Kaleran Empire comes from the civilisations that were founded by survivors following its downfall. The handful of raccoon scholars who’ve written on the matter have done so obliquely.” Jonathan peered at the mural. “I could try using [Trace Memory] on this temple, but I don’t want to risk it. The magical defences in place might react poorly. At best, I’d be knocked unconscious. At worst, I could be killed. And that’s assuming [Trace Memory] would work. This temple could be the real thing, taken by the dragon to add to his hoard, or it could be a… solid illusion of sorts created with his magic. Sadly, Roger, all we can do is speculate. Perhaps we can ask the dragon when we meet him.”

Aria motioned for them to keep moving. She could understand their desire to know more. She felt the same way about her order. They had done so many truly good things over the years, but her treatment had forced her to pay closer attention to their mistakes. It was also possible that the raccoons and lizardmen had both wanted a war and had merely been searching for an excuse to start fighting. She’d seen it before in nobles jockeying for power, and her fellow paladins had not been above picking fights with their rivals to increase their own prestige.

Once war broke out, it was standard practice to demonise the enemy. It made it easier to fight, and fighting a war half-heartedly was an excellent way to lose. Take werewolves. It was true that some were little better than rabid beasts who needed to be put down, but the majority of them were closer to Eric than the ravening monsters of legend. Likewise, most paladins were simply people trying to do their jobs, not the insanely zealous inquisitors their enemies were keen to paint them as. It was why her order needed a special group to go after heretics. The rank and file would not have been so quick to turn on her.

As they continued to make their way through the temple, she couldn’t help but notice how well maintained it was. Was the temple’s magic responsible, or did the dragons use their magic to keep it in pristine condition? She had to bite back a smile as she imagined the enormous reptiles trying to cram themselves into the temple to do a bit of dusting. They’d be lucky to get a claw through the entrance.

“You know,” Eric said as he scanned the passageway ahead of them. “I’m beginning to worry. We’ve been in here for a while and nothing has tried to kill us. We haven’t stumbled across any traps either. This kind of place… there should either be traps or guards.”

“Indeed. It is too quiet for my liking,” Miles agreed. He and Eileen were on either side of Jonathan. “There is danger here. My instincts keep telling me to leave, yet nothing has emerged to confront us.” A bead of sweat trickled down his temple. “My teacher was fond of saying that it is the dangers you don’t see that get you.”

“Maybe Gaius and his group already dealt with the traps and monsters and the labyrinth hasn’t replaced them yet. After all, we did find orc blood.” Jonathan laughed nervously. “Then again, the labyrinth could be trying to lull us into a false sense of security.”

“I can believe that,” Eric said. He poked the wall with his spear. “A place with this much magic running through it is bound to have a few nasty surprises in store for us.”

They passed beneath a large archway, and a massive slab of stone promptly slid down to cut off the passageway behind them. The only way now was forward.

“And there’s the hidden danger Miles was worried about.” Eric shifted into a fighting stance and raised his spear. “If this isn’t a prelude to an ambush, I’m going to be disappointed."

He wasn’t disappointed.

Ahead of them, sections of the wall began to move. It didn’t take long for Aria to realise what was happening. “It’s the walls. They’ve made elementals out of the same material as the walls.”

“Hmm…” Susannah readied her bow. “That does make for a handy storage solution… and it’s going to make things tricky too.”

Although golems and elementals had many cosmetic similarities, the main difference was their method of operation. Golems were mechanical constructs animated by a combination of magic and artifice. An elemental was a living magical being who animated certain materials or objects. Elementals were generally smarter than golems and were capable of wielding their own magic. Key to their current situation was elementals’ ability to heal and reinforce themselves using their surroundings.

For example, a water elemental could grow or heal by absorbing nearby water. It was why fighting a water elemental at sea was usually an exercise in futility. The two main ways to beat it were to banish it or to blow its body apart so badly it couldn’t reform or absorb extra water. Making elementals out of the same stone as the walls ensured they would have plenty of material to repair themselves while tying them to the temple would make banishing them impossible.

“Spread out,” Aria barked. The hall ahead of them should give them room to manoeuvre. Unfortunately, it also meant the stone elementals could take advantage of their size, with each of them being roughly thirty feet in height. “Eric, Susannah, and I have the elemental on the left. Miles, Jonathan, and Roger, you’ve got the one on the right. Blue Scales and Eileen, take the one in the middle. If anyone finishes early, they can help whoever needs it.” They shouted their agreement. “Keep on the move. These things are big, but earth and stone elementals are normally fairly slow.”

“Aim for their joints,” Susannah added. “And don’t think they’ll flinch when you hit them. They don’t feel pain the way you or I do. Just keep hitting them until they stop moving. If they try to repair themselves by absorbing stone from the temple, keep attacking. It takes magic to absorb additional material, and they’ve only got so much of it. Exhaust their magic, and they’ll fall apart.”

Roger struck the first blow of the battle. The raccoon flung his arm forward and hurled an [Ash Bolt] at his elemental. It was his favourite Word, and it was usually a fine choice. However, the elemental ploughed right through the molten ash and somehow managed to convey its exasperation despite not really having a face. Its reply came in the form of a ponderous fist brought down with enough force to crack the floor. But Roger was already in motion. He darted to the side and then retreated behind Miles and Jonathan.

“Roger!” Susannah laughed. “It’s made of stone, and it doesn’t have organs. Use something else.”

The raccoon shook his fist at her and hastened to prepare another Word. Aria bit back a grin at the pair’s antics. “Susannah, you have exploding arrows, right? I’d rather you conserve your magic if you can.” The huntress’s Words were incredibly destructive. Having them available later could be crucial.

“Sure.” The huntress reached into her quiver and drew an arrow. Magic swirled around the tip. “Roger made a bunch for me, and he can make extras if I need them.”

“Great. Eric, we’ll distract it. Wait for an opening, Susannah.”

A sharp cry from Miles signalled his entry into the fray. The butler dodged a handful of titanic blows, each with the strength to crush him several times over, and then leapt to drive a booted heel into the elemental’s chest. A trio of Words lent the blow the strength it needed to knock the creature off balance, and cracks spread across its chest. Jonathan lunged forward to take advantage, and he hammered away at the elemental’s legs before a wild swing of its fists forced him back.

“It’s faster than I thought it would be,” Jonathan muttered. “But still slow enough to dodge.”

“Be mindful, sir. It has no muscles or sinews to be hurt. Our blows may damage it, but it will not slow down or flinch.” Miles rolled to avoid being crushed as the elemental rumbled forward. He landed four stout blows and then circled away. The elemental turned, but it was faster going forward than it was changing direction. “We need to keep it distracted. Let Roger deal the killing blow. He is better suited to it.”

Roger cackled malevolently, and orange light flickered to life around him. It was a volcanic glow, and it was a near perfect match for the thin channels of lava that ran along the sides of the hall. Not far away, Blue Scales and Eileen moved to confront their own opponent. The shapeshifter had abandoned her bear form in favour of her hydra form. She thudded into the elemental with bone-crushing force and tried to drive it back with her sheer bulk. Her heads grappled with the creature’s arms, and acid spewed from her mouths. The acrid smell of melting rock drifted through the air, and there was a boom and then a flash as Blue Scales hurled lightning.

Chunks of melting stone flew from each impact, and the elemental’s left arm came off in a spray of burning rock and jagged shards. Eager to press the advantage, Eileen’s thick, stumpy legs dug into the stone floor. It cracked beneath her, and she shoved the elemental back. The creature lost its footing, and Eileen drove it into one of the huge pillars the dotted the hall. Stone immediately began to flow from the pillar onto the stump of the elemental’s missing arm, and the shapeshifter bellowed and wrenched her opponent away from the pillar. The elemental used its half-recovered arm to shove her back before heaving a punch that caught her leftmost head squarely in the jaw. Eileen lurched away, but the crack-boom of more thunder shook the hall. The earth elemental staggered, and Blue Scales stood tall, his trident wreathed in electricity.

Roger launched his next attack. The war wizard pointed with both paws, and a jagged spear of crimson radiance leapt from him. The [Sundering Bolt] struck the elemental in the chest. Stone cracked, and the elemental tried to shove the attack aside with its own magic. Jonathan and Miles scrambled to get clear as Roger poured additional power into the Word until it threatened to come apart at the seams. The Word held. The elemental did not. With a sound akin to an avalanche, the elemental exploded. For a moment, the raccoon seemed to loom over the battlefield. Bits of stone flew through the air and clattered into the walls, ceiling, and pillars before rolling to a stop on the floor. Roger’s magic receded, and he pointed. They had to move quickly. The pieces of the stone elemental were trying to pull themselves back together. Jonathan and Miles rushed forward to smash the pieces until there was nothing but dust left.

Eric and Aria circled their elemental, poking and prodding. It was strong. Aria could have been swinging a twig for all the damage her sword did, but it didn’t have the speed to catch her, never mind Eric. Over and over again, they targeted its knees and ankles, chipping away. Its lumbering steps grew slower and slower, and the creature’s arms swung with ever greater wildness. Aria misjudged the distance, and a wild blow came close to taking her head off. A hastily cast [Enduring Protection] let her weather the strike, but her ears rang, and she had to fight to keep her footing. The elemental pounced on her moment of weakness and rumbled after her.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Eric growled. He sprang and drove his spear into the elemental’s chest. A crack spread from the point of impact, and he struck again, twice in quick succession, the spear’s tip finding the same spot each time. The crack widened, and the lone crack suddenly became four. The elemental tried to hit him, but it would have had an easier time catching the wind. Eric ducked and dove, always a step ahead of his larger opponent. “Any time, Susannah.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt. You looked as if you were enjoying yourself.” The huntress shrugged. “But if you insist…”

An arrow struck right in the first crack Eric had made in the elemental’s chest. It bit deep. Only the fletching could be seen. There was a brief pause, and then the elemental’s chest burst outward. Aria threw out another Word to block the worst of the debris before a second arrow hit the floundering elemental. Another explosion all but ripped it in half, and it took an awkward step back before its top half tumbled to the ground. Its left arm broke off, and its right leg crumbled.

“Now!” Aria shouted. “Finish it off!”

Eric reached the fallen elemental first. [Fangs of the Wolf] settled around his spear, and he brought the weapon down in a clubbing blow. The elemental’s head cracked, and Aria wove a protective Word around her buckler and aimed for the elemental’s remaining shoulder. It flailed wildly, but Susannah was there to help finish it. Fists wrapped in [Shatter] pulverised the elemental’s torso, and the twitching, shuddering lumps of stone fell still. Aria dragged in a deep breath and turned to find that Blue Scales and Eileen had also dealt with their opponent.

“That went well.” Aria was pleased to see that none of them had taken any serious injuries. Jonathan was hunched over the remains of his elemental, and she could feel [Scry] and [Discern Magic]. He must be trying to understand how the elemental worked. “Don’t bother,” she said. “Once they’re defeated, the magic that animates them disperses quickly. If you want to understand them, you need to examine them while they’re still active.”

“We should keep moving,” Eric said. “We were lucky too. Those things were big, but they were pretty damn slow.”

“You’re not supposed to use elementals on their own,” Susannah said. “I know a couple of summoners back home. You’re supposed to use them in conjunction with other troops. On their own, they’re vulnerable to people who know how to fight them.” She walked over to Roger, and the raccoon hopped onto her back. “Imagine trying to fight these guys when they’re backed up by regular soldiers, clerics, and mages. These stone elementals would have been perfect as frontline troops. You could use them to break enemy infantry or to hold off a cavalry charge. Heck, they’re so big you could use them to shield your infantry from projectiles.”

“That sounds considerably harder.” Blue Scales prodded a lump of half-melted stone with his trident. “Simply having a mage to back up these elementals would have made our task difficult. Of course, few groups can match our versatility and strike power.”

Aria could imagine it. Three stone elementals with a mage to back them up. If that mage was a war wizard, they’d be able to blast away with impunity. Likewise, regular soldiers would have been able to pin them down, so the elementals could land their ponderous but devastating attacks. And how many groups could match Roger, Blue Scales, and Eileen in destructive power? Aria would have had a much harder time if she’d been with a group from her order. Paladins weren’t suited to fighting elementals that they couldn’t banish.

“We should be glad the labyrinth didn’t add the extra support,” Aria said.

“I, for one, am not complaining.” Jonathan rolled his shoulders to work the kinks out of them. Swinging a war hammer until a stone elemental stopped moving was tiresome work. “Although I do hope we don’t run into –”

Eric groaned. “Don’t say that. If you do…”

Susannah snickered. “We’re bound to run into more of them now.”

They did, in fact, run into more stone elementals. A lot more. In fact, it was almost comical how many they encountered.

“Are the walls made of elementals?” Jonathan screeched as he slammed his war hammer into the chest of a downed elemental. “Because that’s how it feels. This is what… the tenth elemental we’ve had to kill?”

“The eleventh,” Susannah replied helpfully. “There was the elemental on the stairs that Eileen pushed.”

“Oh, right.”

Aria had to bite back a laugh. Eileen had pushed the elemental down the stairs, and its own weight had worked against it. It had tumbled awkwardly, bits and pieces of it breaking off until a [Sundering Bolt] from Roger and a deluge of acid had finished it off. “On the upside, we are getting better at this.”

“Although I do wonder,” Jonathan said. “You’d think there would be fire elementals in…” He trailed off when Eric stared at him and raised an eyebrow. “I shouldn’t have said that, should I?”

“Nope.” Eric chuckled. “You shouldn’t have.” He patted Jonathan on the shoulder as the scent of smoke filled the air, and a vivid orange glow spilled around the corner ahead of them. “Ask and you shall receive.”

A fire elemental rounded the corner. It was a towering figure wrought of orange flames. Embers fell from it with every step, and smoke trailed in its wake. Its eyes were twin pinpoints of white fire, and the inferno that was its body blazed outward in a threat display. Its roar was the sound of a wildfire and a hurricane combined, and the dull glow of the lava in the channels along the edge of the corridor brightened in response. Ash drifted past them, carried by a gale born of the elemental’s burning form.

“Let me deal with it.” Blue Scales stepped forward. His magic stirred, and droplets of water began to form in the air around him. His smile was savage as he raised his trident. “When I was a boy, I used to wonder how much water it would take to put out a fire elemental. I’d only ever heard of them in stories since I lived beneath the waves. Today, I find out.”

The answer, as it turned out, was that it took a lot of water to put out a fire elemental – but not as much as Aria had feared. The key was that Blue Scales had Words at his disposal that let him take control of the steam that was created when his water hit the fire elemental… and then turn that steam back into water. It still required magic to shift the steam back into water, but it was vastly more efficient than creating water after each attack. By the time the fire elemental fell, the whole corridor was drenched in water and steam.

“Hmm…” Blue Scales walked over to where the fire elemental had died. There was nothing left except a pile of soggy ashes. “Question answered. Shall we proceed?”

“We’re close,” Jonathan said. “We’re at the edge of the area I was able to scry with my magic, so the inner sanctum must be nearby.”

Jonathan made no further mention of elementals, having learned from his previous mistakes. Alas, the elementals were happy to introduce themselves. Had they entered the temple individually, they would have been in dire straits. But they were not alone. They were together, and they had gotten very, very good at fighting as a group. Thankfully, the elementals they encountered were all similar to the ones they’d already faced. The majority were stone elementals with a pair of fire elementals thrown in for good measure. Aria almost felt bad for them when Blue Scales once again stepped forward with water already forming around him.

The temple was a lesson in why elementals were rarely used alone by skilled summoners. Without support, they were vulnerable despite their impressive power. They just weren’t particularly versatile. A stone elemental might do wonderfully against certain kinds of opponents and abysmally against others. Aria could imagine them running riot over massed ranks of light infantry but falling prey to ballistae and other siege weaponry due to their slowness. A well-rounded group like theirs could generally find a weakness to exploit. This wasn’t a problem unique to elementals. It was common to all specialists. Aria wasn’t arrogant, but she knew she’d have an easier time against undead than any of the others. In contrast, she would do worse against a hydra than Blue Scales, Roger, or Eileen. The whole point of having a group was to bolster each other’s strengths and negate each other’s weaknesses. It was also why cooperation was so important. The best groups fought as a single unit, with every member doing their part and working with everyone else. The worst groups simply showed up together and then fought a series of separate battles.

Finally, they reached the innermost parts of the temple. From the marks of battle that they passed along the way, Gaius and his group must have encountered stiff resistance. Aria hadn’t noticed any similar marks earlier apart from the orc blood they’d stumbled across. Had they taken a different route? Based on what Aria knew of the composition of Gaius’s group, they had likely had a harder time getting there. They had a summoner – who could also call on elementals – but they lacked a war wizard. They also didn’t have anyone who could match Blue Scales’s water magic or offer the sheer bulk and durability that Eileen had. She could only hope they’d made it through without losing anyone.

They passed through a gallery lined with statues of lizardmen in ornate robes before entering the inner sanctum. In place of the altar was a large door with nothing behind it. That was their objective. However, the door was still and silent, devoid of any magic. There must be a way to activate it. Her gaze shifted to the rest of the room. There were statues around the edges of the room, and pews had been arranged in circular formations around the open space at the centre where the door was. There were also a number of chests nearby although they didn’t fit the aesthetic of the temple. They were made of stout oak with metal finishings. They must have been added to the labyrinth by its creator.

“We should check the chests,” Aria said. “They might contain something we can use to activate the door.”

“I’m betting at least one of them is booby-trapped,” Susannah said. “It’s what I’d do.”

“Eileen, can your shadow imps handle this?” Aria asked. The little creatures were perfect for dealing with traps. They were quick, cunning, and their bodies weren’t entirely solid. If they were seriously injured, they could dispel themselves until they’d healed. It would take a bit of Eileen’s magic, but it was the safest option.

The shapeshifter nodded, and three shadow imps bounded forward. They cackled in that strangely adorable yet utterly malevolent way of theirs and got to work. Despite their small size, they had no trouble clambering up onto the chests, so they could use the lockpicks they’d improvised out of small pieces of metal. The first chest swung open – and promptly tried to eat a shadow imp. Eileen, who was in her bear form due to the narrowness of the preceding corridor, lunged forward. A swipe of her claws reduced the chest to kindling.

“What was that?” Blue Scales murmured as he prodded the wreckage with his trident. A few pieces snapped at him before a stout blow put a stop to their attacks. “I’ve never seen that before.”

“Really? You don’t have those in the ocean?” Susannah picked up a piece and tapped it with her dagger. The piece resembled a metal hinge, but the sound that followed was closer to the dull thump of metal on flesh rather than the clank of metal on metal. “Lucky you. It’s basically a shapeshifting creature that mimics commonplace objects to ambush its prey. Back home, they impersonate rocks, fallen trees, and so on. In this sort of place, they’ll go for chests, doors, or stairs if they’re big enough. They’re not very dangerous if you’re ready for them or if you’re in a group, but they can be nasty if you’re caught off guard or if you’re on your own.” Susannah tossed the piece aside. “They’re not the smartest creatures, so you can usually tell when they’re hiding because there’s something ‘off’ about them. Maybe they don’t look quite right, or maybe they don’t match the aesthetics. If you’re lucky, they’ll twitch when you get close. If Jonathan had used [Reveal], he’d have noticed them.”

“Oh.” The vampire winced. “Sorry. The room seemed safe to me.”

“It’s fine. I should have asked,” Aria said. “But I’m used to asking Eileen to deploy her shadow imps, and it would be a disaster if you ran out of magic. Back when it was only the two of us, she handled these situations.”

“If you’re ever in doubt,” Susannah said. “You can always poke anything you’re suspicious of with a stick or a weapon. These creatures will typically recoil.”

The other chests were genuine. There was a selection of potions to choose from. They had Jonathan use his magic to check their authenticity before adding them to their supplies. They’d made it through the temple without taking serious damage, but they had expended a decent chunk of power. It was a fine line. They needed to conserve their strength for the later parts of the labyrinth, but conserving their strength wouldn’t matter if they were seriously wounded or killed. These extra potions would help.

The three other chests contained gold and scrolls with magic imbedded in them. It was an ancient art that had fallen out favour in recent times. True, a scroll could be used to seal away generic magic for later use, but the power to create and use them was disproportionately large. For example, when it came to healing, potions were cheaper to make and easier to use. Worse, the scrolls could only be used once before falling apart. The modern equivalent relied on enchantments or on runes and seals being applied to sturdier objects to allow for repeated usage. Eric’s spear returning to him when called was an example of the modern method, albeit not the most ostentatious application Aria had ever seen. A former colleague in her old order had possessed a sword that could throw lightning.

Generic magic was flexible. Anyone could learn it, and it could be used to produce a wide variety of effects. However, it took years of dedicated study to become proficient, and generic magic was usually weaker than using Words. People seldom learned more than ten or so generic spells. In contrast, a person’s Words came to them instinctively, and it wasn’t uncommon for a person to learn dozens of Words over their lifetime. The only people who explored generic magic in depth were those who specialised in magic, such as war wizards. Roger didn’t use generic magic often in combat – his Words were extremely potent – but she’d seen him use plenty of it to make his life easier outside of battle. His favourite was a spell he used to keep his robes clean.

At the bottom of the last chest, buried beneath gold coins, they found a communication stone. The glassy, mirror-like surface was mesmerising, and Aria took a moment to check if it was active before giving it to Jonathan. With his Words, he could make the best use of it.

“I think we can all agree that Gaius and his group wouldn’t have left these behind. Gold is always welcome, and the scrolls and potions are useful.” Roger and Jonathan had examined the scrolls together. They were evenly split between spells for offence, defence, and healing. They would divvy them up accordingly since they all had different needs while Eileen’s shadow imps would store the treasure. Roger would benefit from a defensive spell while Miles took a healing spell. In contrast, giving a healing spell to Eileen, Eric, or Susannah was unnecessary. Anything that could put down those three was not going to be fixed by the healing spells contained in the scrolls. “They must have been added after Gaius and his group passed through.”

“We could try the communication stone.” Jonathan held it up and used [Scry] on it. “It’s already paired with another stone. Perhaps we need to tell the dragon that we’re here, so he can activate the door.”

“Sounds reasonable.” Aria motioned for them to step back. “But we should stand clear of the door. Who knows? We could also get lucky and contact Gaius. It would be nice to know how far behind we are.”

Jonathan carefully activated the communication stone. The stone shimmered a brilliant sapphire blue before an image appeared in the air above it. It was a mess: a jumbled collage of blues, greys, blacks, and purples. The vampire tilted his head to the side and poked the stone. “I wonder if I’m using this wrong… or is the problem on the other end?” He cleared his throat. “We’re getting an image, so maybe talking will work too. Hello? Is there anyone there? Hello?”

There was a brief scuffle before the image changed, and a dragon appeared. Ah. The stone must have been pressed against its side – what they’d seen were its scales. The image shifted again as the dragon used its magic to lift its stone up to eye level. “I hate these things.” The dragon’s voice was distinctly male and distinctly put out. “I can never get them to work properly. The image always comes out blurry, and the sound is awful. I keep telling our grandsire to get better ones, but he can never be bothered. I’ll have to make them myself at this rate…” The dragon was seated atop the ruins of a mountain fortress. If Aria had to guess, then based on his size compared to the weapons and armour scattered around, he was a lot bigger than Aeonwing. “Bah. Never mind. I’ll come to you. It’s easier that way.”

The roof of the inner sanctum turned transparent, and the sky over the temple cracked open. The dragon appeared, resplendent in the glittering lava light. He was four hundred feet long with a stouter build than Aeonwing. He floated in the air, his wings unmoving, held aloft by his magic. Aria’s brows furrowed. That couldn’t be easy, not with how heavy he must be.

“Greetings!” The dragon flared his wings majestically and then landed on top of the temple. The whole structure shook. Arcs of magic raced across the walls and roof, but the building held firm beneath the dragon’s bulk. “Oops… it would be troublesome if I broke this. [Reduce Weight].” Immediately, the pressure on the temple eased. “Sometimes, I wish I was an astral dragon. Those bastards can phase through solid matter and shrink themselves. Hmmm… Aeonwing knows how to make himself smaller. I never bothered learning before, but I should probably practice it.” The dragon cleared his throat. “Anyway, rejoice! You have almost passed the first stage of the labyrinth!”

“First stage?” Aria murmured. “Almost?” That was not what she wanted to hear.

The dragon nodded and pressed his head against the roof. His indigo eyes gleamed as he gave them a toothy smile. “Yes, almost. The group before you faced greater adversity before reaching the door. There were elementals and lizardmen for them to deal with, not only clerics but also soldiers. Unfortunately, it’s been such a long time since anyone qualified for this area that the replacement systems must not have been fully activated. You only had to kill a few elementals.”

“It wasn’t just a few,” Jonathan pointed out. “I think it was…?” He glanced at Susannah.

“Eighteen in total,” the huntress said.

Hearing the number spoken aloud made it sound more impressive than it actually was. They’d have been in considerable trouble if they’d faced all eighteen elementals at the same time. Instead, they’d never faced more than three at once, which had allowed them to leverage their numbers and teamwork to defeat the elementals relatively easily.

“Eighteen? Not bad.” The dragon chortled. “But still a little too easy for my liking. Now, I could ask you to go back to the start of the temple, so I can get it set up properly, or I can have your vampire fight one of the temple’s champions.”

Oh.

Oh no.

“Wait! What?” Jonathan yelped. “That’s not fair! It’s not our fault the temple’s settings weren’t correct. We can hardly be held responsible for…” He trailed off as the dragon held up a copy of the rules and pointed to a specific paragraph. “Oh dear. It seems as though you can request for us to go back to the start of the temple.”

“This is a scam,” Eric muttered. “What happens if the next stage isn’t set up correctly either?”

“Now that a problem has been noticed, the rules are clear. Any further incidents will be our problem, not yours. However, the first incident is decidedly your problem.”

“And if we want to object?” Eric asked.

“We don’t want to object,” Jonathan said. “Because rules disputes are settled via combat.”

“Via combat?” Eric blinked. “You mean if we have a problem with the rules, we have to fight him?” He jabbed his spear at the roof. “I repeat what I said. This is a scam.”

“Why do you want me to fight?” Jonathan asked. The thought of fighting their way through the temple again – but with the elementals having support – was daunting. “Why not let us choose our champion?”

“The previous group had a vampire in it too. He was an impressive warrior. I’m curious to see how you compare. You’re both vampire nobility. Presumably, you’ve got plenty of training and experience under your belt.”

Jonathan went pale, and Aria hurried to intervene. “Jonathan has spent the majority of his life as a scholar. I’m sure one of us would offer a more entertaining fight –”

The dragon smiled again. It was not a nice smile. It showed off his big, big teeth, along with a hint of ghostly flame. “Did I stutter? I want to see the vampire fight.” There was a burst of magic. “As for his opponent…”

A towering lizardman appeared beside the door. However, on closer inspection, Aria realised the armoured figure was actually the skeleton of a lizardman who had been animated with magic. It was a skeleton warrior.

“There is his opponent.”

Jonathan spoke for all of them as he stared at the skeleton. He stood a full six and a half feet tall and held a huge mace in his right hand and a large shield in the other. “Oh dear.”

* * *

Jonathan was not the smartest man in the world, but he liked to think he was reasonably clever. However, even an idiot would have agreed that squaring off against a large lizardman skeleton with a mace that had a business end as big as his head was a bad idea. Unfortunately, when a four-hundred-feet-long dragon told you to fight the aforementioned skeleton, your only real option was to thank him for the privilege because fighting the skeleton was infinitely preferable to fighting the dragon. Oh, they could redo the temple, but Jonathan could see that being worse. Fighting all those elementals had gone relatively smoothly, but it had also consumed a decent chunk of their power. Fighting all of those elementals again except this time they’d have support? It didn’t take a genius to see the risk.

“Sir, are you sure about this?” Miles asked.

“I’m sure.” Jonathan paused. “I might get injured or… or worse fighting this skeleton, but be honest. If we had to redo the temple, wouldn’t it be a lot tougher?”

“It would,” Miles admitted. “With proper support, the elementals would present a greater challenge. We were fortunate to get here without taking any serious injuries. I doubt that would be the case if we had to redo the temple.”

“I see.” Jonathan nodded firmly. “Then, yes, I’m sure.”

Miles smiled. “All right, sir. Remember, you have trained diligently, and you have faced greater foes than this skeleton. You can do this. You will do this.”

“Thank you, Miles.” He turned to the others. The dragon had at least had the decency to give him time to prepare. Apparently, he wanted the duel to be ‘suitably epic’, whatever that meant. “Any other advice?”

Susannah’s expression was serious. It was one of the rare occasions he’d seen her without a small smile or an impish grin on her lips. “A mace is primarily a bludgeoning weapon, so don’t rely on your armour to save you. Don’t try to block it with your shield unless you have to either. Depending on how strong the lizardman is, he could break your arm. Your safest bet is to keep your distance and pay close attention. Dodge if you can.”

“Should I be using a shield then?” Jonathan asked.

The huntress’s eyes narrowed. “No. Ditch the shield. That mace is too big and heavy for it to be effective. Ditch your sword too. You’re fighting a skeleton. There’s nothing for you to cut or stab. Use your war hammer instead. Skeletons are vulnerable to bludgeoning attacks, and he’s wearing lamellar armour. That won’t stop a solid hit from a war hammer.”

“Watch his hips and shoulders,” Eric said. “You can’t swing around a mace that big using only your wrists. Power comes from putting your whole body into a strike.” He pursed his lips. “Susannah is right about the war hammer. I’ve run into my fair share of undead over the years. I usually end up having to bludgeon them with my spear because stabs and cuts don’t do anything.”

“Aim for the joints if you can,” Susannah said. “You’ll have chances if you can make him miss. He’s got a shield, but a mace will still leave an opening after he swings.”

“Take your time,” Miles added. “It’s true that skeletons don’t tire, but you are a vampire noble. Your stamina is excellent. Don’t commit to a full-blooded strike until you have a feel for your opponent’s strength and speed. As my teacher was fond of saying: be fast but don’t hurry. Be quick but don’t rush.”

Jonathan wished they could use their magic on him, but the dragon had made it clear this would be a duel. Jonathan was welcome to use his own magic, but that was it. Outside help was forbidden. Sadly, his magic was not ideal for combat.

If we need to, we’ll intervene. The Blood Emperor’s calm voice helped settle Jonathan’s nerves. His hands stopped shaking, and his back straightened. The dragon might be displeased, but it’s better than you being dead. And, technically, we are inside your head, so we wouldn’t be breaking the rules. Our connection is… weaker in the labyrinth than normal, but we’re not completely cut off.

Stay sharp, lad. The dwarf king gave him a mental pat on the back. You fought your way through Mordrath. What’s a lizardman skeleton against countless giant zombie crabs?

Jonathan stepped into the open space that had been cleared for the battle. The lizardman skeleton took up a position opposite him. His mace was an imposing mass of metal that bore the marks of hard use. This wasn’t a display weapon. It was a weapon that had gone to war and been used to deadly effect. His shield was a solid bulwark with the weight and size to make it a weapon in its own right.

Jonathan readied his war hammer and used [Accelerate Thought]. It was a simple Word, and he’d originally learned it to read books faster. However, it had obvious applications in battle, and he didn’t have all that many others to call on. The world slowed slightly, and his perception sharpened.

The dragon grinned and gave the signal to begin.

The skeleton rushed forward and brought his mace down in a hammer blow. Jonathan gasped. Even with his Word active, the attack had been quicker than he’d expected. He scrambled to get clear, and the mace smashed a crater into the stone floor. He took half a step forward before realising he was too far to take advantage of the lizardman’s miss. The skeleton swung his shield, and Jonathan jerked back to avoid the sharpened metal rim.

Circle. The Blood Emperor growled. Keep him turning. Don’t retreat in a straight line.

Jonathan jerked into motion, circling awkwardly and mindful of his feet. If he tripped over his own feet here, he was dead.

Go to your left, lad. It’ll take you into his swings, but it’ll give you a chance to strike back when he misses. He won’t be able to cover that side with his shield. The dwarf king’s voice was stern. Believe me. I’ve fought against similar foes before.

The vampire eased to his left and ducked as the mace came around in a horizontal swipe that would have smashed his ribs despite his armour. The attack sailed over him, but Jonathan wasn’t confident in his footing. Instead of pressing the advantage, he continued to circle. Susannah and Eric were right. The skeleton’s blows were quicker than he’d expected, but he could nevertheless see them coming in time to dodge. Of course, he couldn’t afford to be hit even once, but it was better than nothing. There were openings – he’d seen two already – he just had to wait for the right opportunity and then put his all into his counterattack.

The bony bastard is putting his back into those swings. The dwarf king’s grin was vicious. If you can avoid the next attack, I’m sure you’ll have a chance to strike back.

Aim for the shoulder, the elbow, or the wrist. The Blood Emperor remained a lake of icy calm in Jonathan’s mind. How many times had the older vampire been in life-or-death situations? Too many to count. If you can break any of those, he’ll either have to drop his shield and switch hands or face you with only his shield. Both are better for you.

Jonathan waited, and the rest of the world faded away. The only thing that mattered was the foe in front of him. Several times, the lizardman jabbed the mace at him, seemingly worried about overextending. Each time, Jonathan was able to jerk out of the way before the lizardman finally committed to another full-blooded attack. Jonathan dodged to the side, and the skeleton’s mace thudded into the ground again.

Now! The Blood Emperor urged him on. This is your chance.

Jonathan turned and brought his war hammer down with both hands. It wasn’t the finest blow, but his footing was solid. The attack landed cleanly on the lizardman’s right shoulder. The skeleton’s armour absorbed some of the force, but there was still enough strength in the blow to smash the joint. Bone splintered, and Jonathan stumbled as the lizardman’s shoulder came apart and gave way. The skeleton’s arm broke off, and only instinct saved Jonathan when the lizardman brought his shield around in a bid to cave in his skull. Gods. If he’d been a moment slower, the lizardman would have crumpled his helmet.

Well done. The Blood Emperor radiated approval. Look. He’s throwing his shield aside to pick up the mace in his left hand. He might be a skeleton, but you can tell he’s not used to it. This is your chance. Wait for another wayward strike and aim for the joints again – or the torso or head, if you think you can manage it. Stay alert. This fight is yours unless you get careless.

Jonathan fought back his rising excitement. He could do this, but he needed to remain calm. He could not afford to get careless. The lizardman stomped forward, and he shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet. Dodge. All he had to do was dodge and wait for another opening.

Again and again, the lizardman attacked. Jonathan ducked and dove, weaving his way through the storm of blows with awkward efficiency. It wasn’t pretty, but it was working. At last, the lizardman made another mistake, and Jonathan seized on the opportunity. His war hammer caved in the skeleton’s ribs, and he staggered.

Don’t let up! The dwarf king shook his fist. Finish him off!

Jonathan’s next blow ripped the skeleton’s remaining arm off at the elbow. The mace thumped into the ground, and he was vaguely aware of the others urging him on. The lizardman tried to tackle him, but Jonathan’s final attack smashed his head to pieces. The skeleton collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, and Jonathan stood over the pile of bones, scarcely able to believe that he’d won.

[Accelerate Thought] faded, and Jonathan was suddenly aware of the ache in his limbs and the raucous cheering from the others. He took a brief moment to make sure the skeleton was actually defeated before he turned and staggered toward the group. Miles was beaming. Eric gave him a toothy grin. Blue Scales raised his trident in acknowledgement. Eileen, Roger, and Susannah were cheering. A pair of Eileen’s imps had managed to string up a celebratory banner somehow.

Aria came forward, a warm, wonderful smile on her lips. “You did it, Jonathan. I knew you could.”

He slumped into her before he got his bearings back and straightened. “I did. I did do it, didn’t I?” He laughed. “I can’t believe it. I won!”

The dragon chortled. “I won’t say it was the best performance I’ve ever seen, but a win is a win.” The reptile’s eyes blazed with power, and the door began to glow. It swung open, and a rippling tear in space appeared within the doorframe. “You have earned the right to proceed to the next part of the labyrinth.” The mace floated toward Jonathan. “Take that as a token of my esteem. You might have to add muscle before you can use it properly, but you’re a vampire. Waiting a century or two will also work. It’s enchanted to do extra damage when used by a member of the undead, and the enchantment grows stronger the older the undead is. Vampires aren’t the same as skeletons, but you do qualify as undead.”

Jonathan glanced hopefully at Eileen. The bear grinned, and her shadow imps grabbed the mace. The shadows stirred, and the weapon vanished into wherever it was that the imps put things. “You mentioned the second stage. Do you know how many we’ll have to complete to reach our goal?”

The dragon smirked. “That’s a secret.”

“Of course, it is.”

“Also, remind me again, who are you looking for? Aeonwing did send me a note, but I couldn’t be bothered reading it.” The dragon scratched his belly. It was a testament to the durability of his scales that his claws – which could have easily carved through the roof of the temple – did not leave a single mark.

“We’re trying to catch the vampire who led the group that came through here earlier,” Aria said.

“Ah. Makes sense.” The dragon yawned. “This temple is one of the harder first stages, and your groups are two of the first to make it past in quite a while. Not many people survive the lava lake at the start.” He rolled his eyes. “We’ve asked our grandsire to make that part easier, but he insists on keeping it. In fairness, anyone who can get through the temple should be able to survive the lava lake if they don’t panic, but…”

“It’s easy to panic when you can’t fly and you’re falling toward a lake full of lava,” Eric said.

“Exactly. The previous group had a harder time of it, not only because the elementals had support but also your group composition is better than theirs. Having a merman and a war wizard makes dealing with stone and fire elementals a lot easier.” The dragon shrugged. “Although they were also a bunch of weirdoes.”

“Weirdoes?” Susannah asked. It must be a novel experience for her, Aria thought. As a huntress, she had probably only encountered dragons on missions where it was kill or be killed. “I don’t think we’re that weird. I’m sure you’ve seen stranger groups enter the labyrinth before.”

The dragon gave the huntress a flat look. “You have a raccoon, a werewolf, a merman, a shapeshifter, an old human, a huntress, an impoverished vampire, and a former paladin.” The dragon chortled. “Yes, I know what you are. Your disguise broach is excellent, but I’m a dragon. I can see through it. The only way your group could be weirder is if you had a dragon in it, and my grandsire banned dragons from entering after a debacle involving a flare dragon and a runaway princess.”

“I remember reading about that in the rules somewhere,” Jonathan murmured. “Would you mind explaining the situation in further detail.”

The dragon shuddered. “We don’t talk about it. Suffice it to say that if the flare dragon involved wasn’t my… cousin, I suppose is the word, my grandsire would have been less forgiving. Anyway, the most normal person in your group is the old man.” He pointed his claw at Miles. “And he punched his way out of a fire drake’s mouth.”

“When you put it that way…” Susannah scratched the back of her head. “Maybe we are weird.”

“I’m surprised Aeonwing let the last group in. My cousin is a big softie, and they had a little girl with them.” The dragon rolled his eyes. “Did you know that he sometimes asks people if their children have both parents.”

Jonathan tilted his head to the side. “Why would he ask about their children having both parents?”

“Because that way, if the labyrinth kills them, then the other parent can raise their children.”

“…” Jonathan cleared his throat and fidgeted with his armour. “That’s… quite practical… and rather depressing.”

“Anyway,” the dragon said. “Congratulations. What you seek lies further ahead, so you should get going.” He paused and tapped his claws on the roof of the temple. “Since I’m feeling generous, I’ll give you a hint.”

“A hint?” Jonathan beamed. Any help would be welcome.

“Yes. You’re the first person in centuries to enter this labyrinth who has actually recognised where and when this temple is from. If you want to make it past the next stage of the labyrinth, then keep your wits about you. Details matter, and strength alone won’t be sufficient. Also, hang onto the communication stone. If you need help you could try calling me. I might answer, but it’ll cost you.”

Aria was not fond of the way the dragon grinned when he said that. His eyes twinkled, and he vanished in a flash of blue light.

“Shall we?” Aria asked, walking toward the door.

“No time like the present.” Jonathan gulped. “Although I do wish the dragon’s hint had been more specific.”

“Let me go first,” Eric said. “In case we get ambushed as soon as we walk through.”

The group stepped through the door. It swung shut behind them, and its magic faded.

On the ground, the battered remains of the lizardman skeleton reassembled. Another mace appeared in his hands, and he shambled off to watch over the entrance of the temple. Behind him, elementals returned to their positions, and lizardman skeletons appeared to support them. The door above the lake of lava quivered and then opened again.

Another group fell through, and the skeleton gave the equivalent of a smile as their screams filled the air. Was this going to be the busiest day in his entire existence? Maybe not. The group continued to fall through the air until they landed in the lava and disappeared with a fiery hiss.

Ouch.


Part Three – Closing In

“And now we’re in a swamp.” Eric laughed. “This place is amazing – and I don’t mean in a good way.”

Blue Scales eyed the swamp and scowled. “The waters of this swamp… are cursed.”

Eric turned. “Do you have to say it that way?”

Like the werewolf, Jonathan was ill at ease. They were on a stone plinth that jutted out of the dark, gluggy morass of a depressingly gloomy swamp. Dead trees poked out of the water, and the vegetation that managed to eke out a living had a slimy, fetid appearance. Periodically, bubbles would rise up through the water then pop, releasing foul-smelling gases and toxic vapours. Aria shuddered and used a Word to purify the air around them. The swamp visibly recoiled at the feel of her magic, and the muck flowing around the plinth thickened until it resembled tar more than muddy water.

The whole thing reminded Eric far too much of the haunted bogs that dotted his homeland. Even werewolves knew to keep clear of those although he had ventured into them before, either on dares as a young werewolf or out of simple curiosity. He’d learned plenty of lessons from those jaunts, and he would have had plenty of scars to go with them if he hadn’t been a werewolf. He saw movement in the corner of his eye and turned, spear at the ready. The ghostly, dancing light of a will-o’-the-wisp greeted him before it vanished in a haze of faded, orange sparks.

Yep. Blue Scales was right.

This place was definitely cursed.

“Hmm…” Blue Scales did his best impression of a human smile. It came across as menacing rather than friendly thanks to his aquatic features. “Would you prefer it if I said it this way?” The merman’s voice shifted, and he tried to copy Eric’s usual drawl. “The waters in this swamp… are cursed.”

Eric slapped his friend over the back. “Forget what I said. That was way worse.” He resisted the urge to poke the water nearby with his spear. There was something moving in there. “But you’re completely serious about the curse thing, right? Because this place sure seems cursed.”

“I’m afraid I am, my friend.” The merman stepped toward the edge of the plinth. The entire structure shifted ominously, and Eileen took a big step in the opposite direction to balance it out. Fantastic. They were on an unstable structure in the middle of a cursed swamp, and the water was full of the gods only knew what sort of horror. Blue Scales prodded the water with his trident, and waves of blue light spread outward before quickly fading away. “The waters are filled with the voices of the lost and the damned. Their spirits are bound to this place.”

“Sounds familiar.” Eric tightened his hold on his spear. “I swear, if we see any giant necromantic crabs around…”

Blue Scales rapped his trident against the edge of the plinth. “I doubt we will encounter them here. The crabs can only be found in the Undersea or in places where it has emerged. As foul as this swamp’s waters are, their taint is not the same as the darkness in Mordrath.”

“I’ll take what I can get at this point.” Eric peered into the water. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was peering back at him. “Werewolves have a complicated relationship with water. It’s not that we can’t fight or swim in it, but drowning is a legitimate danger.”

True, it would take longer for a werewolf to drown since their regeneration could handle the need for air, but they would eventually be overwhelmed. It was possible that ancient werewolves like Ulric or Alaric might be able to survive underwater indefinitely, but Eric definitely couldn’t.

Aria pointed upward. A dense carpet of purple smog hung low in the sky. It seemed to get thicker the higher they looked. “I’m willing to bet the smog is not only poisonous but also gets more poisonous the higher you go. I think flying is off the table. I could try to use my magic to clear a path while riding on Eileen, but I’d rather not find out the poison is too strong when we’re hundreds of feet in the air.”

“Correct.”

Everyone startled, and Eric took a quick step to the right to keep from falling into the swamp as Jonathan jerked back from the source of the voice. The vampire fumbled for the communication stone and would have dropped it into the swamp if not for Eric’s quick reflexes. He handed the stone back to Jonathan and breathed a sigh of relief. If it had fallen in, he wasn’t going to jump in after it. Murky water he couldn’t see through? Will-o’-the-wisps that continued to flicker in and out of existence in the corner of his eye? The whole thing screamed ambush.

“I thought I’d keep watching you lot. You’re interesting.” It was the dragon because, of course, it was. “The gas above you is indeed poisonous. You should avoid it if you can. The former paladin was right. The poison gets worse the higher you go and the longer you’re in the air. You could have a dozen paladins, and you still wouldn’t survive trying to fly over the swamp.”

Jonathan peered around, and his gaze zeroed in on the markings that had been exposed by the group’s sudden movement. Eric bit back a grin as he saw the light of recognition in the vampire’s eyes. Trust the scholar to have an idea of where they were. Jonathan might not be the strongest fighter, but this was where he excelled. Knowledge was half the battle, and with Jonathan on their side, they usually won that half of the battle. “Eric, could you clear away the moss over there, please?”

Eric used the blunt end of his spear and his boots to get rid of the moss. “I’m guessing you recognise these markings.”

“I do. I’ve never seen them in person, but I have seen illustrations. I believe this plinth – or at least the writing on it – comes from the Daleri Kingdom.” He turned to the image of the dragon floating over the communication stone. “Your grandsire has certainly built up an amazing collection.”

The dragon blinked owlishly. It was, Eric thought, not an expression he’d ever seen a dragon make. “You actually recognise this place?”

“Well, not this place in particular, but the Daleri writing system is rather distinctive if you know what to look for. Their tendency to modify it for ceremonial purposes is also fairly unique.” Jonathan bent down to better examine the markings. “I’m a reasonable scholar, I suppose.”

The dragon gave a booming peal of laughter. “A reasonable scholar? In all the time I’ve watched over the labyrinth, I’ve met precisely two other people who recognised those markings.” The dragon leaned forward until the image was almost completely filled with a close up of his left eye. “I have talents that grant me insight into the abilities of others, but they must have underestimated the quality of your scholarship. What’s your name, vampire? Aeonwing didn’t bother adding it to the note he sent me.” Jonathan told him, and the dragon laughed again. “Ah, that explains it. I’ve read several of your works. You’re quite prominent in certain fields.”

Jonathan bashfully fiddled with his armour. Dragons were not known for doling out praise. “Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated.” He frowned and then asked what they were all wondering. “Wait. How did you come across my work? I know dragons are wise, but…”

“It’s not as though I can simply walk into a library or an academy, is it?” The dragon radiated smug amusement. “I’m a dragon. If I ask them to send me a copy of something, people usually fall over themselves to give it to me because it’s better than me coming over to get it myself. Besides, I’m not an idiot. I have minions who can run errands for me.” The dragon pulled away and then lifted an enormous claw to show a smiling goblin who waved at them. Unlike the goblins Eric was used to, who tended to wear rags while waving around crude weapons made of stone, wood, and bone, this goblin was dressed in stout working clothes and had what Eric was fairly sure was a dwarf-forged dagger at his hip. “It might have taken my grandsire centuries of effort, but he managed to turn a tribe of goblins into respectable minions. This fellow is Ertin. He is, amongst other things, my official document procurer. When I need a document from somewhere it would be inconvenient to go personally, he goes and fetches it for me. If people give him trouble, I give them trouble. It’s been years since anyone made that mistake, right?”

“Yes, my lord,” Ertin said. “I was only a boy then. I believe it was a book of recipes for cooking whale. The town’s mayor had a problem with goblins and tried to have me hanged.” He patted the dragon’s claw fondly. “You stormed the town and threatened to eat everybody involved. In fact, you did eat the mayor and his associates.”

“Threatening to hang my document procurer… the nerve of them!” The dragon growled. “I told Aeonwing he should let goblins handle his fair, but he’s been trying to reach out to the dwarves for the past century or so. Then again, our goblins aren’t big on merchantry.”

“Oh?” Eric barely managed to keep from laughing. Jonathan had gone into scholar mode again, not that Eric could blame him. He hadn’t known about dragons keeping goblins as minions or those goblins becoming so different from their kin. It went against everything he’d ever known or experienced. He’d have to let Ulric know. The last time he’d encountered goblins had been on a mission to rescue villagers. The little bastards had been planning to cook the villagers and had come after him with wooden clubs and bone-tipped spears.

“Yes. When they’re not doing minion work, they prefer farming, tending to their flocks and herds, and fishing. They’re peaceful folk, and they’ve started thinking about building proper towns and cities instead of living in villages.” The dragon nodded at Ertin. “Ertin is a shepherd when he isn’t getting documents for me. His son, though, is a blacksmith. He’s no dwarf, but he’s the finest smith our minions have ever produced.”

“Fascinating,” Jonathan said. “Absolutely fascinating. Would I be able to start corresponding with your minions? I’ve heard of dragons ruling over various groups before but nothing this… symbiotic. I assume you handle matters relating to defence and security.”

“Of course.” The dragon flared his wings. “Allowing harm to come to my minions would be disgraceful. They’re part of my hoard, and more valuable than mere gold. I can get gold whenever I want it. Ertin here cannot be replaced so easily. Speak to Aeonwing if you survive the labyrinth. He will provide you with a means of contacting my minions.”

“I would appreciate that.” Jonathan pumped his fist, and Eric snickered. It was amazing how the prospect of new knowledge could add steel to the scholar’s spine.

“Did you appear to taunt us?” Eric asked.

“No. If anything, it’s the opposite. After reviewing your performance, my grandsire has instructed me to tell you that the group you are pursuing also passed through this area. However, they spent a considerable amount of time lost in the swamp. If you wish to catch up to them, proceeding through the swamp quickly should help.” The dragon lowered his claw, and Ertin walked out of view. “Keep my previous words in mind, and you should be able to do it.”

“Wait! Before you go,” Jonathan said. “You never told us your name.”

The dragon loomed up to his full height, and the image above the communication stone blurred until the dragon adjusted his stone. “I am Riftclaw. Aeonwing is my third cousin. Good luck.”

The communication stone went dull, and the image of the dragon vanished.

“I wasn’t expecting that,” Eric said. “And I’m not sure whether we should be happy or worried that Riftwing is taking personal interest in our progress.” He poked the markings with his spear. “What can you tell us about the Daleri, Jonathan? If it’s anything like the temple, knowing about them should help.”

The vampire took a moment to jot down a few details from their conversation with the dragon on a parchment he’d gotten from Eileen. “The Daleri were deeply interested in numbers and mathematics. In fact, the most widely used number systems in the world are all inspired by theirs although we use different characters for the numbers. They were arguably the first group to truly understand the importance and convenience of using zero and adopting a base-ten system. They also worked extensively on number theory, and we continue to ponder many of their theorems to this day since not all of them believed in providing proofs. Instead, they would simply state that a theorem was self-evident.” Jonathan glanced over what he’d written on the parchment and then handed it back to Eileen. “They also invented the modern calendar and were responsible for devising the current system for dividing up the day into twenty-four hours. Unfortunately, their contributions have been largely forgotten outside of specialist scholars since their innovations were adopted by longer-lasting and more successful nations. Plus, they wiped themselves out in fairly horrific fashion.”

“Ouch.” Susannah shifted to let Roger hop onto her back. Given what was likely lurking in the water, Eric didn’t blame him for seeking higher ground. Raccoons could swim, but Roger would be easy prey if he ended up in the water.

“What do you make of the dragons?” Jonathan asked the others. “One moment they’re perfectly civilised, and the next…”

“They’re reminding you they can wipe out entire towns whenever they get mad,” Eric said. He sniffed the air and winced. Yeah. Keen senses weren’t always an advantage. “The dragon said the other group got lost here, so it’s safe to say we need a plan. Where do we go from here?”

“I could try using a new Word I’ve been working on,” Jonathan said. “I’m not very skilled with it, but I could get a bit of ‘help’ with it.” The help being the Blood Emperor, presumably.

“Give it a try,” Aria said. The former paladin used a Word to shoo away the half a dozen or so will-o’-the-wisps that had begun to creep closer and closer to them. “We have several potions to help restore our magic, so it’s worth the risk if it can keep us from getting lost.”

“You don’t want to get lost in this kind of swamp. If it’s similar to the swamps back home, you could be lost for days – even weeks – if you don’t know where to go. Not to mention, the humidity is exhausting.” Eric’s nose wrinkled. “The gases at ground level aren’t pleasant, but they won’t kill any of us unless we plan on spending a week here.”

Jonathan closed his eyes. His next words were to the Blood Emperor. “I’ll need your help.”

The legendary vampire’s power stirred. It was only a fraction of his full strength, but it was magnitudes beyond what Jonathan was capable of. Let us hope your earlier practice proves fruitful.

Eric’s hair stood on end as Jonathan began to channel the Blood Emperor’s power. It was easy to forget how powerful a mere shard of the ancient vampire was since he usually concealed himself. It was yet another reminder of the cavernous gap between them and titans like Alaric and the Blood Emperor. He could feel Jonathan’s magic tremble as he struggled to use his new Word. Using a new Word could be difficult, especially if it was right on the cusp of someone’s ability. If Eric had to guess, Jonathan needed the Blood Emperor’s help to use the Word at all. That meant he only had limited practice with it since using the Blood Emperor’s power could leave him weakened for days if he pushed too hard. The scholar’s body tensed, and Eric could hear the strain in his voice as he forced the Word out.

“[Locate Objective]!”

The Word swept outward, and Eric shuddered. That was a very, very powerful Word. It radiated outward in all directions at a speed his senses could hardly keep track of. For a split-second, images appeared around Jonathan, spectral visions of the area his Word was covering. Eric gave a low whistle of approval. If Jonathan was perceiving all of this, his mental fortitude was impressive. The Word had covered a colossal section of the swamp, and it wasn’t slowing down. The images were a jumbled mess with dozens of different views of the swamp overlapping and fighting for dominance. Slowly, the images sharpened and took on consistent shapes. Two locations stood out, both of which were moss-covered ruins. Then the images began to waver as Jonathan’s magic petered out and the Word slipped out of his control. The vampire’s eyes opened, and he staggered. Miles caught him before he could slip into the swamp.

“Are you all right, sir?”

Jonathan swallowed thickly and rubbed his temples. “I’ll be fine.”

“What did you see?” Eric asked.

Miles handed Jonathan a gourd of blood, and the vampire took a long sip from it. Eric managed to hold in a laugh when Jonathan very deliberately looked away from Aria. Eric could smell the blood. It was Aria’s. Due to the potency of her blood, she had offered to supply Jonathan with a gourd for each mission. Without thinking Jonathan licked his lips before catching himself. He must be wondering if it tasted better from the source.

“Eileen, could I trouble you for parchment and a quill? I think I know where we need to go,” Jonathan said.

Jonathan drew out two copies of a rough map based on what his Word had shown him. “I can’t guarantee the minor details. My grasp over [Locate Objective] could be better, but the important details should be correct. We need to visit the two buildings I saw to reach the next stage of the labyrinth.”

Eric studied the maps intently. “How sure are you of the scale of the map? We saw part of what you did, but it was a mess. Depending on how accurate the scale is, we could be facing a day or two of travel or a week in this swamp.”

Jonathan nodded firmly. “I’m confident of the scale.”

“Then we’re spending a minimum of two days here, give or take a bit since I don’t know exactly how quickly we’ll be able to move around or what kind of resistance we can expect.” Eric ran his finger over the map. They’d have to travel on the water, which meant they needed to either make or find a raft or a boat. “The two buildings aren’t that close to each other, so we’ll either need to split up or make a round trip.” Splitting up would be quicker, but a round trip would be safer.

“We should split up,” Jonathan said.

Eric glanced up from the map, surprised. “You want to split up? Normally, you insist we should all stick together.”

“I know.” Jonathan’s gaze flicked over the swamp, and he shuddered. “Believe me, I’d prefer it if we stayed together, but the Daleri practically worshipped numbers. What direct archaeological evidence we have suggests they linked important buildings magically, so they would only function when operated together as part of a larger network.” He grimaced. “It probably hastened their downfall. If their kingdom was part of a single network, then once enough of it became inoperable, the rest would have ceased to function.”

Aria frowned at the map. “You’re worried that we’ll get to one of the buildings only to realise that we need to be at both of them at the same time.”

“Precisely. I don’t like this swamp. I doubt any of us do, and splitting up is risky. But if we need to be in both places at once, we’ll have to split up anyway. Splitting up earlier will save us days of time.” Jonathan drank more blood. “And that’s time Gaius may not have.”

“You’re right,” Aria said grimly. “We should split up, but if your map is right, we don’t have to split up right away.”

Eric pointed. “We can travel up to this island before we have to go our separate ways.” He tapped his spear on the plinth. “The island might be a decent place to spend the night if we can reach it. We can rest there and then go our separate ways in the morning… or whatever passes as morning here.”

Aria gestured, and a beam of light shot up into the sky. It vanished soon after, lost in the blanket of smog that hung over the swamp. “I don’t think sunlight will be an issue. If my Word can’t get through the smog, ordinary sunlight has no chance.”

“We need to be careful,” Susannah said. “It’s nearly impossible to tell the passage of time here since we can’t see the sun or the moon, and the swamp doesn’t have a lot of distinguishing features. I guarantee you that plenty of people have died here after exhausting themselves wandering aimlessly.”

“Our destination aside, we need to either find or make a boat,” Jonathan said. “Blue Scales and Eileen can swim through the swamp if they need to, but the rest of us will have a tougher time of it.” He eyed the sluggish, gurgling water around them warily. “I don’t think the water here will be too bad for me. It’s not… living in the same way a normal swamp’s waters would be, but vampires aren’t great swimmers. We don’t get a lot of practice.”

Blue Scales scanned their surroundings. “Roger could make another raft, but let me go underwater. There may be something useful there, perhaps a sunken boat that we can salvage.”

“Agreed.” Aria lifted her hand, a Word on the tip of her tongue. “If you can dredge up a boat, I can fix it with my magic. It won’t be perfect, but it’s better than trying to swim the whole way. Since we’re splitting up later, we can’t rely solely on Roger to make a raft. He can only be in one place at a time, and anything he makes will fall apart if he’s not there to keep it together.”

Blue Scales moved to the edge of the plinth. “I was hoping for water after all the lava, but not this kind of water. If you see bubbles, start blasting.”

Eric winced as Blue Scales dove into the murky water. “He might be a merman, but swimming here can’t be pleasant.”

Eileen shifted into a large crocodilian form and slid into the water. Rather than follow Blue Scales, she circled the plinth protectively. If they fell in, it would be difficult for them to fight, especially for Jonathan and Aria. Vampires were not known for their prowess in aquatic combat, and both had to worry about their armour weighing them down.

A few minutes passed, and then Blue Scales emerged from the water and waved. He was dozens of yards away from them, but his words carried clearly despite the foul vapours in the air. “There are two boats here. The damage appears fixable. Eileen, if you could come over here with some rope, I think we can haul them back to the plinth with help from the others.”

They hauled the boats out of the water and onto a rough platform of rock beside the plinth that Roger created with his magic.

“Does anyone know how to fix a boat?” Aria asked. “My magic will help, but any repairs we can make ourselves will improve its effectiveness.”

Eric grinned. Those lessons with Ulric were about to pay off. “I do. Ulric loves the sea, and he took me with him a couple of times. I’ve also been out on plenty of rivers and lakes. Ulric made sure I knew the basics.”

Blue Scales watched as Eric got to work. “Fascinating. My people do not use boats.”

“I’m not surprised. Boats don’t work underwater.” Eric held his hands out, and Eileen’s shadow imps handed him an assortment of tools and supplies. They’d been doing repairs and maintenance around their house in Bloodmark, so the imps knew what to do. “I can patch up the boats a bit, Aria, but your magic is going to be doing the heavy lifting. They’ve been underwater for too long for me to fix with what we’ve got on hand.”

“That’s fine. Anything you can do will help. My magic is better at repairing, enhancing, or reinforcing than it is at creating.”

It took a lot of finagling, but they were able to get the boats back up to scratch. They weren’t the finest vessels to ever cruise the waters of the world, but Eric was confident they’d hold together. To be on the safe side, they had Blue Scales climb into each of the boats and move around. Once they were satisfied that they weren’t going to spring any big leaks, the only thing left was to decide who sat in which boat.

“I think we should have Blue Scales with one boat and Eileen with the other,” Eric said. “They’re our two strongest aquatic fighters, and the only people who can fight properly underwater if necessary.”

Aria pursed her lips. It didn’t matter while they were all together, but it would definitely matter once they separated. “Susannah, Jonathan, and I will go with Blue Scales. You, Roger, and Miles can go with Eileen.”

Miles sent Aria a questioning look, and the former paladin explained. “Susannah and Roger are arguably the two best options we have for attacking at range, especially if we exclude Blue Scales and Eileen. They can’t go together. The other boat would be too vulnerable. Roger being Roger needs people to stand between him and the enemy, which is why he should be fine with you, Eric, and Eileen. I know you’re worried about Jonathan, but I’ll keep an eye on him. With Susannah and Blue Scales there too, anything scary should be dead before it gets to us.”

“I’ll be fine,” Jonathan said. “Besides, I can’t think of anyone better to watch out for Roger.”

“Of course, sir.” Miles nodded crisply. His clothes were less than pristine thanks to the drake he’d killed, but his demeanour was as polished as ever. “I won’t let you down.”

“Don’t let Roger wander off,” Susannah said. “He has a knack for finding trouble.”

“As do I,” Jonathan said. “This place is fascinating, albeit dreary. By the end of this labyrinth, I might well be the foremost expert on the Kaleran Empire and the Daleri Kingdom!”

Eric grabbed a long pole they’d fashioned out of a fallen tree branch and handed another to Susannah. It was a cross between a boat pole and an oar. “Now that we’ve decided who goes where, we should get going. We’re wasting daylight… or whatever this is.” He gestured vaguely at the strange smog-lit twilight around them. “The current is already flowing the way we want, so all we need to do is to manoeuvre.”

I could pull us along. Eileen lashed the water with her tail. A handful of her shadow imps were perched on her back with makeshift harpoons and nets. Would they be okay underwater, or would they have to dispel themselves when Eileen dove?

“You could, but we don’t know what’s waiting for us.” Aria stepped onto a boat. “We need you and Blue Scales to save your strength. If this place is similar to the temple, the true challenges will be further in.”

* * *

“You don’t seem the least bit bothered by this place,” Jonathan said as Susannah used the pole-oar to steer the boat around another obstacle. It was a slime-covered rock that was all but indistinguishable from the muck that floated on top of the water.”

“Weird stuff happens around my family all the time. It’s what we do. We walk into some strange, random place full of monsters, kill everything evil, and then call it a day. Rinse and repeat.” Susannah nudged them away from a fallen tree and gave Blue Scales a grateful smile. The merman would point out any obstacles they approached, just in case Susannah missed them. Between the two of them, they had successfully avoided a litany of rocks, trees, and other debris.

“I’ve been seeing things,” Jonathan said. “Out of the corner of my eye – lights that flicker and disappear.” He turned his head sharply and noticed that Roger was doing the same on the other boat. The war wizard’s magic was simmering, a kettle about to boil. Roger would have the most trouble if he got dunked into the swamp. Jonathan was a vampire, but the water here was weak. He would still be able to use his vampiric strength to fight off attackers. Roger would struggle if he was forced to fight in close quarters in the water.

“Assuming there’s nothing wrong with your eyes, you’re seeing will-o’-the-wisps, which means trouble for us.”

“Oh?” Blue Scales signalled, but Susannah was already easing them around a tangle of long, twisted reeds. “What are they? This is the first time I have encountered them.”

“I’m not surprised. I’m sure you’ve got your own ghosts and spirits, but I’ve never heard of will-o’-the-wisps appearing underwater. They’re usually seen around swamps, bogs, marshlands, and dense forests. Basically, they’re the spirits of people who’ve died here. The magic that has corrupted this place twists them into malicious beings who use their lights to lure people off the right path and into the swamp where they die. The big problem is that once there are enough of them, they can do more than wave lights around. They can make you see and hear things. They can also lash out at you physically, depending on how many there are, how old they are, and the whether or not they can draw power from their surroundings.”

“Excellent.” Jonathan shuddered. He would have loved to be on solid ground right now. No wonder Aria had been driving them away with her magic. She didn’t want their numbers to grow. “How do you fight them?”

“Your best defence is to remember they’re up to mischief. As with the majority of illusions, their tricks aren’t as effective when you’re aware they’re trying to fool you. Keep focused, and you’ll see through their illusions. The big problem is that they’re symptoms of a disease rather than the disease itself.”

“Any place with will-o’-the-wisps will also be home to tougher opponents.” Aria was only half paying attention to their surroundings. Instead, she was writing symbols onto strips of leather, which she had gotten from Eileen. “And banishing a few here and there isn’t a permanent solution. This swamp can probably field thousands of will-o’-the-wisps.”

“What are those?” Jonathan asked.

“Wards to keep out ghosts and other spirits. They won’t work very well while we’re on the move, but we can put them up when we make camp. I don’t normally bother since we don’t usually encounter so many on a mission. But given our situation, I think it would be wise to have them. I suspect we’re the only people in this section of the labyrinth, so the will-o’-the-wisps will be drawn to us. I don’t want to wake up and find a hundred of them floating over us.” Aria pointed, and the will-o’-the-wisps skittered away. They were learning. “They often serve as scouts for the greater threats that dwell in the places they haunt.”

“And don’t forget the mundane creatures you see in swamps.” Susannah pointed, and Eric grinned toothily. They’d both noticed danger in the water. Jonathan squinted. He couldn’t see – there was a splash as a crocodile leapt at the other boat only to be impaled by Eric’s spear. The werewolf kicked the dying reptile off his weapon and wrinkled his nose. The blood on his spear was black. “That was a hatchling.”

“I wouldn’t eat anything from this place,” Eric shouted. “It’s better to rely on our supplies. Everything here is either poisonous, venomous, or contaminated by the swamp’s magic.”

“A hatchling?” Jonathan gulped and put a hand on his sword. “It was nine feet long.”

“It wasn’t a regular crocodile. You can tell if you know what to check for. It was a giant crocodile hatchling.” Susannah’s lips curled, and she steered them around a large, floating log. It was encrusted in moss and filth, and flies and other insects clustered around it. “Giant crocodiles don’t raise their young for long, so we don’t have to worry about its mother charging after us although we could run into her later. Adults are territorial. She’d be a minimum of fifty feet long with teeth to match.”

Jonathan made a mental note to avoid swamps in the future, not that he’d ever been eager to visit any. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I prefer normal crocodiles.”

“On the upside, if you can slay a giant crocodile, you can make a killing selling its hide. It’s tough, weather resistant, and often has magical properties. The meat is tasty too, but I wouldn’t recommend it unless you have regenerative powers.”

They continued making their way through the swamp at a sure, steady pace. It was eerie how easily it lulled Jonathan into a sense of security. The rhythmic burbling of the murky waters and the seemingly endless vistas of half-sunken trees and slimy, moss-covered rocks were so repetitive it was tempting to think they’d made no progress at all. Yet the current had been carrying them relentlessly northward for hours, and both Eric and Susannah – two people with outstanding senses of direction – agreed they should be approaching the island Jonathan had marked down on the map.

They would be stopping there for the night – or whatever time it was – and continuing on after they’d gotten a chance to rest. Vampires had a sixth sense for what time of day it was since being caught out after dawn could be fatal. However, that particular instinct of Jonathan’s had gone completely silent. Instead, his body was convinced they were in the middle of the night, halfway between dusk and dawn. It had been saying that ever since they’d stepped through the door despite all the time that had passed.

“There it is.” Susannah pointed. She slowed the boat’s advance. “And doesn’t it look wonderfully suspicious?”

The island was certainly large, but it was somehow devoid of all the slime, mould, and muck that covered everything else. It screamed trouble. There was also a circle of bare trees on it that clawed up toward the sky in disconcerting fashion. In his mind, both the Blood Emperor and the dwarf king made sounds of displeasure. Whatever strange magic dwelt in the swamp, it was stronger here. Talking to them was akin to shouting through thick fog.

“I know it’s not technically submerged in water,” Blue Scales said with a grin. “But I think that island is cursed.”

Aria laughed. “I think you’re right.”

“We can find somewhere else to rest,” Jonathan said.

“According to your map, there isn’t anywhere else in our immediate vicinity.” Aria tightened her hold on her buckler and made sure her sword was ready for use. “We could ask Roger to make a platform for us. But if we’re going to be attacked, if would be better to fight on a large chunk of solid ground.” She stood up. “And it’s better to deal with trouble while we’re reasonably fresh.”

“True.” Jonathan checked his sword, his shield, and his war hammer. “What do you think we’re up against?”

“Something related to the swamp,” Aria said. “And zombies. These swamps always have zombies. The fact we haven’t encountered any yet makes me wonder if the swamp is simply saving them for later.”

Susannah poked the water nearby with the pole-oar. “You mean this is an ‘and all the dead who have fallen in this swamp shall rise and drag you down into the depths’ kind of swamp, right?”

Jonathan blinked. “How often has that happened to you two?”

“More often than you’d think,” Aria and Susannah said together before the former paladin continued. “As you saw in Mordrath, it’s always better to fight zombies on solid ground.”

“In fairness, the giant zombie crabs of Mordrath were a step above regular zombies,” Susannah said. “I think we should pitch camp on the island and wait for them to come to us. Sure, we’ll be surrounded, but that would be true anywhere in the swamp. The zombies will have to approach via the water, and the island has steep sides, which will slow them down. We’ve got Aria, so we should be fine if we keep the zombies away from her and let her magic do the work…”

Susannah trailed off, and it took Jonathan a moment to understand why the normally cheerful huntress had gone quiet. When he finally realised what he was staring at, he jerked back and nearly fell off the boat.

The island had moved… and now a pair of lamp-like amber eyes the size of wagon wheels were staring balefully at them.

“Okay.” Susannah nodded to herself and sighed as the island shifted again to reveal a jagged reptilian beak. “I guess we have a giant zombie turtle to kill.”

Roger spoke for all of them when he shouted what was definitely a curse and then hurled an [Ash Bolt] right at the turtle’s face.

* * *

Roger believed in keeping battle simple. Oh, there were war wizards who loved to weave intricate lattices of multiple Words that combined into beautiful symphonies of devastation. Roger had been that way once. In fact, he excelled at it. But Roger had also grown up around huntresses. His sister in all but blood was on track to become a truly legendary huntress. And if there was one thing huntresses were good at, it was exploiting the weaknesses of their opponents.

Complex, intricate magic was all well and good until the opponent decided to just run up and stab you or shoot you with an arrow halfway through. Of course, Susannah had never actually stabbed him or shot him with an arrow. Unlike her, he couldn’t laugh off potentially fatal injuries. However, she had poked him with the occasional stick and hit him with the occasional clod of dirt to make her point, which was very simple. The opponent would not simply stand around and let him do his thing. Unless he could guarantee the space and time he needed for more complicated magic, the safest option was to stick with Words that were quick, efficient, and reliable. Blasting away with his strongest Words took time, which he wouldn’t always get on the battlefield. He could save those for when an opportunity presented itself.

A bolt of ash to the face was the epitome of quick, efficient, and reliable.

The [Ash Bolt] struck the enormous zombie right between the eyes and detonated, spewing a cloud of molten ash all over its face. It gave a deep, ponderous groan that sent waves across the surface of the murky water. It reminded him of a tree being bent to breaking point, but the turtle was no tree. It lumbered forward, despite his Word searing its rotting eyes out and burning a swathe across its face. A normal turtle of that size would have been injured to the point of having to flee, but this thing was a zombie turtle. All he’d done was make it mad.

With a piercing shriek, the zombie turtle’s magic flared.

[Water Geysers] erupted from the swamp around them, and their boats would have capsized if not for Blue Scales. The merman was ready with [Control Water] to guide them through the sudden onslaught. The gluggy waters writhed, the dark liquid turbulent, as the zombie turtle and Blue Scales fought for control. Tendrils of inky shadow spread from the turtle, racing over the swamp like cracks across broken glass. It was strong – and it was drawing power from the swamp – but Blue Scales remained steadfast, his muscles straining as his magic rose to match the zombie turtle’s. Roger peeked over the side of the boat. He did not fancy his chances if he fell in. Whether they had been summoned by the zombie turtle or the sounds of battle, there were dark shapes moving below them – and not all of them were crocodiles.

“Fantastic.” Eric scowled. “There are zombies in the water. Roger, get into the middle of the boat. Miles, I’ve got the front, you get the back. Eileen… do whatever you think is best.”

Eileen’s crocodilian form vanished. Now was not the time for swift swimming. Now was the time to fight. In its place was a towering swamp hydra with two heads. She nodded sharply, and insects began to buzz through the air – some of her summoned creatures – as the first of the zombies began to emerge from the water. They appeared human at first glance, but there was an oddness to their limbs and features that suggested they were merely humanoid.

The insects struck immediately. They didn’t have the size to destroy the zombies outright, but they could bite and tear through flesh, which would make them easier to deal with. Several shadow imps appeared with small, sharp daggers. Other zombies, less human in appearance but larger, changed direction to attack Eileen, and Roger turned his attention back to the zombie turtle. The others would protect him. He was sure of it.

The creature didn’t need its eyes to see them. Its magic had saturated the entire area. It could find them no matter how badly it was hurt. Thankfully, it wasn’t making much progress in its battle against Blue Scales. The swamp’s magic was potent, but Blue Scales was beloved by the gods of the Deep. Unable to turn the water against them any further, it opted for a time-honoured tactic, which had been used by countless giant monsters over the years. It tried to smash them to bits. It lunged forward with a roar, and water flew everywhere. It was so big that a ramming attack would either crush them outright or send them straight into the swamp after smashing their boats to kindling.

[Shattering Bolt] flew from his claws in a coruscating bolt of crimson power. The attack struck the turtle’s vast shell – what they had mistaken for an island – and detonated with a thunderous crack. Chunks of it were blown away, and Roger’s eyes narrowed. He’d put enough power into that Word to reduce a boulder to powder, but the turtle hadn’t slowed at all despite the damage. He fired off several more in quick succession, careful to aim at the same spot. If he couldn’t kill it outright, then piercing a hole through its shell would definitely be better than simply blasting off bits of it here and there.

Blue Scales shouted a warning. He would be fine in the water, but the rest of them would struggle. However, Eileen was there to meet the zombie turtle. Her hydra form grunted with exertion as the turtle slammed into her, but she managed to hold her ground. With a shriek, the zombie turtle clamped its beak around her left head and pulled. The head came off, and virulent hydra blood spewed all over the zombie’s head and shell. The corrosive substance immediately began to eat away at the zombie, and it howled in fury and tried to tear off her other head. Roger didn’t know if that would kill her, but he wasn’t going to wait to find out. Blue Scales couldn’t help. Even now, the zombie turtle was trying to control the water around them.

Roger raised his paws high and thought of the storms he’d loved to watch when he was younger. Susannah had occasionally carried him on her back while she ran through the wind and rain, so he could get a better view of them. Lightning roared to life in his soul, and [Lightning Blast] enveloped the turtle. It hit Eileen too, but the shapeshifter was quick to recover, taking advantage of her hydra form’s regeneration and the turtle’s stunned state to shove it back as her second head regrew. With the waters finally calm enough for Aria to aim properly, the former paladin began to lob holy Words at the zombie turtle.

The zombie turtle retreated, diving into the water and slinking away. Roger was tempted to fire another attack at it, but they had other concerns.

“Stupid zombies,” Eric grumbled. There were dozens of zombies in the water, dozens and dozens of them. Eric’s spear was slick with gore, and Miles had abandoned his fists and feet in favour of bashing their heads in with the mace Jonathan had gotten. Blue Scales was trying his hardest to shove them away with his magic, but their sheer numbers were getting the better of him. Worse, Roger could feel the swamp’s power rising, a nauseating tide of malevolence that threatened to wrestle control of the water away from the merman. Yep. This place was definitely cursed.

“There’s too many of these things,” Eric shouted. “Aria, some help?”

The blonde was gathering her magic for a larger attack. He could feel it moving swiftly and with ever-growing strength. “Give me a second.”

Roger fired a [Lightning Bolt] into the water. The electricity seemed to stun the zombies, and Aria continued to work on a holy Word capable of wiping out the horde. To his disgust, the zombie turtle chose that exact moment to resurface nearby. It bellowed and charged again. Eileen rushed to meet it, but Susannah had seen enough. His friend often did that – take an opponent’s measure before doing something crazy – and she leapt, hopping off several half-submerged boulders and trees before landing on the turtle’s back. Roger rolled his eyes. His friend was incredibly agile, and that was saying something since he was a raccoon.

“Keep it busy,” Susannah shouted as the zombie turtle thumped into Eileen. “I can bring it down, but not if it shakes me off. I have to be in the right spot for this to work.”

Eileen growled in acknowledgement, and Roger shouted his understanding. The pair of them worked together to try to pin the zombie turtle down as Eric continued to fight off the zombies trying to board their boat or drag it under. They hammered away with a combination of magic and brute force before a wave of holy magic rippled outward. That was [Purge Undead] from Aria. It hastened through the water, killing or greatly weakening the undead lurking in the swamp, before stunning the turtle. Finally, Susannah got into position.

She fired an arrow wrapped in [Pierce]. It was one of the explosive arrows that Roger had made for her. It lanced through the zombie turtle’s shell and detonated deep inside it. Whatever she had hit must have been important because the zombie gave a startled groan and began to list badly to the right. The power animating it weakened, and she raised a fist wrapped in [Shatter] high above her head. She aimed for the spot Roger had been attacking and slammed her fist into it. Cracks spread across the zombie turtle’s shell, and there was a sharp snapping sound before holes began to appear. Eileen managed to wrestle a head free to spew acid into the exposed interior of the zombie turtle. Finally, it fell, the baleful amber light emanating from within its body going out as it sank beneath the water.

“Right.” Eric poked the water nearby to make sure that none of the other zombies were going to do anything. “I think we need to find somewhere else to make camp.”

Jonathan pointed. “There should be another island that way. It’s not far. It’s too small for all of us, but maybe Roger can make it bigger.” He laughed nervously. “And there shouldn’t be too many zombies, right?”

Roger chortled. He had a point. All of the nearby zombies had probably attacked them already. The island in question was only a short distance away, and he used [Earth Spikes] in conjunction with [Control Earth] to make it bigger. It wasn’t exactly roomy, but it would do. Amusingly, the zombie turtle’s beak floated back to the surface near them. It made for less than pleasant viewing, and Eric pushed it away with his spear. They watched it float downstream along with bits and pieces of the zombie turtle’s shell.

“It would be nice to keep it,” Aria said. “Since it might be useful later, but we have no way of lugging it around. It’s too big for Eileen’s shadow imps to store, and we can’t afford to carry it on the boats if we’re attacked again.”

“At least we don’t have to sleep next to it,” Jonathan offered.

Susannah smirked. “Roger and I have slept next to worse.”

Roger grimaced. That was true. They’d once been forced to sleep inside a dead giant snake because of a blizzard. That had not been pleasant, but freezing to death would have been worse. On the upside, that particular mission had paid handsomely, and Susannah’s clan had been extremely pleased with the venom they’d collected from its body although why a snake that big needed venom was beyond him.

“I haven’t,” Jonathan said. “But I’d rather sleep next to a dead zombie turtle than a living zombie turtle.”

“Technically,” Eric pointed out. “Zombies are already dead.”

“You know what I mean.”

* * *

Jonathan had first watch for the night, and he hoped it would go peacefully. However, given their situation, he doubted that would be the case. Aria was with him, and she’d put up the wards she’d made. It wouldn’t keep out anything as powerful as the zombie turtle, but it should repel lesser zombies.

“I wonder if we’ll be able to catch them,” Jonathan mused. The others had bedded down for the night. Roger was doing his best impression of a barnacle as he clung onto Susannah in his sleep. The others were sleeping in their usual ways although Eileen had opted to retain her crocodilian form. It had the size to be effective in a fight while still being small enough that she could maintain it easily. He wondered if she’d ever forgotten what she’d transformed into only to try to do something she couldn’t. Her bear form would have no problems picking up a sign, but her crocodilian form would struggle.

“You mean the other group?” Aria asked. She was doing maintenance on her weapons. They hadn’t seen overly heavy use, but the use they had seen had been rough. Stone elementals were immensely durable, and a sword did not fare as well against them as a hammer or a mace. Fire elementals were likewise not ideal opponents for swords. At least, she hadn’t dropped her sword into lava.

Jonathan nodded. “Yes. They’ve got a big head start on us.”

“If they’ve been taking the same route as us, then I think we’ll catch up.” Aria held up her dagger to examine its edge. Jonathan did not have an eye for weapons, but he did know a thing or two about artefacts. The weapon had definitely seen better days, and it might be better to get a new dagger after the mission. The number of times she’d used a Word on it had clearly stressed the metal despite her excellent control and care.

“Oh?” Jonathan didn’t think they’d been moving especially quickly. “What makes you say that?”

“You’ve heard the expression ‘as the dragon flies’, haven’t you?”

“Yes. It means the distance between two points measured using the shortest route possible and ignoring any hindrances. In practice, it means measuring using the shortest straight line between those points. It’s usually used when discussing maps since the actual distance between two points on a map can be very deceptive. For example, travelling over rugged terrain might sound easy until you actually get out there and try.” Jonathan had already experienced that on their missions. “Two miles can easily turn into ten with all the detours required. Dragons, of course, can simply fly over everything and crush whatever is in their path because, you know, they’re dragons.”

“Exactly. From what we know of Gaius and his group, they don’t have anyone with our knowledge of the terrain and objectives. Your scrying magic has given us a powerful advantage.”

“You’re not just saying that to be nice, are you?” Jonathan asked.

Aria chuckled. A serpentine shape moved through the waters nearby – river snakes were common in places such as these – but it merely poked its head up out of the water to peer at them before moving on. “Not at all.” She grinned. “Information is power. True, it’s not the same sort of direct power as Blue Scales or Roger have, but it’s power all the same. Think about it. This swamp is enormous. Based on your map, people could wander for days, possibly weeks, without finding those ruins. Thanks to your magic, we’re headed straight for them, and we have a rough idea of what to expect when we get there. With the temple, your knowledge of the habits of the Kalerans saved us from having to explore the whole complex, which was quite large.”

Jonathan nodded slowly. “The swamp is big.”

“And it would be easy to get lost here, right?”

Jonathan eyed the swamp around them. It all looked the same to him although Susannah and Eric had assured him that his maps were helping them plot the course. Perhaps it was his unpractised eye, or perhaps it was all of the murky, burbling water, rotting trees, moss, and other detritus. “I imagine so. I feel lost myself, and I have a map.”

“Imagine, then, that you’re the other group. You don’t know anything about the people who built this place – the dragon has said almost nobody does – and you don’t have access to [Locate Objective]. How long would it take you to find those ruins?”

Jonathan grimaced. “A long time.”

“And that’s why we might catch up to them. We’re not going straight through the swamp, but we are taking a much more direct route than they would have. Moreover, they have a child in their party. True, she has magic, but they’ll be moving slower because of her. Depending on how their group composition matches up to the threats they encounter, they could lose more time. They also have a squirrel, and although we’ve got Roger, he’s probably quicker on his feet, not to mention he typically hitches a ride on Susannah’s back or on Eileen.”

“That’s a good point.” Jonathan pursed his lips. “Although I did notice something interesting when I used my Word.”

“Oh?”

“I wonder if these are actually places that the dragon has captured and put into his labyrinth, or if they are memories.” Jonathan searched for the right words. It was hard since he wasn’t sure of what he wanted to say. It was closer to a passing thought, a flash of inspiration, a hunch. “That is to say, I’m sure that Riftwing has been to all of these places, but I doubt he literally ripped a chunk out of the swamp to add to his labyrinth. What I think he’s done is to somehow warp reality to make a memory of this place real.” Jonathan raised his hand and gestured vaguely at the swamp around them. “My Words give me a… sense of things. I can’t explain it properly, but this place feels different. It doesn’t feel… real in quite the same way regular places do.”

Aria took a moment to consider his words. “That would make him even more absurdly powerful than we believed.”

Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “From a purely conceptual standpoint, I don’t know if it’s all that complex. I have [Display Memory], which allows me to show my memories to others via illusions of a sort. We also know that dragons of his kind can manipulate space and time. Is it such a leap to think that he could warp reality to make his memories real, or at least solid and tangible? It would explain how he can easily reset the labyrinth or change it. He’s… imagining it back to the way he wants it to be.”

“That could be it.” Aria shuddered. “And we’re right in the middle of it.”

“It also raises another possibility, one that I will admit troubles me.” Jonathan saw her grin. “Well, more troubled than I am already. Thus far, all of the challenges we’ve faced have been from our world, albeit drawn from eras remote from our own in space and time. We’ve faced the threats of distant, ancient lands. But Riftwing is a dragon lord, and dragon lords are not bound to a single world as their lesser kin are.” It felt wrong to call any dragon lesser, but dragon lords were beyond their normal kin.

Aria’s eyes widened. “You think that we might find ourselves challenged by things from other worlds or transported to a copy of another world?”

“It is certainly possible.” Jonathan sighed. “And there is no guarantee that our magic will work there, or that things like gravity will operate the same way either.”

Aria nodded sombrely. “We’ll have to stay on our toes then.”

To Jonathan’s surprise, the rest of their watch passed by without further incident, and it was soon time for Roger and Susannah to take over. The pair took up their positions, and Jonathan went to get whatever rest he could. It felt strange to sleep out in the open, but it was nice despite how awful the swamp was. Normally, he’d be worried about forgetting to wake up and getting burnt to a crisp by the sun. Here, there was no sun or moon to speak of. The thick vapours that hung over the swamp blocked out the light of both, so it was impossible to tell what time it was. Instead, the entire area was cast into an eerie, unchanging twilight.

He half-expected to be woken up by an ambush. Instead, he awakened refreshed and unharmed, which only heightened his anxiety.

It could not possibly be this easy.

* * *

“This is where we part ways, I think,” Jonathan said. There were two paths before them, both leading deeper into the swamp. To his surprise, there were remnants of stone pillars at the junction, and the inscriptions were still legible, albeit only with a bit of magic to make them clearer. “That path leads to the east dam and the other to the west dam.”

Miles smiled. “It would seem your suspicions are correct, sir.”

“If the dams are used to control the height of the water in the swamp, it would make sense that we need to take control of both of them at the same time.” Jonathan glanced at Eileen. “You said you had a way for both of our groups to stay in touch with each other?”

Eileen’s shadow imps held up a sign. A trio of them were perched on her back as she swam through the water, staying close to the surface. My shadow imps can go between us if necessary. I had them try it yesterday. They can travel as swiftly through the shadows here as they can in normal places. Her magic stirred, and several glowing creatures appeared. However, I think these will help although I haven’t used them a lot. They reminded Jonathan of pixies, but it was hard to be sure. The light they emitted was not painful, but it was bright enough to make staring directly at them unwise. Before his eyes, their light pulsed and shifted, changing from white to blue to red and then back again.

They can transmit sounds to each other. They can also send images although that is harder to do. If each group brings two – just to be safe – we should be able to keep in touch. Try not to lose them. I won’t be able to summon them to your location if they get dispelled. However, they ought to be fine going with you since I used plenty of magic to make sure they stick around. Take care of them. They’re not very durable, and they will unsummon themselves if they take too much damage. Eileen paused. I got them shortly after Mordrath. I’d rather not have a repeat of what happened when we got separated although it worked out in the end. I didn’t suggest them for our previous mission since a lich would have sensed them easily.

“Right.” Jonathan could see her point. These creatures would have been incredibly handy to have in Mordrath. They were a bit bright, but hopefully, they could either tone that down or perhaps take shelter behind a cloak or inside a pocket.

“Okay.” Aria nodded crisply. “Let’s get this over with. Stay sharp and stay safe, everyone. If you encounter anything we should all know about, communicate.”

* * *

Aria eyed the boat dubiously. The current here was quicker and more treacherous. Despite Susannah and Blue Scales’s efforts, they’d already struck several objects hidden in the water, and she could have sworn – as did Blue Scales – that a few of those had actually moved into their path. The boat was holding up, but she did not appreciate the way it had begun to creak. It hadn’t made that sound before, and the fact that it had only started after the most recent collision was the opposite of reassuring.

“This damn swamp has eyes,” Susannah muttered. “We’re being watched, and the worst bit is that I’m not sure what’s watching us.”

“Yes.” Blue Scales gave a low rumble. “The water here does not heed my call properly. There is also foul magic here that obscures my vision of where the water goes.” His lips twitched. “In short, it’s cursed.”

“My grandpa has a saying,” Susannah added. “It’s the teeth you don’t see that usually end up tearing your throat out.”

“Your grandfather sounds like a wise man,” Jonathan replied. He had a hand on his sword, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice. Aria didn’t blame him. It felt as if they were being set up for an ambush. It was a common and reliable tactic: harry the opponent, get them unsettled, exhausted, and frazzled – and then hit them with an ambush.

Susannah chuckled. “He’d be amused that a vampire thinks so. He’s not a philosopher, by any means, but he’s been around a long time, and life has taught him plenty of lessons.” She pointed. “I wonder if the others are seeing as many of those crocodile things as we are.”

Another huge crocodile lurked at the edges of their vision, half-hidden beneath a fallen tree. After Susannah had put an arrow through the eye of a large crocodile and blown its head off, the others had maintained a wary distance. A desperate crocodile eventually made another attempt, but Blue Scales introduced it to the business end of his trident. Aria still wasn’t sure what the weapon was made of, but it had slain the crocodile easily. The rest had backed away, but that didn’t mean they’d stopped watching. If they weren’t prey, then they were a threat, and only a fool turned their back on a threat. They weren’t as large as Susannah had said they could grow, so Aria was hoping they could avoid running into any of the truly imposing crocodiles. Jonathan was too. In fact, she had a feeling he’d be happy to never see another crocodile again, regardless of its size.

“We haven’t seen any people yet,” Aria said. Swamps were prime real estate for cults, necromancers, and anyone else who wanted to stay out of the public eye. “Wait, were the Daleri humans, Jonathan, or were they something else?”

“That’s an interesting question. They were certainly humanoid. But as for whether or not they merely appeared similar to humans or were a variant of humans remains a matter of debate. They did claim to be descended from a demigod, and demigods and their children usually have distinguishing characteristics. However, that claim has also been disputed. I suppose the gods could tell us, but they’ve never commented on the issue, to my knowledge. For reference, the god they claim descent from is a god of science and mathematics.”

Aria gazed over the swamp. “You’d think they’d find somewhere nicer to live if that was true.” Many people had claimed to be demigods over the years, but she’d never met anyone who was genuinely part god. That wasn’t to say that those people were entirely fraudulent. The majority of them were indeed vastly more powerful than normal people. Her order’s founder had not claimed to be a demigod, but tales of his feats suggested that he was beyond human in certain respects. The most likely explanation was that many demigod pretenders were either using other means to boost their strength or were simply favoured or blessed by the gods.

“True.” Jonathan paused. “Wait.” He stood and pointed. “Susannah, can you get us closer to that pillar over there?”

“Sure.” The huntress angled the boat toward the half-sunken pillar that protruded from the swamp while Blue Scales did his best to ease the current around them and keep an eye on the crocodiles. It was difficult to be sure of in the gloom, but Jonathan’s sight remained keen in these conditions. Beneath the moss, vines, and other detritus of who knew how long, the pillar was made of white stone. It would have shone impressively in its prime. They stopped beside it, and Jonathan gave the dark waters nearby a wary glance before reaching out with a gloved hand to brush away the material that covered the pillar.

“Incredible.” Beneath the grime, the stone was as white as the day it had been cut from the quarry. It gleamed in the twilight, and intricate carvings ran up and down its length. Near the top of the pillar was a symbol Aria had learned the previous day when Jonathan had shown the rest of them the numbers used by the Daleri. There had only been ten of them since the Daleri used a base ten system with a zero.

“Is that the number one?” Aria asked.

“Yes.” Jonathan grinned. “As I said, the Daleri’s number system is the source of various systems used throughout the world. The numbers themselves were changed in form, but the ideas behind them remained the same. Their alphabet was less influential.”

“There’s magic in the pillar,” Susannah said. She squinted at it, and Aria wondered what she saw. The huntress’s eyes were inhumanly keen.

“Yes.” Blue Scales frowned. “It connects to the land itself – to the swamp. It runs through the water and the air, and it’s still active too.” He closed his eyes, and Aria felt his power expand to fill the area around them. It was reminiscent of being in the eye of a storm – calm but capable of great change at any moment. “It is very deeply interwoven.”

“Hmm…” Jonathan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “We’ll have to make a note of it. There are probably other pillars around. I can hardly imagine they’d bother labelling this pillar with a number if it was the only pillar. What they do, I’m not sure. But perhaps we’ll find out.”

They continued onward, and they spotted more pillars. As with the first, they were all numbered. It became a game, seeing who could spot the pillars first. Yet, as the day wore on, an unsettling feeling fell over Aria.

“Have… have we been this way before?” she asked.

Susannah nodded grimly. “I was wondering if I was the only one who felt that way.” She pointed out features in the landscape nearby. “I think we have – and look. We’re about to pass the pillar with the number one on it again.”

“There is no way that we could have turned around without either you or I noticing,” Blue Scales said. “The current has flowed in the same direction this entire time, and the bends we’ve taken would not have turned us the whole way around. The waters of a river also do not loop in on themselves. There is magic at work here.”

Jonathan sighed. “It must be powerful but subtle if we didn’t notice it.”

Susannah scowled. “Will-o’-the-wisps.”

The glowing lights that had followed them had increased in number. They had also gotten bolder, and the eerie light they emitted had shifted from a cold, desolate blue to an angry red. They began to drift closer, and a loud buzzing filled the air. For a moment, Aria was back with her order, the taste of blood in her mouth after she’d been knocked off her horse during training. Marcus was laughing and shouting words of encouragement and advice. Mounted combat was a large part of their order –

She shook her head.

“[Dispel Magic]!”

White light rippled outward, and she was once again in the swamp. [Dispel Magic] would not stop a master illusionist, but the will-o’-the-wisps relied on weight of numbers and catching people off guard not raw power or skill. The others went for their weapons, and the spirits continued their advance. Their formerly whimsical movements through the air had taken on a distinctly menacing cast. Beneath them, the waters of the swamp turned sluggish, and the boat spun slowly in place. There would be no outrunning them.

“Here they come!” Susannah readied her bow. “Wait… what are they doing?”

Instead of the entire horde attacking, only two moved in to close the gap. Aria dispatched a will-o’-the-wisp with a well-placed [Purify] while Susannah dealt with the other using an arrow with [Pierce] on it. Spirits might not be wholly physical, but Words could grant purely physical objects the ability to harm less material foes.

“Why aren’t they attacking together?” Jonathan asked. “They clearly outnumber us.” Three of the spirits attacked, only to be dispatched with similar ease. Five more took their place. Aria’s eyes narrowed. This wasn’t hard, but there was no end to the spirits. “Two… three… five…” He gasped. “Prime numbers!”

“Prime numbers?” Blue Scales asked.

“Yes!” Jonathan cried excitedly. “Numbers that are only divisible by one and themselves. The Daleri were obsessed with numbers, and they considered prime numbers sacred due to their properties. They were used in many of their magical rituals and practices.” He looked around frantically. “We passed eleven pillars before we looped back around. Two, three, five, seven, and eleven. Those are all prime numbers. We need to get to those pillars again. I’m sure it’s not a coincidence.”

“Go!” Aria shouted. “Blue Scales, use your magic to get us there as quickly as you can!” They’d dealt with five spirits, but now seven were attacking. She quickly cast blessings onto the weapons of the others. Aria was not a mathematician, but she knew what prime numbers were, and it was only going to get worse – and it would get worse in a hurry. Her lips curled. It was an interesting proposition. After seven came eleven, thirteen, seventeen, nineteen, twenty-three, twenty-nine, and so on. Since the swamp could probably spew a seemingly limitless number of will-o’-the-wisps at them, they were working under a time limit. Although the will-o’-the-wisps they’d faced so far had not been a grave threat, it wouldn’t be long before their numbers became oppressive. And they couldn’t afford to ignore them either. Left to their own devices, will-o’-the-wisps generally grew stronger the longer they were in contact with their targets. “Quickly!”

Seven spirits advanced, but they were no longer indistinct spheres of light. They were now robed figures carrying lanterns. The lanterns glowed a sickly orange and swayed in a breeze that wasn’t there. Together, the spirits drew their arms back and tossed their lanterns at the boat.

“[Sphere of Protection]!” A glowing sphere appeared around the boat. The lanterns struck the barrier and split open, spewing ghostly spirit fire everywhere. The swamp water ignited, and its surface was suddenly awash in flames that burned more than the purely physical. Aria sent a wave of purifying magic out to handle the threat while Susannah picked off the will-o’-the-wisps with incredible speed. Jonathan had his sword raised, but there was little he could do until the spirits got closer. Eleven will-o’-the-wisps moved forward.

They reached the second pillar. They had not stopped for long to examine it initially since it seemed identical to the first pillar. They could only hope that Jonathan’s hunch was correct.

“See to the pillar.” Blue Scales growled and turned to face the spirits. Lightning crackled along his trident. “We shall defend you.”

Jonathan scrambled over to the pillar before leaping onto it. Half of it poked out of the swamp, so he was able to get a firm hold. His magic flared, panicked and fumbling, as he tried to get the pillar to respond.

“[Reveal]!” He threw the Word at the pillar, and he gave a cry of triumph as the brute force behind the Word caused part of it to light up. Aria couldn’t read the symbols that had begun to glow, but Jonathan babbled about how he should have noticed it earlier.

“Focus!” Aria shouted. “Worry about the archaeological implications later!”

He pressed his hands to the symbols, and there was a clank from deep within the pillar. It jerked back into an upright position, and Jonathan jumped off it and landed in the boat. The boat swayed madly, but Blue Scales was able to steady it as Aria and Susannah kept up a steady barrage of projectiles. A beam of light sprang up from the top of the pillar, piercing the strange gloom that hung over the swamp.

“Come on,” Jonathan said. “We need to activate the other pillars.”

They moved as quickly as they could through the swamp. Blue Scales had to split his attention between propelling the boat – since it was faster than the boat pole Susannah had been using – and helping them fight off the will-o’-the-wisps. The huntress had abandoned her bow in favour of using her fishing rod. It didn’t have the range of her arrows, but Aria’s blessing and her own Words meant the fishing line could slice through the spirits. By the time they got up to twenty-three spirits, Jonathan had no choice but to enter the fray. Beneath them, the boat rocked in the midst of battle, but they could ill afford to capsize.

They activated the pillars, and as the last of the pillars – the pillar marked eleven – lit up the sky, the will-o’-the-wisps around them groaned and faded away. That had been close. Being chased by seventy-three of the spirits had not been an enjoyable experience. On solid ground, she was confident of their chances. In a rickety boat, being bombarded by exploding lanterns and with the swamp on fire, their odds were decidedly grimmer.

Past the eleventh pillar, where before there had only been more swamp and deep fog, the building Jonathan had told them about now loomed ahead of them. It was an enormous structure that jutted out of the swamp defiantly, seemingly unbothered by the fetid morass around it. A massive gate set into an equally huge wall that vanished off into the fog drew her attention. Aria could guess its purpose. It was there to let water in and out of the swamp, thereby altering the water level. The massive stone blocks had all been expertly put together, and they were all hewn of the same grey stone carved with intricate geometric patterns that glowed faintly. Perhaps there was magic on them that prevented them from succumbing to the same decay that filled the rest of the swamp. From nearby, Aria could feel countless eyes upon them as creatures great and small waited for them to disembark.

“Tell the others,” Aria murmured. “They need to know about the numbers.” They waited until Eileen’s summons had confirmed the message had been sent and received before getting out of the boat. To be safe, they made sure to tie the boat to the rotting dock and the stone concourse further back. They would need it again later.

“Isn’t this inviting,” Susannah drawled. She took a moment to put a rune into place that would alert them if anyone else approached the boat. “Where to from here?”

“The tower.” Jonathan pointed. “It has a view of the entire swamp, and my magic told me it was important.” He paused. “The Daleri also preferred to build important structures in geometric patterns. That tower is one of the two focal points of this complex.”

“All right.” Aria checked her buckler and sword. Both were ready to be used and had not suffered too badly against the will-o’-the-wisps. “We’re obviously not alone here. Susannah, I want you and Blue Scales up front. Jonathan, you’re in the middle. I’ll take the back.” She frowned. “If we’re lucky, it’ll be regular swamp creatures.”

“And if we’re not?” Jonathan asked.

“Let’s hope we are.”

They made their way toward the tower. In its heyday, the dam would have been a pleasant place. Aria could see where gardens had grown before the swamp’s vines, weeds, and other plants had claimed them, and there were places built into the walls for magical lighting. Those lights were long gone, either taken or broken by the swamp and its denizens.

The Daleri had clearly been very advanced, so it was jarring to see something of theirs in this state. The temple of the lizardmen had been well-kept, for all that it had been deserted. Would her order’s temples someday be found in such disrepair with only scholars like Jonathan remembering their purpose? It was a sobering thought, and she wondered what the Blood Emperor saw when he looked around at a world so changed from his own. What calamity had devastated the Daleri? She’d have to ask Jonathan about it later. Aria hoped her order never fell into this sort of ruin. There were things they protected and guarded that needed to be kept safe.

An angry grunt drew their attention, and Susannah stepped forward as a huge crocodile approached. It had to be fifty feet long, making it easily the largest such animal they’d seen in the swamp. It postured, its beady eyes burning into theirs, but Susannah remained calm, the air of danger around her sharpening to a razor’s edge. For a long moment, reptile and huntress seemed to communicate without words.

“She’s guarding a clutch of eggs,” the huntress said at last. “This place is close to the water but safer than being in it for her eggs.” Her lips curled. The expression on her face now reminded Aria of the times she’d seen Eric speak to an animal. “Keep walking. She’ll leave us be if we leave her alone, but we need to be careful.” She smiled thinly. “There is something here we should be wary of. She will be quite pleased if we get rid of it. It’s not a threat to her, but she can’t leave her eggs for long, lest it venture from its lair.”

They realised what the crocodile was talking about when they got to the tower. Jonathan stopped, took a big step back, and then lowered his voice to a whisper before pointing. “There is a spider over there. It is gigantic.”

Aria followed his gaze and squinted. Hidden in the shadows cast by the towers and their half-ruined summits was a huge spider. It was twice the size of a man, and the webs it spun went from tower to tower in an intricate network. She could see now why the crocodile was unbothered by it but also wary on behalf of her eggs.

“I’ll get it.” Susannah sounded entirely too cheerful. She peered around and then closed her eyes and listened carefully to their surroundings. “Hmm… there’s only a single big spider, as far as I can tell. I’m used to there being maybe… twenty of these things.” She nocked an arrow in a single smooth motion and then let it fly. The projectile caught the spider square in the eye and then detonated. The spider tumbled out of its web with its head blown to pieces. Aria blinked. That wasn’t exactly fair, but it was effective.

“Come on.” Susannah grabbed a rotting piece of timber and held it out to catch the fire that had begun to cover the spider’s body. She used it to set the spider’s web on fire. “There was only one big spider, but there are plenty of smaller spiders. They live in the web, so we should set it on fire now before they can get any bigger or swarm us.”

“Do I want to know how you know that?” Jonathan asked, eyeing the ground around them sceptically. No spiders had approached them, but he remained watchful.

They waited until the webbing had finished burning before they stepped into the tower. Susannah was in the lead, a dagger held in each hand. In close quarters, they would be better than her bow. Thankfully, the only spiders they encountered were of the mundane variety although Jonathan did let out a comical shriek after running into the web of a simple orb-weaving spider. Naturally, they pretended not to notice although Susannah did take a second to move the spider to a safer spot.

Near the top of the broken tower, they found a series of controls. From their higher vantage point, they now had a better view of the swamp and the dam. The dam was part of a wall that cut across the entire swamp. There were pictographs accompanying the controls, along with writing that Jonathan was able to decipher.

“The reason nobody kept the Daleri alphabet,” Jonathan explained. “Is that it’s actually rather complicated.” He pointed to several characters. “It is technically a phonemic alphabet, which should be simple, except it can be extensively modified via accents and other markings, which can all change the sound and therefore the meaning quite drastically. In contrast, their number system was remarkably simple: ten numbers from zero to nine using a base ten system.”

Aria nodded at the controls. “At the moment, it seems as though the dam’s gates are closed, so it’s holding the water in this part of the swamp. If we open them, the water level here should lower as water flows out of the dam.”

“That’s right. Based on what I saw with my magic, we should uncover something in the swamp, but we’ll need to open both dams. I suspect we reached our dam first although we should contact them now to see how they’re going.”

Susannah frowned and leaned out the window.

“Is something wrong?” Jonathan asked.

“Company.” The huntress grinned. “Vultures, if you can believe it. They must be immune to the poisonous fog.”

Aria peeked out the window. The birds certainly didn’t seem troubled by the purplish haze. “They seem a bit bigger than regular vultures.”

“They are.” Susannah quickly tested the strength of the window and the frame above it before climbing out the window and then swinging herself up onto the edge of the tower’s battered roof. The central section was falling apart, but the edges, which had been reinforced, could still bear her weight. “Blue Scales, how do you feel about helping me fight giant vultures?”

The merman nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever fought a giant vulture before.” He smiled. “But I will have to attack from the window here. I doubt the frame can carry my weight as it does yours.”

“I think you’re right.” Susannah laughed as the vultures increased their speed and split up. “They’re smarter than they look. They must realise we’re going to defend ourselves.”

* * *

Roger had been attacked by a tree before – elves could be grumpy jerks, and tree-folk could be worse – but he’d never been attacked by a zombie tree. Honestly, he’d never heard of someone using necromancy on tree-folk before. How did that even work? Could a necromancer make a zombie rosebush?

“Don’t let it hit the boat!” he shouted. The boat was not going to survive a solid hit from a foe that large, and although raccoons could swim, the swamp was not the place to go paddling around.

His frantic pleas were for nought as the zombie tree-folk loomed over the boat. It had shrugged off a bolt of lightning and multiple blasts of molten ash. He didn’t know if it was because the swamp had empowered it or if it was because it was a zombie incapable of feeling pain, but any of those attacks would have been enough to drive a normal tree-folk back, or at least make it think twice about attacking. Instead, the zombie tree-folk ignored a spray of acid from Eileen and smashed the shapeshifter aside with a fist the size of the boat before striking the boat with that same fist.

“Jump!” Miles bellowed. “Abandon ship!” He and Eric had both landed solid hits, but the tree-folk had simply shrugged off their attacks despite the damage. The deep gouges they’d scored along its trunk had barely slowed it down at all.

Idly, Roger thought about the tree-folk’s shape. The tree-folk he’d encountered in the past had been oaks, pines, and other such trees. This tree-folk was an absolutely colossal mangrove that was over sixty feet tall. The jagged, pointy outlines it had granted it a truly menacing appearance although he had almost laughed when he saw a small crab skulking along its trunk before the crustacean had noticed the situation and fled for safer ground.

“Don’t just stand there!” Eric shouted as he grabbed Roger and leapt overboard. “Jump!”

The zombie’s fist pulverised their boat a moment later. Wood went flying every which way, and Roger vanished below the surface with Eric. He bit back a curse and clawed for the surface as he activated the magic on his robes. Ever since Mordrath, he’d worked on improving his robes. There was now magic on them to not only keep them dry but also to help him float if necessary. He rose toward the surface and spluttered. Raccoons tended to be decent swimmers, and he was no exception, but the waters of the swamp were thick and cloying, and he was not about to risk getting any of it in his eyes or mouth if he could avoid it. He breached the surface and scrambled on top of a broken piece of wood from the boat. The horrid swamp water sluiced off him, and his nose wrinkled in disgust. It was bad enough smelling it from the boat, but being covered in it was worse. When this was over, he’d use generic magic to get clean.

“Roger!” Miles had found an island of sorts to stand on. “Over here!”

Roger took a look at the tree-folk – it was still trying to bludgeon Eileen to death – and paddled for Miles. Eric, a stronger swimmer, was having no trouble moving about either. He climbed onto the island and returned to the fight. As strong as Eileen’s hydra form was, it was clear that the tree-folk had the edge, especially since it couldn’t feel pain. Thunderous blows cracked scales and pulverised flesh, and it wrestled Eileen back, ignoring the chunks of bark and wood that fell away due to her acid. With her regeneration being taxed, Eileen had to worry not only about retaliating but also maintaining her large form.

“We need to help her,” Miles said. “Can you create an earth golem?”

Roger nodded. That could work. It wouldn’t have the offensive firepower of an ash golem, but the tree-folk had already shrugged off his ash. It would also be sturdier, and they needed to take the pressure off Eileen.

Miles layered [Haste], [Strengthen], and [Fortify] onto himself before leaping into the fray. “Make it and wait for an opening. We’ll keep it occupied.”

Roger got to work and frowned. Where was Eric? He’d seen him a second ago. He received the answer when Eric emerged from the water with zombies clinging onto him. Of course, there would be zombies. They must have dragged Eric back into the water. It was mere luck that Roger had avoided them. The werewolf grabbed a zombie, snapped its head off, and then used his spear to push himself off an object buried in the water. He shot up into the air and twisted to land on a half-sunken tree.

“I’ll deal with the zombies. Finish what you’re doing.”

Roger first created a large earth golem and then a smaller golem to carry him around. As the big golem rumbled forward to seize the tree-folk’s arms, he ordered the smaller golem to circle around. Miles was busy hitting anything he could reach, and his fists and feet crushed wood with terrifying ease. But the tree-folk was not idle. It had begun to radiate more magic, and its wounds regenerated. Eileen used the opportunity to retreat and see to her own injuries. The earth golem took her place – only to have one of its arms ripped off and used as a club against it. Roger snarled and cut off the magic to the stolen arm, turning it back into dust.

Meanwhile, Eileen’s injuries were fading away. This was the best thing about her hydra form. As long as she could get room to heal, she could heal from nearly anything. Still, this tree-folk… Roger frowned. It should be dead. It had to be drawing power from somewhere else, and his mind drifted back to the message they’d received from Jonathan about the pillars. They’d tried to activate them, but nothing had happened.

Unless…

There was no reason that the two sets of pillars had to work in the exact same way. It could be that the pillars were already active and were empowering the tree-folk. He turned and fired a [Shattering Bolt] at the pillar closest to them. It exploded and then reformed. What? Oh. It was marked eleven. He threw his paws up in disgust. Jonathan and the others had activated theirs in a specific order. Did they need to destroy theirs in a specific order?

He shouted his plan to Eileen, glad that she could understand him.

What about the others?

Eric had dealt with the zombies for now, so he was fighting alongside the one-armed earth golem and Miles against the tree-folk. The werewolf had abandoned his human form, giving his spear to Miles, in favour of his werewolf form. He no longer had the extra reach, but he could rip and claw – and regenerate extremely rapidly.

“We’ll have to be quick.” Roger paused. “The pillars aren’t that spread out. They’re all reasonably close to this area.” It had been an oddity he hadn’t considered too deeply, but if the tree-folk was the guardian of this place, then it made sense. Transmitting magic got tougher with distance.

Eileen nodded grimly. She called for her summons, and a swarm of insects enveloped the tree-folk as a large arachnid emerged to spew web at it. Roger shuddered. He wasn’t a fan of spiders, but he’d make an exception since it was on their side.

We’ve got a plan. A shadow imp held up a sign for Eric and Miles as additional shadow imps emerged with weapons. They were eager to fight, but this wasn’t a battle where their usual methods would work although they could serve as distractions. Keep it occupied.

Eric snarled, and it needed no translation. It wasn’t as if they had a choice.

Eileen switched to her crocodilian form – it was faster through the water – and Roger abandoned his smaller earth golem and sent it into battle. She sped through the water with him on her back, and the moment they were in range, he blasted the pillar marked number two. This time, it stayed broken.

“Yes!” Roger cried. “It’s working.”

They took out the third, fifth, seven, and eleventh pillars. By the time they were done, the tree-folk was far worse for wear. It was no longer regenerating, and it seemed significantly slower and weaker than before. Thankfully, Miles hadn’t taken any major damage – nothing a potion couldn’t fix – and Eric had regenerated from whatever wounds he took. The giant spider creature finally managed to tie the tree-folk down, and Roger shouted for them to get clear. He hurled a [Blasting Bolt] into the deep gouges that Eric had ripped into its trunk. It blew the tree-folk wide open, and Eileen stomped forward in her hydra form. She spewed acid all over it, and Roger breathed a sigh of relief as it sank beneath the water.

Eric remained in his werewolf form, and Roger once again wondered what sort of life Miles must have lived to have attained his skills. The warrior monks of his people would have loved to face him.

“I can make a raft.” Roger used a Word to create a pumice raft, and they salvaged rope from the wreckage to tie it to Eileen. It wasn’t comfortable, but they were able to keep going as she rumbled her way through the swamp. Thankfully, they did not have far to go.

The dam was overgrown in much the same way as the rest of the swamp. However, he could tell that beneath the grime and debris, the structure was still sound. The quiet currents of magic that flowed through it were smooth and uninterrupted. This was a building that had been made to last. They left the raft by the rotting pier and made their way inside with Eileen in her bear form. Roger used generic magic to clean them off, and Eric switched back to his human form. If they had to press switches or pull levers, it would be easier for him in his human form.

“Of course, there are critters here,” Eric drawled.

“Indeed.” Miles dodged a lunge from what Roger suspected might have once been a wolf before kicking it away with brutal force. The blow pulped its chest, and Miles dropped a handful of its fellows with precise blows.

Roger used his magic to blast away a clump of creatures. They resembled animals, but similar to the tree-folk, they were zombies that had been twisted by the swamp. They burned easily, which was a relief, but like any decent war wizard, he remained alert. This whole place felt slimy. He really hoped it hadn’t always been this way. Otherwise, the Daleri were crazy to live here. Give him a nice forest or a bustling city any day.

They made their way deeper into the facility, and Roger frowned. There were books scattered on the ground. The majority were too badly damaged to serve as anything except fuel for a fire, but he asked Eileen’s shadow imps to store the books that could be saved. He knew Jonathan would be interested in them, and perhaps he could learn from them too although he would have to wait for the vampire to translate them.

Their final foe was a large spider that had claimed the tower for itself. It appeared to be offended at the mere sight of the spider they had, but a spear to the brain and a bit of magic took care of it. Just to be sure there weren’t any other nasties around, they burned its web and had Eileen’s spider scout for trouble before she dismissed it and they climbed up into the tower where they contacted Jonathan and the others.

“We need to open the dams,” Jonathan explained. He sounded fine, to Roger’s relief, which meant things must have gone well for them. “It will bring the water level down and reveal something hidden by the swamp. Let us know once you’ve figured out the controls, and we’ll open them together. I can tell you about the controls on our side although I don’t know if they’ll be the same as the controls on your side.”

It didn’t take them long to understand the controls. With the pictograms and Jonathan’s advice, they soon understood what they needed to do. When they opened the dams, water rushed to fill the area beyond the wall, and the water level in their part of the swamp began to drop. Between the two dams, clearly visible from the tower, was a complex of buildings. It must have been buried in the swamp. Unlike the dams, which were built in a series of concentric shapes, the new place was built in a giant spiral.

“I’m glad we didn’t have to reach that by diving,” Eric said. “Because that would have been awful.”

Roger nodded in agreement. Even after using generic magic, he still didn’t feel entirely clean. Hopefully, whatever they encountered next would be less awful.

* * *

The group reunited in the middle of the newly revealed complex of buildings in a large courtyard with yet another spiral shape in place. It was made of polished stones that had somehow remained pristine despite their time beneath the swamp’s waters. Jonathan sighed. This undoubtedly meant that magic was involved.

“Hmm…” Susannah moved back and forth on one of the stones. “These aren’t completely locked in place. I think they’re switches, and there’s definitely magic in them.”

Roger signed a suggestion.

Jonathan squinted at the stones and used [Discern Magic]. “Yes, you’re right. The stones are all connected to each other and to a larger magical formation that connects to the swamp itself. And the way they respond…” He shifted back and forth on a stone. “They’re definitely switches.”

“Should we try prime numbers again?” Aria asked. “Although… where do we start counting from? The inside or the outside of the spiral?”

“You know,” Eric said. “I get that they worshipped numbers and everything, but it’s not the securest method around, is it? Look at what we’ve been able to accomplish.”

“If they wish to make our lives easier, let us not complain.” Blue Scales replied. “And imagine trying to do what we have done while under attack from the Daleri themselves instead of swamp creatures.”

“Good point.”

They tried going from the outside to the inside and then the reverse, but nothing happened. Although mathematics was not his major interest – history and archaeology were – Jonathan had proven to be rather decent at it. There was also a certain beauty to mathematical theory, a pureness to it that was not present in day-to-day living. He frowned and rubbed his chin. Spirals… he doubted the shape was a coincidence. He thought back to the books on number theory he had devoured as a younger vampire, and his mind drifted to the observations made by modern theoreticians with regards to mathematical aesthetics. It was the closest he could think of to the mindset of the Daleri.

“There is another sequence we can try,” Jonathan said. “If we assume the central stone is zero since it’s different from all of the others, then it’s like this. You start from zero and one and then get to the next number by adding the two before it. This particular sequence has implications for aesthetics and was often depicted in the form of a spiral.”

“You know, you’re pretty good with numbers,” Eric said.

“Alas, it’s not the same as taxes. To be honest, a lot of what I’ve mentioned I know from a historical context, rather than a mathematical context. Deriving it from first principles would not be easy.”

It took them a while, but by following his instructions and stepping on the stones in the required sequence, they were able to get the formation to activate. Thankfully, it was not another enemy. Instead, a door appeared, along with four chests. They went through the chests carefully, mindful of what had happened the last time. Jonathan half-expected the dragon to pop out and issue another challenge. However, that didn’t happen, and they found several useful items in the chests. Eric drew their attention to a dagger, which he held up in awe despite its plain appearance.

“I know this weapon… or at least, I’ve heard about it and seen drawings. I have no idea how it ended up here. It belonged to Alaric the Great Silver before it was lost in battle. It’s called Rotting Fang.”

The Blood Emperor smirked. That dagger was awful to deal with until I broke it. It’s a shame. I would have preferred to keep it.

“What does it do?” Jonathan asked.

“The wounds it leaves are said to rot and corrupt and to be slow to heal, if they ever do. Someone used it against him once. It impressed him, so he kept it.” Eric chuckled. “The Blood Emperor broke it, or so the stories say.”

A chortle came from the communication stone, and Jonathan hurried to activate it. It was Aeonwing.

“Oh. Hi.” Jonathan paused. “Please, tell me I don’t have to fight anyone.”

The dragon sighed. “My cousin has always been a bit bloodthirsty. I leave to get dinner, and he goes off and throws some skeleton at you. Don’t worry. You’ve done admirably. In fact, you lot have set a new record for how quickly you got past this area. The other group spent a week tromping around trying to work out what to do.”

“Oh.” Jonathan paused. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it?” Was the labyrinth about to get harder?

“Not at all. My grandsire has been most impressed.” The dragon smiled warmly. “He is a firm believer that comrades who are friends and who care for each other live longer and do better than those who are simply in it for money. I believe that is why he will be happy to grant the request of the vampire you’re chasing if he does make it to the end of the labyrinth.”

“Is there any chance that we can trade this dagger in for something else?” Eric asked.

“But didn’t you say the dagger was great?” Jonathan said.

“It is. But Alaric didn’t want anyone else using it against him. He had magic woven into it that prevented anyone except him or his children from using it. If this is somehow the real thing or a reproduction of it, then it should have those enchantments on it.” Eric picked up the dagger and waved it around. “See? In my hands, it’s just a really sharp piece of metal. I might be part of a clan that he rules, but we’re not related by blood.”

Aeonwing tilted his head to the side. “But there is someone in your group who can use it.”

Eric raised an eyebrow. “Really?” He glanced at Miles. “I don’t suppose…?” The old man shook his head, and his gaze shifted to Aria. “Surely not…”

Susannah laughed nervously and scratched the back of her head. “Mind tossing me the dagger?”

Eric stared and then tossed her the dagger. She caught it easily, and they all felt the magic within it respond. Its previously plain appearance gave way to a dagger that was reserved yet undeniably well crafted. It radiated a subtle menace, and symbols on the blade lit up before fading.

“Are you serious?” Eric blurted. “You’re a huntress! How are you related to Alaric?”

Susannah shrugged. “He’s my great-great-grandfather although I just call him grandpa since that takes too long to say.”

“…” Eric blinked owlishly. “Shouldn’t your great-great-grandmother have tried to kill him?”

“Oh, she did at first, but it turned out that they got along a lot better than she expected, and, well, here I am.” Susannah shrugged. “Heck, she’d probably have left the clan to be with him if it wouldn’t have started an actual war. She visited him regularly until she got sick.” Her expression turned sad. “But he spent the last year of her life with her, so Granny Clarissa was really happy at the end.”

Eric covered his face with his hands. “No wonder Ulric laughed when he saw you. You’re the person he’s been looking for.” He straightened and chuckled. “We’ll talk about this once we get out of here. I have got to hear the full story.” He nodded at the door. “We might as well head through now. It’s not as though waiting any longer will help us.”

Aeonwing smiled as the group prepared to enter the door. He waited until they were passing through before waving jauntily. “Oh, and try not to fall off the ship. It’s a long way down.”

“What?” Jonathan gasped. “The ship?”

* * *

“Are you the reinforcements?”

Jonathan groaned and looked up at the towering figure of a burly, broad-shouldered man in armour that was covered in strange, glowing symbols that radiated magical power. There was a golden sash tied around his waist and a band of similar cloth around his right upper arm. “Huh?”

“Are you the reinforcements?” The man reached down and hauled him to his feet with ease. “Come on, man, get your wits about you. Are you the reinforcements we’ve been waiting for? We need every soldier we can get for this.”

“Uh….” Jonathan glanced around. The others were picking themselves up off what appeared to be the deck of a ship. He decided to take a chance. “Uh… yes?” Just go with the flow, he thought. They weren’t trying to kill him, so that was a good start although this was the first time that they’d encountered anyone else in this labyrinth who seemed so… alive. Then again, if his theory was correct, then this person had not only been alive at some point but he had also been someone that the dragon had personally encountered. What he was talking to now was akin to an echo created from Riftwing’s memories by his magic.

“Excellent.” The man turned on his heel and gestured for Jonathan and the others to follow him. “Those bastards have been besieging the city for weeks now. I would have launched an attack on them earlier myself, but I wasn’t keen on committing suicide. It’s taken us longer than I would have liked to break past their outer lines, but we’re finally in a position to relieve the defenders. Unfortunately, they’ve still got enough forces around the city to hold us at bay. If the reports are to be believed, they’ve managed to secure a few footholds in the city, and there’s fighting in the streets just about everywhere else. In short, we’re not out of time, but we’re cutting it close.” He spat. “They’ve not taken the palace yet, so there’s still hope, but we can’t wait any longer. We’ll have to break through them and fight our way street by street. The Azure Lunar Guard tried to break through several days ago, but they were able to hold them off. However, we’ve got reinforcements, and they’re starting to look tired.”

Jonathan blanched. What had they walked into? “Oh.”

The man grinned and clapped him over the back before donning a helmet. His impressive moustache was hidden from the world although his green eyes blazed with determination. “Relax. We’ve got reinforcements now, and the Lunar Guard bloodied their noses before being forced back. Of course, we’ll be right at the front today, so that means greater danger – but it also means more chances to kill those bastards. No need to share the glory around. Besides, this isn’t a suicide mission. I’d not lead my ship and my crew to their deaths if I could avoid it.”

“I… I see.” Jonathan tried to put a smile on his face. “That sounds… great.”

“That’s the spirit, lad. Get ready. We’ll be attacking soon.”

As the captain strode off, Aria hurried over to him.

“Do you know where we are?” she asked.

“We appear to be on a ship,” Jonathan said. “And there are a lot of people here.” He took a deep breath and glanced upward. The moon was shining, so he didn’t have to worry about the sun for the time being. He frowned. There had been something bothering him, and he’d only just put his finger on it. The whole time the man had been talking, Jonathan had been able to understand him, but the movements of his mouth hadn’t lined up with the words. It was as if a translation spell of some kind had been at work, which was odd because Jonathan was conversant in all the common languages. Combined with the unfamiliar magic he could sense around them and the fact that he couldn’t remember anything like this from his research… and the second, third, and fourth moons that had emerged from behind some clouds, and the conclusion was obvious. “I don’t think we’re on our world anymore. Moreover, the fact that nobody seems to think we’re out of place suggests that Riftwing can do more than recreate memories. He can substantially alter them too, to a degree we didn’t see in the other places.”

Aria followed his gaze to the sky. The largest moon was silver, but the three other moons were blue, red, and green. “What an insane level of power.”

Eric walked over and tapped them on the shoulder. He seemed to be bursting with vitality, and his gaze flicked up to the three extra moons. He smiled, and his teeth were longer than they should be. “I’m not going to complain about a world with four moons, but you might want to see this. We could have a problem.”

“A problem?” Aria asked. “What kind of problem.”

Eric led them to the railing around the deck of the ship. “Look down. And remember what the dragon said.”

“Look down? Why would that… oh. Oh dear.” Jonathan reeled back as his mind finally put the pieces together. They were on a ship, but many of the clouds seemed to be level with them, not high above them. Moreover, he couldn’t hear any waves lapping against the hull, nor could he feel the vague, unwelcome sensation of being near living water. Instead, he could hear and feel the wind whipping past. He stumbled back to the railing to confirm what he’d glimpsed and then staggered away again. He hadn’t imagined it.

They were indeed on a ship – but not the kind that sailed on water. No. This ship was sailing through the sky, along with dozens of others. Eric smiled wanly, and the others all joined Jonathan at the railing. The only two who weren’t worried were Blue Scales and Susannah.

“I have never been on a flying ship before.” The merman smiled. “To think I would live to see such a thing. I have flown before, true, but never this high.” He sounded almost giddy. “We are so high that I can no longer see the ground below us.”

“I wonder if we can work out how it operates.” Susannah smirked. “I bet the clan would go crazy if I came back with a flying ship.” She snickered. “Granny-Aunt Evonne would definitely try to stab me.”

Eileen held up a sign. She was back in her usual bear form although Jonathan was sure she’d switch to her great eagle form soon. I don’t want to alarm anyone, but how are we going to fight if we’re in the sky. Normally, ships would exchange attacks and then close in for boarding, but…

Jonathan gulped. “Boarding?” The thought of leaping over water was worrying, but leaping from one ship to another when they were in the sky? He wasn’t an ancient vampire. He couldn’t fly, and he doubted he’d survive a fall from this height. In his mind, both the Blood Emperor and the dwarf king were intent on trying to understand how the ships flew. The military applications of flying ships were obvious.

“All right, you lot. That’s enough gawking! Prepare for combat!” Another crewman walked around the deck, motioning for everyone to pay attention. Jonathan assumed he was the first mate or another officer. “We’re closing in. Those sons of bitches are already waiting for us, so we can’t take them by surprise. I need all of you to get into your positions now. I don’t want anyone falling out of the damn sky because they were lollygagging.”

Jonathan followed the officer’s gaze. Ahead of them was a floating city. Even at a distance, it was an impressive sight. It sat on a vast island that simply hung in the sky as though the gods themselves had put it there. Graceful spires and towers dominated its skyline, and grand arches and slender bridges spanned the gaps between buildings. For a city that had been besieged, it was in excellent shape. Of course, if it held great significance to both its attackers and defenders, then it was possible that neither side could risk damaging it too badly. The white stone used in the buildings gleamed in the silver light of the largest moon, and Jonathan had to swallow a sigh. If only he could explore it. Who knew what knowledge he could learn? However, his attention was soon drawn to the ships that stood in their path. The largest of them were three-decked monstrosities with scores of flaps built into their sides. If each of those hid a cannon – mundane or magical – then they were about to be in a lot of trouble.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Jonathan asked. “But how is this going to work exactly?” He wasn’t the wisest strategist around although he was well read, as of late, but flying straight into the teeth of an enemy formation that appeared to be waiting for them did not seem like a great idea. It would also drastically reduce his odds of survival. He knew enough about what concentrated projectile fire could do to know that if the magic these people wielded for battle was as potent as the power that kept them aloft, they were in an awful lot of trouble.

The first mate laughed. “Nervous, lad? Well, you can relax. The captain has done this plenty of times, and so have we. It’s simple. They’re going to try to blow us out of the sky, and we’re going to try to return the favour while advancing. Four Moons willing, we’ll be able to get near enough for close combat and boarding. They’ve got more battleships than we do, so trying to fight at range forever is a death sentence. There’s more to the plan than that, of course, but we don’t need to know. All we need to worry about is doing our part. We all have a role to play, and if we each play ours, it should go well for us.”

“I see.” Their plan did not make Jonathan happy. Judging from the expressions of the others, they weren’t happy about it either. He didn’t know if a werewolf could survive a fall from this height, but based on the wary expression that had overtaken Eric’s face, the answer was probably no.

“Besides, we’ve got a special mission.” The man pointed at a ship. “See that? That’s the Fire of the Sun. She’s the greatest battleship to ever sail the skies. Not three – but four – decks of firepower, meaning she’s got two hundred or so guns at her disposal. There’s not a ship in the sky that can take her at a distance, and you’re in trouble if you try to close in because she’ll shred you as you advance. We’ll be part of the attack on her.”

“What?” Jonathan yelped. “Why?”

“Because someone has to deal with her, and the captain has a plan.”

“Might we know what that plan is?” Eric drawled. “Because from where I’m standing, that ship looks close to invincible.” His lips curled. “She’d give a dragon a run for its money and then some.”

“She has,” the man replied. Jonathan blanched. The Fire was six hundred feet long, a gigantic bulwark of armour and weaponry that screamed horrible death at anything that tried to pick a fight with it.

“This ship of ours might not be able to match her firepower – nobody can – but we’re quicker than she is, more agile too, and our shields are stronger than a ship our size’s should be. We’re also not going to be fighting her alone. If we can get close enough to board her – and that’ll cost us plenty – then we’ve got a fighting chance.” He grinned. “We’re a tough lot of bastards. If we can get on a ship, we can take it. At the very least, we can keep her occupied. Those shields of hers are strong, aye, but they’re calibrated to stop magic and other projectiles, not boarders and ramming.”

“You want to ram her?” Eric asked. He shook his head. “This ship wouldn’t survive it.”

“We’d get her attention,” the first mate said. “And as much as I love the old lady, there are few better ways to go than that.”

“Let me get this straight,” Susannah said. “Our plan is to charge her full speed, relying on our shields and speed and the presence of other targets to carry the day.” She laughed and scratched Roger behind the ears. From his expression, he was not fond of the plan. “That’s absolutely crazy. I love it. Wait until I tell everyone back home about this.”

The raccoon muttered something about it being better if they could tell everyone about how easily they’d won without going on a suicide mission.

“Anyway, stay sharp. We’ll be entering firing range soon. If any of you have defensive abilities, we need you to help out. Every bit matters. We’re not the only ship that’ll be trying to close in. If even one of us can make it, it could turn the tide of battle.”

“All crew!” the captain bellowed from the quarterdeck. “Prepare for battle! Two minutes until we’re in firing range! Full speed ahead! All mages make ready! Shields full forward! Give it everything you’ve got!”

“Damn.” Eric tightened his hold on his spear. “We’re actually doing this.” He pointed. “Let’s go over there. We might as well enjoy the view if we’re going to head toward probable death.”

“Agreed.” Aria nodded firmly. “I can help with the defence. Susannah, Roger, and Blue Scales can too. Their plan isn’t necessarily great, but I’m sure they’ve been doing this for a long time. It might be the best chance they’ve got. If you know you’re definitely dead at long range, then risking probable death for a boarding action makes sense. After all, probable death is better than certain death.” She frowned, and Jonathan felt a Word settle onto her. It was something to enhance her senses and vision. It had come from Eric. “If Jonathan is right, then although our opponents are humans of a sort, we don’t know what abilities they have. Their magic is clearly different from ours. I haven’t sensed a single Word from them yet.”

“Neither have I.” Jonathan gulped. “And now… it’s starting.”

As their ship and those alongside it advanced, all of them flying the same flag – a circle of four stars set above a golden crown – the enemy began to turn, showing their sides fully. Some of their own ships mirrored the gesture, but the smaller and faster vessels – likely with less range – continued to proceed forward. The flaps along the ships opened to reveal two types of cannons. The first type was clearly magical in nature whilst the second type, or so the dwarf king told him, was mundane, similar to devices he had glimpsed amongst the dwarves of the present day during his travels in his spirit form. Jonathan could only assume it used an explosion to fire projectiles.

There was a dull thump, and lights flared to life across the enemy ships, accompanied by puffs of smoke and rolling thunder that swept over the battlefield.

The captain laughed. “All hands!” he bellowed, an expression between joy and relief on his face. “Brace for impact!”

There was a brilliant storm of radiance, and the ship beside them ceased to exist. Jonathan blinked. That burst of light must have been its magical defences. The illumination hung in the air, reminiscent of bits of shattered glass, before vanishing as the wreckage of the ship plummeted out of the sky. Another ship began to list badly to the side, its defences cracking into motes of starlight before metal spheres ripped holes into it. Wood snapped and metal bent, and the ship’s list turned into a downward spiral. Their own ship shuddered, and an intricate barrier sprang to life around them. It must be the ship’s shield. A low hum that Jonathan had only been tangentially aware of grew into a shout. It came from deep within the ship, from its very heart. Attacks hammered away at them, and parts of the barrier began to crack or flake away.

Aria gestured sharply, and a [Radiant Barrier] appeared to reinforce the faltering bulwark. There were cries of appreciation from the crew, and Susannah drew her bow and began to fire arrows. It took Jonathan a second to understand what he was seeing. She was hitting the metal spheres with arrows before they could strike the ship, and with [Shatter] on her arrows, even a glancing hit was enough to destroy them. It was an utterly absurd display of skill, and Blue Scales and Roger soon added their own attacks, bolts of lightning and explosive force crackling out to intercept the incoming projectiles. Around them, their allied ships were returning fire in earnest, finally close enough to have some hope of connecting. Yet their own ship continued its reckless advance, concerned only with closing the distance.

Several ships on their own side came apart, torn to pieces by a combination of mundane and magical weaponry. Even over the howl of the wind and the shrieking of the ship’s heart, the roar of the exchange was deafening. It was like being caught in between two powerful storms, each seeking to outdo the other in destructive power. However, their quarry remained undaunted, its barrier seemingly impervious to the deluge of firepower raining down on it. Attack after attack thundered into them, and the ship’s navigator could no longer afford to keep a straight course. Instead, he bobbed and weaved as best he could, moving out of the lines of fire in a display of absolute mastery of his craft. Nevertheless, their barrier continued to fragment, and it eventually failed despite the stalwart efforts of the crew. A stray blast sheared the top off the main mast, and another tore a huge gash in the hull. Yet the ship continued its advance, seemingly driven forward by nothing more than the sheer determination of the crew and their captain.

“What’s this ship called?” Jonathan asked over the din. Crewmen were running around frantically, somehow keeping their footing as they scrambled to throw up defences and repair damage amidst the navigator’s increasingly frantic evasion attempts.

One of the nearby crewmen laughed. “The captain named her Dauntless since he doesn’t believe in taking a backward step when the chips are down. She’s living up to her name, isn’t she?”

Aria wasn’t the only person using magic to try to fix the ship. But what caught Jonathan’s eye was the difference in the magic the others used. The crew wasn’t using Words. It was closer to the generic magic that anyone in their world could learn with sufficient time and practice. He caught Roger staring as well, and he knew the raccoon would try to reverse engineer what he saw today.

Against all odds, battered but unbroken, the Dauntless closed the gap.

“Prepare to board them!” the captain boomed. “We’re going to ram the bastards! We’re barely sky-worthy as it is, so we can either take the Fire or die trying!” He patted the railing beside him fondly. “The Dauntless has been with me thirty years, lads. She’s never failed me before. If she’s going to go down, then let her go down as the ship that finally delivered defeat to the Fire!” He thrust his arm out. “Death or glory, lads! For the four kingdoms and the crown that binds them! For the open skies and the boundless seas! For the horizon we’ll never reach, and the journey we take to get there!”

Raucous cheers greeted the captain’s words.

Jonathan’s inhumanly keen vision could make out the disbelief on the faces of the Fire’s crew. They must not have believed that anyone would be both crazy enough to charge them but also capable of actually pulling it off.

“All hands!” The captain drew a sword and a handheld firearm that vaguely resembled a smaller and more compact version of the weapons he’d seen certain dwarves use. “Prepare for combat and brace for impact! Today, the skies belong to us!”

The Dauntless struck the Fire, and the smaller ship came apart at the seams. The prow shattered like kindling, and the decks buckled. Jonathan could have sworn he saw tears in the captain’s eyes as the ship began to list badly to the left, wounded to her death. But she’d made it. She was locked against the Fire, pushing forward despite the damage as great chunks of her fell out of the sky.

“Forward!” the captain bellowed, bounding across the deck and then leaping onto the Fire. “Forward! Until death takes us or we have victory! Forward! Let’s kill these sons of bitches!”

The crew howled and hurried after him. Some were cursing wildly whilst others offered prayers to gods that Jonathan did not know. Still others had begun to sing, a wild, cheerful tune that carried easily over the raucous mayhem of battle.

“Now, this bit I can handle.” Eric squeezed Jonathan’s shoulder. “Time to get to work.”

Jonathan rushed onto the Fire. Eileen was in front of him in her bear form, but he could see the gleam of scales beneath her fur. She barrelled through a cluster of enemy troops, and Blue Scales was right behind her. The clouds nearby thinned as the merman drew the water out of them and blasted people aside. There was no need to kill them with the force of the impact – simply sending them overboard ought to be deadly. They must not have been familiar with mermen either since several of their opponents stopped and stared before being introduced to the business end of his trident. A few fired those strange firearms, but Blue Scales was too fast for them to aim cleanly. A lucky shot managed to clip him in the shoulder, but the projectile bounced off his scales. Interesting. Then again, those scales could withstand the rigours of the Deep, and Blue Scales had magic upon him to enhance his durability.

“Stay close, sir.” Miles’s eyes had narrowed, and a serious air had fallen over him. There was little he could do to help when the ships were firing upon one another, but in the rough and tumble of a melee, there was plenty of work for him.

The two of them rushed across the deck of the Fire. The butler immediately sent a man flying with a kick that tossed him over the railing, and Jonathan’s sword sheared through the armour of his own opponent. His eyes widened. Even with his vampiric strength that shouldn’t have happened. Clearly, the armour his foes wore was not suited to melee combat, perhaps due to the abundance of ranged weaponry their ship possessed. Or perhaps it was because so many of his recent opponents had used magic to enhance their defences, which his opponent had not.

A wave of molten ash carved a swathe through the fray, and it was followed by a bolt of lightning that leapt from man to man as Roger cleared some space and then hopped onto a crate to get a better view of the battlefield. Jonathan bit back a smile. It was easy to forget the war wizard’s size when he was blasting away. It must be hard for him to see over everyone. Susannah was there beside him, idly picking off people with her bow and using a dagger against anyone who happened to get any closer. She ‘borrowed’ a sword and began to make short work of anyone she encountered, her exquisite swordplay allowing her to fight without relying on her magic.

Aria had picked a position nearby, content to focus on defence as their apparent allies and enemies formed into rough lines and began to fire on each other with those weapons of theirs. Jonathan was pleased to note that her magic was able to bear the brunt of the enemy attack without incident, allowing them to seize the advantage as they charged forward into melee range. The majority of the crewmen had swords or daggers but others had attached odd knives to their firearms.

“Forward!” the captain bellowed. “These bastards didn’t think we’d get close enough to give them a real fight, but we’ve got them on the run!” He cut a man down and then bashed another over the head with the pommel of his sword. “We’ve got them by the balls now! You know what that means?”

“Time to squeeze!” the crew bellowed back as laughter drifted over the deck. It was led by a woman who gave the captain a smirk and a wink before tossing him a cutlass she’d taken from a downed opponent. The captain now had a melee weapon in both hands, and he fought with vigorous aplomb.

I like them. The Blood Emperor’s grin was savage. I can’t say it’s the most tactical fight I’ve ever seen, but they’re brave – not an ounce of quit in them. They might not have the numbers, but they’ve got the initiative, and I don’t think our opponents were mentally prepared for fighting of this kind. They must have assumed we’d die long before reaching them.

I’m more interested in the weaponry. The dwarf king’s eyes gleamed. We dwarves have dabbled in firearms of a sort since our ancient days. Magic is still better, but if we could build weapons this reliable on a large scale, then it would definitely help. Perhaps we can make off with a firearm to study although who knows if the dragon would allow us to leave with it. I’m inclined to believe he wouldn’t. Otherwise, any dwarf who saw this would have tried to replicate it.

“We’ll see.” Jonathan was sure that better firearms would have a host of far-ranging implications both on and off the battlefield, but from what he’d seen, war wizards weren’t going anywhere. Roger had surrounded himself with a swirling cloud of ash that protected him from projectile attacks. The ash would periodically surge forward, swamping his attackers and controlling huge chunks of the battlefield. But Jonathan could see how firearms might be used. Massed ranks of infantry firing thousands of those firearms at a time would rip through approaching infantry and cavalry. However, people with magic similar to Aria could defend against that, so battles might actually come to rely even more on powerful magic users than they already did. After all, Roger could, if properly protected, easily reduce such formations to mountains of corpses with his magic.

“I’m curious about the flying ships,” Jonathan said. The thought of all the places he could see was tantalising. He’d finally be able to visit the ruins he’d read so much about, but now was not the time to linger on pleasant thoughts of the future. Otherwise, he’d get killed in the present.

“Damn it!” The captain pointed. Jonathan noticed a mechanical parrot had come to settle on his shoulder. The bird seemed to be calling out warnings and communicating messages from the rest of the fleet. “Reinforcements – and not for us.” He gestured. “Go overboard. Don’t let them intervene.”

“Overboard?” Jonathan watched in disbelief as members of the crew began to leap over the side of the deck. He rushed over and breathed a sigh of relief as symbols woven into their clothing or branded onto their armour flared to life. It didn’t allow them to fly, but it did allow them to glide and control their descent, so they were able to land on the deck of another ship flying enemy colours.

“What are you waiting for, lad?” The captain stabbed his opponent and then kicked another between the legs before turning to stand back-to-back with the woman from before. The wild melee swirled around them, and there was a flash of embers as Roger attacked once again, filling a stairwell with fire. “Get moving!”

“But –”

Jonathan screamed as a crewmen grabbed him and leapt overboard.

“No lollygagging… wait!” The crewman gasped as he noticed the lack of glowing symbols on Jonathan’s armour. “Where’s your gliding magic?”

“I was about to tell you that I don’t have any,” Jonathan said as he contemplated whether he would die from the fall or if his terror would kill him before he hit the ground.

“Well… damn.”

Thankfully, Eileen chose that moment to swoop past with Aria, Miles, and Roger on her back. She grabbed him in the claws of her great eagle form and continued her descent. Meanwhile, Eric, Susannah, and Blue Scales raced past.

“Isn’t this fall a bit big?”

Aria laughed. “With their durability and their Words, they can handle it although I do think Susannah and Eric will do so with more grace than Blue Scales.” She paused. “This isn’t the first time Blue Scales has done this. A merman with Words associated with storms is uniquely suited to surviving large falls.”

She was right.

Susannah and Eric both landed smoothly on the deck, rolling to take the force out of the impact and coming up swinging, Eric with his spear and Susannah with her borrowed sword. Blue Scales, however, crashed through the deck, leaving a hole, before hauling himself out with a grimace.

“The winds broke my fall… but I still broke the deck. No matter. It’s an enemy ship.”

“It’s fine.” Susannah dodged a spear, cut her opponent down and then flicked the spear up into her other hand with her foot. She launched the weapon through two people with an almost careless throw. “Time to get to work.”

Jonathan braced himself as Eileen landed on the deck. Her winged form gave way to her bear form, and Jonathan waded into the battle alongside the others. Miles was next to him, and the pair of them fought their way toward the quarterdeck. Aria and Eileen stayed with Roger, fighting to keep the enemy crew from intervening as he attacked anything that appeared threatening. Above them, a ship began to break apart and fall, and Jonathan rushed after Miles as bits of it rained down on them.

“Roger!” Aria barked. “Above us!”

The raccoon jerked at the sound of her warning. His eyes widened in alarm, and he pointed with both claws. [Shattering Pulse] struck the closest piece of debris and then jumped to the next and the next and the next, reducing the rubble to smaller pieces that only dented or ripped holes in the deck, as opposed to tearing their way through the whole ship.

“Hah!” the crewman next to Jonathan crowed at the display. “Where’d you get the raccoon? I want a hundred of him.”

“It’s a long story,” Jonathan replied.

After ten minutes of intense fighting – and no shortage of explosions and falling debris – they managed to seize control of the ship.

“Not bad, you lot. I knew the captain was right to bring you aboard.” It was the crewman from before. “Sure, it cost him a pretty penny, but you get what you pay for.”

“What’s next?” Jonathan asked. The battle was still raging around them, but now that the Fire was no longer attacking – they must have either taken over it or disabled it – the tide had turned in their favour.

The crewman signalled for a navigator as the others hurried to change the flag flying from the main mast. It wouldn’t do to be shot down by their own allies. “We’ve managed to break through. They’ll regroup, so we need to get as many people into the city now as we can. It’s called the Sacred City for a reason, so we can’t risk using any of the heavy weapons trying to retake it. The captain – not to mention every free citizen from here to the Far Shore – would strangle us. We’re going to have to fight street by street.” He grimaced. “I’ve always hated that. It’s messy business.”

Their ship turned, and the hull groaned beneath them as it accelerated toward the city. To his dismay, lights flashed along the walls.

“Damn it.” The crewman scowled and then raised his voice. “All mages forward! They have weapons on the walls!” He turned and grabbed another crewman. “Have you got the barrier spun up yet? I can’t hear a damn thing from it!”

He shook his head. “Those cowards blew the core when they realised that they were losing. We can load in the spare they’ve got – they didn’t have time to sabotage it or throw it overboard – but it’ll take time.”

“Get to it then!” The crewman nodded at Jonathan, his expression grim. “Better brace yourself, lad. This could get tricky.”

“And by tricky?”

“We could get blown out of the sky.” He laughed. “But, hey, we can always glide to another ship if necessary.” His lips twitched. “Oh, that’s right. You haven’t got gliding magic. You’d best hope we make it then.”

“Wonderful…”

The next several minutes were amongst the most stressful of Jonathan’s life. The air was filled with wild cursing, magic, explosions, and only the gods knew what else. Thanks to the frantic efforts of their mages, they managed to reach the city although the ship was definitely limping when it got there. The order was given to disembark and enter the city, and although Jonathan wasn’t looking forward to more fighting, he almost kissed the ground when his feet touched the pavement.

Finally! The sky was all well and good for these people, but he’d rather deal with people trying to murder him on solid ground – or what passed for it – than up in the sky. At least here, he didn’t have to worry about plummeting to his death although… what would he do if the floating island began to fall?

As the others landed next to him, he used [Scry].

“I’ve noticed there don’t seem to be any other vampires here. Hopefully, that means if my magic finds another vampire, it’s Gaius.”

Aria nodded. “Good idea.”

“What are you standing around for?” the crewman from before shouted. “Get a move on! If you see anyone wearing mostly green or red, kill them! They’ll definitely try to kill you.” And then he was off, running down the street with a cutlass in one hand and a firearm in the other. All around them the city was filled with the sounds of battle whilst behind them, the aerial struggle continued. The Fire still wasn’t shooting at anyone, so they must not have seized complete control of the ship yet.

“Which way?” Aria asked.

Jonathan winced as Susannah turned and launched an arrow. It struck someone on a nearby roof, and they toppled to the ground. She picked up the firearm he dropped before examining it closely. The huntress tilted her head to the side and then raised the weapon to shoot someone else off another roof. “Handy, but the firing rate could be better, and it would be slower to reload than a bow. The range is worse too, but I can see why people like it. It’s similar to a crossbow. You don’t need to spend your whole life learning how to use it.”

“This way.” Jonathan’s magic had finished its work. He pointed to a nearby hill. “I found him. He’s over there.”

Getting to the hill was not easy. There was fighting everywhere, but again, Jonathan suspected that the people here didn’t fight with swords as often as the people back home. They had cutlasses and other weapons, but hardly anyone was wearing full plate. Moreover, the level of skill wasn’t what he’d come to expect from expert soldiers. Then again, if everyone had begun to use firearms, it made sense that sword skills would begin to decline as well. They also couldn’t move with the sheer speed that he and the others could. Was it because of their magic? Certainly, physical enhancement seemed rarer here.

“They rely on their firearms,” Susannah said as Eileen moved forward in her modified bear form. The scales beneath her fur ignored the firearms whilst plates of transparent armour covered her eyes. “You can tell that their standard plan is to fire in large groups and then close in for melee combat. Don’t get me wrong, these firearms are handy, but they can’t punch through our magical defences easily. I’m going to guess that people here rely on those barriers, and not so much on personal defensive magic. They don’t do a lot of physical enhancement either. It makes sense, though. Most of the people we’ve seen here don’t have the raw power required for personal defensive magic on a meaningful scale.”

“I don’t think they’re used to mermen either.” Blue Scales sighed as a group of their foes stared at him and then fled. “I have an unusual appearance, but back home, people were shocked to see a merman so far from shore, not shocked to see a merman in and of itself.”

“It makes me wonder how they’d react if I transformed,” Eric said. He speared another opponent and then used his body as a shield before leaping into the midst of the next group of enemies. A few of the firearms threatened to hit him, but he deflected the projectiles with a twirl of his spear and continued his grim work.

Roger didn’t bother to reply. He was focusing on being precise with his blasts of lightning and ash since they were apparently not allowed to demolish chunks of the city.

“Let’s keep moving, sir.” Miles had quickly learned how to operate the firearms. There seemed to be two types. The firearms wielded by officers operated using magic and could fire multiple times before needing to be reloaded and recharged. The other type operated using alchemy and needed to be reloaded after each attack. Miles was proving to be a surprisingly good shot. “We are nearly there.”

They reached the base of the hill, which was topped by a proud administrative building, only to screech to an abrupt halt.

There, in the courtyard ahead of them, was a towering monstrosity of metal that was covered in glowing symbols. A brief [Scry] showed that it contained objects similar to the barrier cores that protected the ships. The construct was thirty feet tall, and it wasn’t alone either. There was a horde of lesser constructs alongside it, and they were locked in battle against a group of eight people, one of whom was a vampire.

“That’s him, right?” Eric pointed. “He looks just like his brother.”

Jonathan nodded crisply. “The family resemblance is certainly very strong.” They needed to move. Who knew how long Gaius and his group had been fighting? They could be fresh or exhausted. “We’d best lend them a hand.” He turned to Aria. “What’s the plan?”

The paladin’s lips pursed as a banshee swooped past, unleashing a deafening scream. Unfortunately, the constructs barely seemed to care. At the same time, an elf peeked out from behind a pile of rubble to launch several arrows at the huge construct, only for them to be met by a glowing barrier that took the brunt of the explosions that followed. Off to the side, an orc clutched at the stump of his wrist. A dwarf was holding him back to keep him from charging back into the fray, so a squirrel in armour could restore his limb with magic.

“All right. Here’s what we’re going to do. Our top priority is Gaius. We need to make sure that he is safe. Jonathan, you’re with me. I need you to explain things to Gaius. You’re a vampire noble, so hopefully he won’t make a fuss if you’re the person explaining things. Eric and Blue Scales, I need you to help drive the smaller constructs back. Individually, they don’t seem too tough, but there are a lot of them although they don’t appear to have barriers of their own. Susannah and Roger, get somewhere high. Help Eric and Blue Scales thin the herd and then focus on the big one. The other group is trying to pressure it, so it won’t be able to help the little constructs. This is our chance to be rid of them. Once that’s done, we can all focus on the big construct. Miles and Eileen, I noticed constructs circling around behind us. Cut them off. I don’t want us to get surrounded.” Aria took a deep breath. “We didn’t get this far only to fail. Let’s go!”


Interlude Two – The Lovers

“Looking for work?”

Gaius glanced up from his meal. He still wasn’t sure why he’d chosen this specific tavern. It wasn’t particularly warm or inviting, and the food was nothing special. Perhaps it was because of its location. It was right in the middle of a border town, so it was frequented by adventurers, mercenaries, and all manner of merchants from the brave to the decidedly shady. It gave him a glimpse of a life he’d always wondered about but had never been able to live.

“Who’s asking?” he growled before clearing his throat when he realised whom he was speaking to. “I mean… who might you be?”

The woman who’d pulled out a chair opposite to him laughed, and he found himself smiling. She was gorgeous, with long red hair and emerald eyes. But the clothing she wore – especially the pointy hat – suggested she was not to be taken lightly. Only two groups favoured pointy hats: wizards and witches. Hers had the wider brim and darker colouring of the latter.

Witches might not be capable of the tremendous property damage that war wizards were famous for, but only a fool would dismiss the threat posed by the curses, potions, and hexes they wielded. Vampires had a long and often awful history with witches, albeit not nearly as awful as their histories with necromancers, paladins, and werewolves.

“Why so polite all of a sudden?” Her voice was serious, but the mirth in her gaze let him know that she was very much aware of why he’d changed his tune – and it amused her.

It was refreshing to meet someone who wasn’t offended by a social miscue on his part. It was so different from the weaponised social interactions that were commonplace amongst the vampire nobility and which many of them enjoyed in a cruel, visceral way. “I wasn’t in the mood for company, but I may be reconsidering.”

That wasn’t a lie. He’d finally found an excuse to leave his family’s holdings, so he wanted to make the most of his temporary freedom. He wanted to explore, to see the world and meet people who weren’t simply his family’s followers or their enemies, but that was easier said than done. The life of a vampire noble brought with it many privileges, but it also imposed many obligations. And the long lives of vampires meant those obligations could span centuries.

He wasn’t stupid although he could be a bit of a dreamer. He loved his eldest brother, Aurelius, and was loved in return, but it was clear to anyone with eyes that his father and grandfather did not favour Gaius. Instead, they favoured his other siblings, and who could blame them? Aurelius was everything the scion of an ancient and powerful House should be. Gaius was merely another spare, the last of several replacements should the worst occur. Fortunately, he and his eldest brother got along well. His other siblings were largely indifferent to him, but he counted that as good fortune since he had witnessed firsthand the vicious rivalries that could evolve amongst siblings in other noble Houses. Aurelius had done his best to treat him kindly and to ensure he was treated fairly. It didn’t always work, but Gaius appreciated the effort. None of his other siblings had ever bothered although he didn’t hold that against them. Their futures were reliant on winning their father and grandfather’s favour, and helping Gaius would only have hindered them.

However, Gaius had been able to escape his family’s lands for a while after pleading with Aurelius for help. The excuse they’d concocted was simple – and true. Gaius would pursue business along the border to further the ambitions of their House. It was a chance to prove himself, and if he made sure to take only servants who were sworn to him personally and not to his House as a whole, then that was simply a happy coincidence. These were men and women he’d taken in off the streets. He’d raised them up from nothing, and he paid them out of his own pockets. They were his followers, not his family’s. Everyone in his family had such people. Indeed, his father and grandfather would have been disappointed if he didn’t have any since it would make him completely beholden to them.

His plan was to conduct his business while renting a house. Once his business was concluded – and it should not take long since he was skilled in matters of negotiation and trade although not in the same league as Aurelius or Julia, his eldest sister – he would have a chance to explore. If he was asked, then he would say that he had extended his stay to pursue further opportunities. It was a plausible excuse. The border regions could be incredibly profitable for those with the courage to take chances and the cunning to finesse the law.

He would have to be on guard since any merchants who succeeded here were bound to be cutthroat, but Gaius had a knack for making the best of what few opportunities he received. He needed to, given the long shadows cast by his older siblings and the impossibly high expectations of his father and grandfather. If his grandmother had still been alive, it might have been different. His father had mentioned it in passing, but his grandfather had only become so stern and unyielding after his grandmother’s death.

“But back to my question,” the woman said. “Are you looking for work?” Her voice held a pleasant hint of huskiness. He would almost have called it smoky, and it sounded completely natural, not affected the way it was in many of the women he’d encountered. She gestured idly with her hand, and the smoke from a nearby dwarf’s pipe formed into a cat. Did she own a cat? Gaius had encountered only a handful of witches in the past – all of whom had tried to kill him – but they were said to be fond of cats. The dwarf gave them a jaunty wave, and Gaius’s eyes narrowed. Beneath the obvious signs of heavy use, the dwarf’s armour was of exceptional quality. Was he a dwarf noble?

“That depends. What sort of work are you offering?” Gaius had toyed with the idea of joining a group of adventurers. He had a fine grasp of business, but his House had always been martially inclined, and he was gifted in most things related to battle. True, he was not the peerless warrior and commander Aurelius was, but he could proudly say that there were few who could match him, save for older and more experienced vampires.

“My group has a mission coming up. It’s nothing too difficult. We’re clearing goblins out of a small cave system two days’ ride from here. They must have used the recent trouble to claim it while everyone was occupied.” She shrugged. “They’re similar to rats. You turn away for a second, and the next thing you know, you haven’t got one goblin. You’ve got a hundred.”

“That doesn’t sound hard.” Gaius could kill a goblin with minimal effort. Indeed, he could kill dozens with his bare hands. They were vicious, cruel creatures, and they were cunning in their own way, but he was a vampire noble. He might not be an elder vampire, but the difference in speed, strength, and durability was cavernous, to say nothing of the magic vampires could wield and the rigorous and brutal training he’d endured. Over the years, he’d dealt with far worse threats than goblins, and he’d never felt truly outmatched unless he was facing foes on the level of his father or grandfather.

Goblins were small, weak creatures who relied primarily on superior numbers, ambushes, and crude poisons to do their work. As a vampire noble from an ancient House, few poisons affected him. He doubted the goblins would be able to muster anything capable of harming anything but his pride. His keen senses ought to make ambushes easy to deal with too. Goblins were at their deadliest in the darkness of caves since they had excellent night vision and a keen sense of smell, but vampires were even better in those conditions.

Admittedly, if he was surrounded and cut off, it was possible he could be worn down by a horde of goblins. Likewise, if he was unlucky enough to encounter one of the truly rare goblin lords, he might be in trouble. Yet he had the intelligence and cunning to avoid such situations – or to retreat from them if he did encounter them. He was brave, not suicidal. Every good warrior knew there were times when retreat became necessary, no matter how galling it might be to run from a bunch of goblins waving around weapons made of wood and bone.

“It’s not. Killing a single goblin is easy. Killing a dozen isn’t hard either. But fighting unknown numbers of them in a cave system you haven’t been in before can get complicated in a hurry. That’s why my team is looking for a skilled vampire warrior to help out. Whatever advantages goblins might have in a cave pale in comparison to those gained by a vampire in the same conditions.”

“Oh?” He was curious to hear her thoughts although he’d already come to the same conclusion.

The witch continued. “A vampire warrior of decent skill should be able to cut through goblins with ease. Critically, vampires have better night vision than goblins, which few can achieve without magic, and a vampire’s hearing and smell are also keener. Depending on your skills, you might be able to sense them from their blood alone.”

Gaius mulled the offer over in his head. Blood sensing was indeed a talent he possessed. It was useful in combat, but it was not infallible. It made it difficult for a foe who had blood to sneak up on him, but there were a variety of creatures – such as elementals or golems – that did not have blood. There were also ways to hide from it, and his father had told him no shortage of stories about how foolish vampires had been killed after relying solely on it to warn them of danger. Blood sensing was simply another tool, and it should be used in conjunction with his other senses, not as a replacement for them. Still, it should serve well against goblins, and hadn’t he resolved himself to take a few risks?

“I might be interested, but I’d need assurances that your group is genuine.” There were plenty of would-be adventurers who had been tricked and left for dead over the years. It was one of the main reasons the Adventurers’ Union had been established in the first place, and it was why those who broke their rules rarely lived to boast about it. The guarantees of an organisation were only as good as the steps they took to back them.

“Of course. The Adventurers’ Union has a branch in this town. You’re welcome to ask about me and my group. My name is Vera Brandt, and my whole group is registered. There are seven of us. If you’re interested, come to the union an hour after dusk. We’ll be waiting.”

Gaius went at the appointed time, and the workers at the union were every bit as professional – if a bit rougher around the edges – as their counterparts in larger cities. They confirmed that Vera and her group were indeed members of honourable standing with a legitimate track record of success spanning several years. They did warn him, though, that her group was a bit unusual.

He soon understood why.

The first members of the group he met apart from Vera were a little girl… and an armoured squirrel who was perched on her shoulder. He wasn’t sure what the squirrel whispered – and he would have laughed at the mere thought of a squirrel being an adventurer if not for the sheer amount of holy power she radiated – but it was probably not complimentary if the girl’s giggles and Vera’s chiding glare were anything to go by. Behind them, and closer to his expectations, was a huge, muscle-bound orc with a sword as big as Gaius was. Next to him was a wizened lizardman wearing richly patterned clothing and a collection of necklaces. The last two members were an elf and the dwarf he’d seen the previous night. They were arguing good-naturedly. Gaius knew more about dwarves than most vampires since his family’s lands were in the north. They were the closest of the truly great Houses to the mountains the dwarves held, and they often traded with them. From his armour and the weapons that he carried, this dwarf was definitely a noble, perhaps of high rank.

Yet as unusual as the group was, it was easy to see how friendly they were with each other, and he was eager for an adventure. They welcomed him, and he introduced himself as a vampire warrior who had once served in the retinue of a noble. He needed coin, or so he said, and clearing out goblins would be a fine way to start.

Or not.

* * *

“I would like to apologise,” Vera said as she ducked behind a boulder. The whole cave shook, and bits of dust tumbled from the roof. “This mission has become rather more dangerous than dealing with some goblins.”

Gaius laughed at the sheer inane absurdity of her comment. “Really? I might need more than an apology if we get out of this alive.”

On the other side of the boulder was a massive burning figure with four arms and four wings that was busy spouting all manner of horrible threats and imprecations – or at least, that’s what Gaius thought. He didn’t speak demon, and the demon hadn’t bothered to switch to a language they could understand.

This was all because those damn goblins had been demon worshippers. They’d cleared out the goblins and reached the central part of the cave system to finish the job, and then the demon had shown up because, of course, it couldn’t be that simple. Despite the size of the cave system – the client had definitely lied about it being small – it wasn’t easy to dodge the demon’s attacks, and the boulder they were sheltering behind was rapidly reaching the end of its tether. Not far away, the squirrel, Francesca, was busy screaming insults back because there was no way a squirrel paladin would let a demon have the last word. Naturally, the demon couldn’t understand her either since her translation charm had broken in the mad scramble to survive the demon’s initial assault. It would have been funny if it hadn’t involved possible death.

“I’ll make it up to you later. I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” If there was one good thing about the demon being covered in demonic hellfire, it was that it couldn’t hide from them. Gaius peeked around the boulder. The demon was busy arguing with Francesca. He wrapped [Blade of Darkness] around his sword. The terrible power of the endless night fell into place. Even the demon would feel the bite of his weapon now. Gaius waited for Francesca to throw another purifying Word at it. She was small, but her power was impressive.

As the demon lurched away – Gaius almost flinched himself from the sheer holy radiance Francesca’s attack emitted – he lunged forward and drove his sword through its back and into where he guessed its heart was. It gave a hideous wail, and he had to let go of his sword, so he could dodge the wild blow that followed. Yet the damage was done. The demon faltered, and the flames around it began to dim, leaving only ash and cinders in their wake as the demon crumpled in on itself and disintegrated. The acrid smell of sulphur was mixed with the scent of old blood and burning flesh.

Gaius picked his sword up gingerly and winced. It had been forged by the finest smiths in his House’s employ. It was no pretty trinket, and it had been made with battle and bloodshed in mind. Now, it was a wreck. The blade was chipped and broken, and scorch marks covered the remainder. A pity. It had served him well for several decades, but there was no fixing this. At best, it might be melted down and remade. At worst, the tainted metal would have to be discarded entirely.

Turesh, the lizardman, came forward and patted him on the back with a clawed hand. His necklaces clinked together. He had a different necklace for each type of elemental he could summon. Gaius had worried about the sound giving them away, but the lizardman was somehow able to move silently when he wished. “Your blade has seen better days.”

“Not even I could fix that.” Baladin, the dwarf, eyed the weapon with the keen gaze of a smith. “There’s too much metal missing, and the demon’s taint is all over what’s left. It was a good blade, but you’ll have to get a new one.” He spat in the direction of the burned patch of rock that was all that remained of the demon. “Demons are trouble. If they’re not trying to form blood pacts to ensnare the naïve and steal their souls, they’re working with goblins and other troublemakers. The only thing worse is a dragon. Those bastards will set your city on fire, steal your treasure, and then have the gall to complain about you not having enough gold.”

“On the upside,” Vera pointed out. “I think we can finagle this debacle into better pay.” She grinned. “We should also take a look around before we leave. I’m confident we got all the goblins, but it never hurts to be sure. Plus, demons do love to receive tribute. I’m sure we’ll find something we can take with us.”

They did, in fact, finagle the debacle into far better pay. They also stumbled across a nice cache of loot the goblins must have seized as tribute for the demon. Gaius had no idea what a demon would do with all the treasure, but he was happy to take his share of it. Later, sitting with the others and laughing over the mission and old stories, he felt a sense of camaraderie he’d only ever heard about. They were strange, this group… but he wouldn’t mind going on another mission with them.

* * *

Gaius steeled himself. He’d gone on several missions with the group, and he’d come to think of them as his friends. He’d managed to strike more deals with the local merchants – ironically, his reputation as an adventurer was helping although he was careful not to let the exact details spread – so he was able to spend the majority of his time along the border with occasional trips back home. Aurelius was aware of the true nature of his dealings, but he continued to support him, speaking of his good work to their father and grandfather. Their approval was only grudgingly given, but it was approval all the same. And his other siblings were happy for him, if only because they thought he was less of a threat making deals on the border than he would be winning support in their territory.

“If you are happy,” his brother had told him the last time they’d spoken. “Then I am happy. But be careful. If you get into trouble, it will not be easy for our House to send aid in a timely manner.”

His lips twitched. What a good brother he had. It made him regret the outbursts he’d directed at him when he’d been younger and had yet to understand the truth of his situation. Gaius might have been largely ignored, but his brother was scrutinised to an absurd degree. He could never have the freedom Gaius now enjoyed. Aurelius lived in a golden cage, but a golden cage was still a cage, no matter how shiny or pleasant it might be.

Now, though, the time had come for him to be truthful. He had saved the lives of the others multiple times, just as they had saved his multiple times. He’d also grown closer to Vera. He had no idea if they could ever become more than friends, but he wanted to try. And he wanted to make sure that any relationship – however far it might go – wasn’t built on a lie.

With [Mind] as one of his Words, it would have been so easy to lie. But his Word had also taught him the value of honesty in his dealings with others. There were far too many who were willing to lie, cheat, steal, and deceive to win favour from his House through him. The others – these adventurers – liked him for who he was. It was why he despised dealing with his grandfather. The older vampire was impossible to read, and he made no secret of the fact that he viewed everyone else as pieces on a great game board to be moved as he wished. Gaius had to be on guard around him at all times. Indeed, he had strengthened his own mental defences precisely because he hated his grandfather peering into his mind. His brother, who was also talented in those arts, had admitted he would be hard-pressed to withstand their grandfather’s inquiries if he exerted his full might. The old vampire had certainly strengthened their House, but his relentless pursuit of power had also alienated their family. Gaius’s father wasn’t fond of him, nor were his uncles and aunts. All of them, however, respected him.

Gaius waited until they were all present before he explained himself. It went… surprisingly well.

“You’re a vampire noble?” Baladin took a long swig from his tankard of mead and then brought it down on the table with a loud thump. He was always complaining it was swill unfit for a dwarf, but that had never stopped him from downing at least a few tankards each time they visited the tavern. “Bah! My blood is bluer than yours. I’m a dwarf prince.” He flexed an arm thick with muscle. “Descended from Aradin himself, a son of the last High King of Mordrath. And who knows? With a bit of luck, I might become king myself someday although only of my own people. We’ve not had a High King since Mordrath fell.”

Gaius stared. He’d assumed Baladin was a noble, but a prince? He hadn’t seen that coming. “Is that so?” He laughed. “Then what are you doing out here? Aren’t your people worried you’ll get stabbed or something?”

“I’ve got to prove myself.” Baladin snorted. “Amongst my people, the next ruler is not simply the eldest child. Nay! Any of the children can be chosen if the current ruler deems their deeds and fame sufficient. I’m not the eldest, and I have brothers and sisters aplenty. If I want the throne, I’ll have to earn it. My father will not suffer a pampered prince to succeed him. He’ll give his crown to whichever of us proves we deserve it. That’s how my great-great-grandfather got it. His older brother was a wastrel who thought he would be king just because he was born first. My great-great-grandfather was a brilliant engineer, a peerless architect, and an unmatched miner. The sky-bridges were his design, and he led our people successfully in dozens of battles. His older brother did none of that. He was content to sit on his laurels and contribute nothing, so his father chose my great-great-grandfather instead.” Baladin downed the rest of his mead in a big gulp. “I ran into this lot, realised they had a nose for trouble, and thought to myself that sticking around might be a good idea.” He patted his axe. “I’m an excellent smith and a great warrior. All I need are foes to face and deeds to aspire to. It has worked out well so far. Not many dwarves can say they’ve done what I have. True, you struck the killing blow against the demon, but few dwarves have faced his like, and I’ve struck plenty of killing blows myself as part of the group.”

“You helped,” Gaius replied. “Without you, I could not have struck that blow.” Indeed, it had been Baladin who had blunted the demon’s initial assault, standing alone against the foul creature for an entire minute whilst the rest of them had been forced back. Gaius wasn’t sure he could have lasted so long against it in open combat.

The elf, Eleria, sighed. “Before you ask why I’m here, it’s because I wanted to see the world. Forests are wonderful places, but you can only live in the same forest for so long before you begin to ask yourself what the point is in living for centuries if you never get to see the rest of the world.” She smiled and took a sip of her wine, brow wrinkling ever so slightly at the taste. For an elf, the vintages on offer at the tavern would undoubtedly leave much to be desired. “We’re not that different, Gaius. Imagine being centuries old and never seeing the rest of the world. I couldn’t bear to live the rest of my life that way.”

The orc, Urgon, stretched, working the kinks out of his broad shoulders. Out of all of them, he might have the greatest physical strength, which was saying something since both Gaius and Baladin were incredibly strong themselves. “You have it easy. I’m an orc, and I want to be a merchant. You can probably imagine how well that has gone.”

Gaius chuckled. “That can’t be easy.” Most orcs were only interested in either robbing merchants or being hired on as security to stop other people robbing merchants. He’d never met an orc merchant who went beyond the meagre trading they did amongst themselves. Usually, that task was left to the respectable goblin tribes or the braver merchants from groups like the beast-men or lizardmen.

“We all have our reasons for why we’re out here,” Vera said. “You’re the same as us in that respect, even if your family is richer.” Baladin cleared his throat meaningfully. The wealth of the northern dwarves was fabulous indeed although it had yet to match the fabled wealth of fallen Mordrath. “Maybe not richer than his, but you get the idea.” She smiled. “Eight is a lucky number amongst witches, and it’s a good number for adventurers. Two groups of four or four groups of two if we ever need to split up during missions.”

Gaius noticed that Vera hadn’t revealed her past, nor had Dorothy or Francesca. However, he’d seen the haunted looks in their eyes more than once. Perhaps they’d share their stories another day, or perhaps they simply needed something stronger than mead or wine before they revealed their pasts. “I’ll drink to that!”

Baladin slapped him over the back. He was barehanded, thank the gods. If he’d been wearing his gauntlets, he might have driven Gaius’s face into the table. “As will I!”

“You never need an excuse to drink,” Eleria said, but there was only fondness in her voice. “Ah, if only I could get a proper elvish vintage out here…”

* * *

Gaius wrapped an arm around Vera. She was curled up to his side. Neither of them was speaking, but they both had the same thing on their minds. He was going back home soon. He had put it off for as long as he could, but there was important family business to attend to. If he was lucky, he would only be gone for a fortnight or two. However, it could easily turn into several months if things went awry. Vampire politics was tricky at the best of times, but it was often worse amongst members of the high nobility. Although he disliked his grandfather, he could only admire how he’d fended off their family’s rivals and enemies over the centuries. Still, he didn’t want to leave. The two years he’d spent along the border had been the best of his life. One day, perhaps when his father or brother were in charge, he might be able to stay on a more permanent basis. His brother would surely indulge him, and his father cared little, provided he continued to get results.

“You’ll come back, won’t you?” Vera murmured.

“I’ll always find a way back. Just don’t get into too much trouble without me.” It worried him, the thought of the group running into something they couldn’t handle while he was gone. He trusted them and their abilities – they were amongst the best at what they did – but eight was better than seven. Not being there put him on edge.

And if the worst should happen, would it be so bad to die alongside them? Once, he’d been afraid of death because he’d never truly lived. Now… now they were the closest thing he had to family outside of his brother. To die at their side would not be so bad although he would greatly prefer to live alongside them for however long they lived. Vampires lived longer than elves and dwarves, to say nothing of orcs and humans.

“Don’t brood.” Vera giggled. “You’re confirming a whole host of vampire stereotypes.”

He smiled. “They’re stereotypes for a reason. You should see my grandfather brood. Gods. He could be a performer with how dark and broody he can be, not that I’d ever say anything to his face. I enjoy living.” He yawned. “It’s almost dawn.”

“You can tell?” Vera asked.

“Vampires always know when dawn is near. I suppose the gods granted the ability to us as a small mercy, so we don’t accidentally find ourselves caught out in the sun.” He grumbled. “I wish I was an ancient vampire, then I’d have the strength to walk in the sun and do as I please. I’d stay here with you and the others and only go back home to visit my brother.” He ran his hand down her back. “I wish you could meet him. I think you two would get along wonderfully, but I can’t risk you running into my grandfather. He has a… dislike for witches and anyone who isn’t a vampire noble or sworn to our House.”

“We’d be happy to have you around all the time.” Vera grinned. “Did you know that Dorothy was scared of you at first. That’s why Francesca made a joke.”

“Oh?” The girl was incredibly quiet whenever she wasn’t using her song magic, but her thoughtfulness set her apart from other children her age. She always seemed to have flowers for Eleria, herbs for Vera, and knick-knacks for Turesh. She was closest to Vera and Francesca, and the squirrel spent the majority of her time either perched on Dorothy’s shoulder or on her head. Dorothy even slept with the squirrel held in her arms like a doll.

“She’d heard stories about how evil vampires could be, but we told her you were a friendly vampire. It helps that she knows Urgon. There are just as many stories about bad orcs out there, but it’s obvious to anyone who knows him that Urgon isn’t bad. It made Dorothy more inclined to give you a chance.”

“Urgon is a good man who is already well on his way to being a great merchant.” Gaius snickered. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever said that about an orc.” He paused. “But you never did tell me why Dorothy is here with the rest of you. She’s a child, and I don’t think she is related to you.” His lips thinned. “And the way she reacts to battle… no child should be so calm in the face of danger.”

Vera leaned into his touch. “Francesca and I have been friends for years. When my coven cast me out, she helped me to escape. We’ve been travelling together ever since.” A ghost of a smile crossed her lips before she grew sombre again. “The two of us found Dorothy in the ruins of a village, huddling in the cellar of a burnt-out building. Her mother, as far as we could tell, was a song mage too. We were able to recover a dozen or so books and scrolls from the cellar, which has helped the three of us make better sense of her magic. Song mages are rare in this part of the world, and I’ve never heard of a song mage with her strength at such a young age.”

“What happened to her village? Was it bandits?” Gaius asked. The thought of the quiet, gentle girl huddling in the cellar while her family and village burned filled him with rage. Dorothy was a kindly soul. She deserved a better world where her original family was still alive. For all that his grandfather looked down on humans, he made a point of never allowing harm to befall their human followers if he could help it. To allow outsiders to harm them would be an insult to their House – an indictment on their weakness. A strong ruler had to protect those who served them, from the most resolute butler to the humblest farmer.

“A dragon,” Vera said simply. “Dorothy said a dragon did it, and seeing the aftermath, I believe her. You weren’t there, Gaius. That village. It was… it was gone. She said her father and the other men were burned in the fields before they could try to flee. Her mother told her to hide in the cellar and promised to join her later.”

“She lied.” Gaius could understand why. If it meant saving his brother’s life, then he would lie and tell his brother he was fine because his brother would never abandon him. He was the sort of person to die alongside those he cared for, as opposed to running and living. But Gaius would never do that to him. He would not become the weight that dragged his brother to his death.

“She did. At that point, I don’t think there was anything else she could have done. There were powerful magical defences built into the cellar, and she used her song magic to fend off the dragon’s fire as best she could. From what Francesca and I were able to put together, she gave up her life to cast magic strong enough to protect the cellar. By the time Francesca and I got there, the dragon had already moved on. It destroyed several towns before finally being driven off. We weren’t expecting to find any survivors, but our client had asked us to search for a merchant caravan that had been passing through the area. It was carrying something valuable for him. The caravan was less than ash, but we found Francesca on our way back. She told us that she had nowhere to go and no remaining family, so we took her in.” Vera shuddered. “The world is not kind to orphans, especially those with magic.”

“How well does she remember it?” Gaius asked. If Dorothy was fortunate, the happy memories of her family would remain whilst those of their tragic end would fade. And a dragon… gods. Not even his grandfather would have been happy to face such a beast.

“All of it.” Vera shook her head. “The magic her mother wove passed on as much of her knowledge as it could, but it was fragmented and disorganised, which is why the books and scrolls have been so useful. Unfortunately, it also burned the memories of that final day into Dorothy’s mind. I doubt her mother intended for that to happen, but a dragon’s mere presence can warp magic, and their fire burns beyond the purely physical.

“She’s a strong girl, and you and Francesca have done right by her.” He pressed his face into her hair. “You’re not going to go up?” Their room was in the basement. It was the safest place for a vampire. He had no intention of dying to something as silly as a broken window or missing curtains.

“I can stay a little longer. It’s not quite time for breakfast.”

“Be careful. Baladin and Urgon will eat everything although Turesh and Eleria will try to save you some.”

* * *

Gaius ambled into the tavern with a spring in his step. Finally, he was back! His family business had taken longer than expected, but it was over with, and he had been given leave to return to the border. His grandfather still wasn’t pleased he was spending so much time out of their lands, but his brother had pointed out how well he was doing for himself and their House. His grandfather had grudgingly agreed to let him go, but not without glaring. Bah! If the worst Gaius had to put up with was glaring, he would happily accept it.

It would be great to see the others again. They were his friends, and Vera was his lover, not that he’d ever expected to fall in love with a witch. Best of all, his grandfather had announced he would soon be stepping down as leader of their House to focus on his research into their ancestral home and its eldritch power. His father would take over as head of their House. He was less restrictive, so Gaius might finally have a chance to live an independent life, provided he continued to produce favourable results. His father had always wanted to expand their reach, and establishing a strong presence along the border would certainly help. The thought of buying a manor here and living with Vera and the others was more than welcome. It was the future he’d longed for but had never dared to think he could have.

However, as he entered the tavern and waved to his friends, he noticed something was wrong. Vera was missing, and the expressions on their faces… his gut clenched, and ice filled his veins. He rushed over. The others took missions when he wasn’t around. They didn’t have a choice since he could be gone for weeks at a time. Had something happened to her? No. He refused to believe that. The group was strong and loyal. There would not be six of them sitting there in seemingly perfect health if something bad had happened to her. They would rather be wiped out than leave her behind. Certainly, Francesca and Dorothy would never abandon her, and he could not imagine the rest doing so either. To a dwarf like Baladin, it would have been dishonour of the very highest order. Yet their grim expressions could not be for nothing.

“What happened?”

Eleria spoke. She was the oldest in the group by at least a couple of centuries, and she was the only one who had managed to achieve anything close to a neutral expression. Francesca radiated despair, and Dorothy had yet to take her eyes off the table.

“We went on a mission,” the elf said. “It was supposed to be simple – a routine clearing mission to drive out smugglers who were using a recently sold property as their base of operations. You see it all the time near the border.”

Gaius nodded. Smuggling was commonplace since it allowed people to evade tolls, tariffs, and other taxes. Depending on the location, it could be cheaper than relying on bribery, albeit riskier. “What went wrong?” Smugglers should not have posed a threat to the group.

“It wasn’t smugglers or bandits.” Eleria’s voice hardened. “It was cultists.”

Gaius swallowed thickly. “Just tell me what happened.”

Turesh gestured, and an air elemental swirled to life around them, subtle but expansive. “This will keep the rest of our conversation away from curious ears.”

“The cultists were summoning something,” Eleria continued. “We got there in time to witness the ritual but not in time to stop it.”

Francesca took over, and the translation charm she used did nothing to blunt the sorrow and grief in her voice. “The thing they summoned was so strong – and it knew us. It felt the same as that thing the goblins were worshipping. I tried to drive it back with my magic, so we could run away, but I couldn’t.” She stared down at her paws. She was strong, amongst the strongest paladins Gaius had ever encountered. “Vera tried to help with her curses and hexes, but it struck back while we were running away. It cursed her.”

Gaius closed his eyes. “What kind of curse?”

Eleria stood. “You will need to see it for yourself.”

Baladin and Urgon said nothing, but both emptied their tankards as they stood. They led him out of the tavern and to the inn they stayed at between missions. It was a nice place, and staying there meant they didn’t have to worry about taking care of a house while they were out on missions. They went to the rooms they used and then stopped.

“Vera.” Eleria’s gaze swept over the room. “You can come out now.”

A chill fell over the room, but it had nothing to do with the icy wind that rattled the windows. Something passed through the wall beside them, and the grim chill intensified. Gaius stared in horrified disbelief as the wispy outlines of a woman appeared, her normally pretty features twisted into a rictus of pain and torment.

“Gaius…” Vera’s warm, smoky voice was gone. In its place was a sibilant hiss that grated on his nerves. It was akin to being doused in living water.

“Oh, Vera…” He reached out, and his hand passed through her. All he felt was a deep, eerie cold that seeped through his whole body. “This can’t be!”

“That demon turned her into a banshee,” Francesca said. “I’ve been trying to undo it. We all have. But the curse is too strong. Not even my instructor could fix this, and that’s assuming he would help. My order generally detests witches.” Francesca must have kept the fact that she and Vera were friends a secret from her colleagues.

“Is there nothing we can do?” He’d never felt so helpless. There had to be something they could do. He was a vampire noble. If there was a cure he could buy, or a resource they needed to obtain, then he did not care if he had to throw himself on his father and grandfather’s mercy. If he had to get on his knees and beg, then he would. If they made him swear never to see her again, he would endure that if it meant curing her.

“I do have an idea,” Eleria said. “But it will be risky… very risky.”

“I don’t care. What do we need to do?” Gaius took a deep breath. “Whatever it takes.”

What followed was an explanation that boggled his mind. He fought the urge to curse once the elf had finished. He should have paid closer attention to those papers on esoteric lore that his brother had recommended. He hadn’t seen their relevance at the time, but they lived in a world where the titans of the past still lingered with power that dwarfed theirs. It was insane. A dragon lord – a creature capable of moving between worlds whose power utterly surpassed that of a normal dragon – was offering rewards if people could get through his labyrinth.

It was crazy and almost certainly a trap, but he could see why Eleria had brought it up. Gaius had heard of Riftwing. His grandfather had told him about how a kingdom had the audacity to attack the dragon. Once.

Why only once?

Because after swatting aside the kingdom’s armies with laughable ease, Riftwing had accelerated time in the kingdom thousands upon thousands of times over. Within days, the entire kingdom had fallen into ruin, and anyone who ever thought of attacking the dragon was forced to concede that maybe – just maybe – it was a bad idea, no matter how fabulous his hoard was said to be.

To this day, all but the most desperate travellers avoided the area despite the dragon allowing his magic to fade. Gaius’s grandfather wanted them to emulate the dragon’s example – power so overwhelming that none dared to challenge them.

“Could he cure her?” Gaius asked. “Because we need to be sure before we enter the labyrinth. He is no cleric.”

“I’m sure he can.” Francesca rubbed her paws together nervously. “His raw power alone should be enough to break the curse, and he could simply rewind Vera’s time until before the curse took hold. He may also have access to treasures that can cure her. He’s been collecting things for who knows how long. I think we have to take this chance. If we don’t, it will be a century before we can try again.”

A century? Gaius wouldn’t subject someone he hated to a century of torment as a banshee, never mind the woman he loved. “I’m in.” He reached out to Vera only to remember that his hand would pass straight through her. “We’ll save you, Vera. We’ll get through the labyrinth. The dragon has to be able to help you.”

She nodded, unwilling to speak, given her voice’s dire effect on others.

* * *

Gaius looked down. They were falling toward a lake full of lava. He snarled. That damn dragon! Trust one of them to come up with this madness! He wasn’t capable of flight, and he doubted Francesca could sustain barriers long enough for them to find somewhere safe to land. Thankfully, there was someone who could help.

“Turesh!” he shouted. “I know they won’t like it, but we need water elementals now.”

The lizardman must have been thinking the same because he was already halfway through summoning the first water elemental. It appeared in a flash of light, and Gaius could sense its irritation despite the distance. Being summoned on dry land was one thing, but being summoned above lava was quite another. Turesh would have to make it up to the elemental later.

Without any nearby water to draw upon for its body, the elemental took magic from Turesh to increase its size until it was nearly fifteen feet tall. The elemental thrust its arms downward, and water surged toward the lava like a raging river. Steam rose in thick clouds as the tide of water met the lava head on. It wasn’t enough. A second and third water elemental joined the first, and the lava began to cool under the barrage, forming an island of solid rock. Lips drawn into a grimace, Turesh summoned an air elemental. The creature swirled around them, its whispers filled with surprise and amusement at their plight. The wind picked up as the creature did its best to slow their descent.

Light appeared as Francesca added her own magic in a bid to slow their fall to a survivable speed. Gaius braced himself as the ground drew near. He hit it hard, but he was up on his feet an instant later. He caught Dorothy and Francesca and trusted in the rest to make their own safe landings. His faith was not misplaced although Francesca did have to create tendrils of light to catch Baladin. Dwarves were not known for their agility, and Baladin’s armour was heavy indeed.

“Bah!” The dwarf gave the squirrel a fond pat on the head. “I didn’t like the dragon much before this, and I see little reason to change my mind.” Vera hissed her agreement, her twisted features lit by the lava.

“Look.” Eleria pointed. Several fire drakes were diving toward them. “We’ve got company.”

Gaius glared. “Of course. Because dropping us into a lake full of lava wasn’t bad enough already.”


Part Four – United and Divided

Jonathan was not the bravest vampire in the world although recent events suggested he had rather more steel in his spine than he’d first supposed. That said, he wouldn’t normally have run toward the giant mechanical construct trying to kill everyone. Of course, these were not normal circumstances. Leaving was not an option. Not only were they on a floating island but they were also in the labyrinth of an overly powerful dragon in which the only way out was to keep pushing forward.

If they wanted to leave, they had to complete the labyrinth and get their target – another vampire noble – to safety. It would have been nice if there had been an easier way. Jonathan would have loved to stumble across a convenient secret passage that led all the way to the end, but the labyrinth had been created by a dragon whose power was beyond mortal comprehension. There was thus zero chance of getting out without playing along. It was either forward toward probable death or back into certain death. Jonathan was not enthusiastic about probable death, but he’d take it over certain death any day of the week.

Gaius – the other vampire noble – needed to live. If he got squashed flat by the construct, then Jonathan might as well have gotten squashed flat himself. Honestly, when Jonathan finally got his castle back, the first thing he would do was sit down by the fireplace in his favourite chair with a pair of fluffy bunny slippers and a cup of nice, warm blood. He’d yet to get a replacement for his old pair, but the life of an adventurer left little time for bunny slippers, fluffy or otherwise. Sensible shoes – usually a stout pair of boots – were the way to go. Vampires were typically tougher than humans, but pointy rocks, prickly plants, and any number of other obstacles that were hazardous to his podiatry health could be found on missions.

“Watch out!” Jonathan shouted as he threw himself at a construct from behind. It wasn’t the big one, but the smaller constructs were nevertheless larger and heavier than men. It would have been difficult for him to move it flatfooted. However, Jonathan had tackled it from a sprint, and he’d caught it at an awkward moment, halfway through its stride. The construct stumbled, and Gaius turned and jerked back before its bulky fists could catch him in the head. With a mechanical hiss, the construct shrugged Jonathan off and lunged for Gaius again. Jonathan went for his war hammer. He’d have drawn it earlier, but he’d forgotten about it during the mad scramble. He fumbled the weapon in his haste to ready it and then swung it as hard as he could, hoping that brute force would make up for his rushed technique.

The war hammer had been forged in the depths of Mordrath to kill monstrous crabs, and it had bested a lizardman skeleton. It smashed through the construct’s torso in a shower of mangled metal and sparks, and there was a sound of joy from the dwarf king in Jonathan’s mind. Centuries had passed. Mordrath had fallen. Yet dwarf-forged steel still had what it took to kill the enemy.

That’s the stuff, lad! The dwarf king boomed. That hammer was meant to be swung. Show these contraptions the value of dwarven steel!

As the construct’s mechanical innards clattered onto the street, Jonathan bit back a sigh. He would have loved to study them in detail. Golems weren’t his speciality, but he could appreciate good artifice. Alas, there was no time for study and careful examination. They had a fight to win, and he needed to make sure that as many constructs as possible had their insides turned into their outsides.

Behind him, Miles dispatched a trio of constructs with ruthlessly efficient strikes, as swift and deadly as a diving falcon. He wondered how strong Miles had been in his prime. He hadn’t seen him fight until recently, but it must have been a spectacular sight. The others were also doing their best to deal with the swarm of smaller opponents although smaller was a deceptive word given their size. Roger scrambled up onto the roof of a nearby building, and blasts of lightning began to rain down on the horde. A brief lull in the fighting gave the raccoon a chance to attack the large construct, and Jonathan dared to hope they could end the fight quickly.

Lightning tended to work wonders on mechanical constructs, but the creators of the big construct had evidently anticipated such attacks. It shook off Roger’s Words and unleashed a volley of projectiles that had Roger doing his best impression of an acrobat. Luckily, Susannah was there. She swooped in and used her fishing rod to yank Roger clear. The raccoon scampered along another rooftop, and Susannah caught the construct’s attention with an arrow that exploded harmlessly against its gleaming exterior. Once again, the construct replied with a hail of projectiles, but Susannah was not Roger. There was a grin on her face as she ducked and danced through the storm, a ghost with a grey cloak and eyes like fine wine.

“[Discern Weakness]!” Jonathan cried only to recoil as his magic came apart at the seams. The big construct must protection against certain kinds of magic. His [Scry] had gotten through, but [Discern Weakness] had failed. It made sense. The smaller constructs were disposable troops whereas the large construct was bound to be expensive and time-consuming to produce. Why not go the extra mile and lather on multiple forms of protection? The metal titan swung its arms out and pulverised a building, but Susannah was too quick. She was already on another rooftop, a second arrow at the ready.

“Who are you?” Gaius rounded on Jonathan. He had the dark hair common to his house, and his eyes were the strange, otherworldly violet that had led many to wonder just how deeply his family had delved into the forbidden secrets of the Night Tower. His resemblance to Aurelius was unmistakable too. Even without being told, Jonathan would have assumed the pair were brothers.

“I am Lord Jonathan Bloodhaven,” he replied as he swung his hammer again. His attack clipped the shoulder of his opponent, but he was able to catch the construct’s retaliatory punch on his shield. The impact knocked him back, but the giant crabs had been stronger and scarier. His boots found purchase on the cobblestones, and he brought his war hammer around a second time. The mace would have done greater damage, but he’d chosen his war hammer because of his greater familiarity with it and because it was easier to swing. This attack smashed the construct’s side, and a stern kick sent it tumbling back. It fell into a heap, twitched twice, and then fell still. “I am part of a group that your brother sent into the labyrinth to help you complete it.”

“My brother?” Gaius smiled despite the direness of their situation. “Trust him to find out – and send help! Has there ever been a better big brother? I doubt it.” Gaius moved to Jonathan’s side, and Aria arrived shortly after. They were badly outnumbered, but between the three of them, they should be able to manage. “We need to get rid of these constructs and get to the top of the hill. Whatever is controlling the constructs, it’s in the building up there. I thought we had the situation under control, but…”

“It wasn’t.”

Jonathan winced as a burly orc – and that was burly by orc standards, which meant he was enormous by anyone else’s – soared through the air. He smashed into a building, rolled out through the other side, and then scrambled to his feet as additional constructs rushed toward him. The orc ducked beneath a steel bolt and leapt forward with his huge, two-handed sword. The weapon didn’t cut through the constructs so much as crush them. But as quickly as he took down three, five more replaced them.

“You’re right.” Gaius drove the hilt of his sword into the head of his opponent. “We can’t stay here. We’re being overrun. If we can force our way up the stairs, we might have a chance. Some of us can hold them off at the top while the others head into the building.”

“Okay.” Jonathan turned to Aria. “Make for the building?”

The former paladin’s keen gaze took in the stairs up the hill and the building at the top. She parried a metal bolt with her buckler and stabbed her sword through the chest of her foe. The Word-enhanced blade pierced through the construct’s exterior, and she yanked the blade out amidst a spray of broken components and errant magic. “Eileen! I need you and Blue Scales to force a path up those stairs! Jonathan, go with Miles and take Gaius with you!”

Eileen’s bear form gave way to her hydra form. Her monstrous bulk would give them the momentum they needed to push up the stairs. The constructs tried to stop them, but jets of water from Blue Scales and blasts of acid from Eileen cleared a path. The merman was in his element, his scales shimmering in the moonlight as he swung his trident in broad, brutal arcs. A construct fell, crushed, and then another and another and another. There seemed to be no end to the automatons, but Blue Scales looked as if he could fight forever.

“Let’s move!” Gaius jerked his head at a lanky lizardman in the stylised clothing of a shaman. From his appearance, the lizardman was akin to Miles – well past his prime, but still a formidable warrior. “Turesh, help the raccoon! Keep the big one from following us. Francesca and Dorothy, you’re with me. We need to clear a path up the stairs.”

Jonathan watched as a little girl emerged from behind a pile of rubble. Her voice – gods, it was a beautiful voice – rang out, and the rubble rearranged itself into half a dozen earthen soldiers. The golems followed after her, and an armoured squirrel hopped up onto her shoulder. White light surrounded them briefly before fading, and Jonathan motioned for Miles to catch up as they trailed after Blue Scales and Eileen.

Climbing the stairs was no easy task.

Jonathan was glad that he’d spent hour after gruelling hour practicing with his war hammer in the basement of Martin’s shop until even his vampiric strength failed him. As Miles had said – and it was an opinion that the Blood Emperor and dwarf king both shared – it was better to train a handful of moves until he was sure he could do them in his sleep than it was to train dozens of moves that he could not be confident of under pressure. Endurance was also key. Most battles were decided in a handful of moves. It was simply how battle was. But the battles that separated the good from the great, the novices from the veterans, were those that seemed to go on forever, where it was not a single opponent but foe after foe after foe. He would prove himself not when he had to swing his hammer but once but when he had to swing it until he could barely feel his arms.

Hammer goes down. Construct’s head caves in.

Hammer goes sideways. Construct’s chest gets smashed.

Hammer goes down.

Hammer goes sideways.

Over and over again, just as he’d practiced.

His shield arm felt heavier than a mountain from blocking so many blows, and his hammer arm was worse. Yet he forced himself onward, driven half by the thrill of battle and half by his fear of death. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the earthen soldiers climb up Eileen. The constructs were trying to swarm her with their numbers, and the golems were clearing them away as best they could with punches, kicks, and clumsy throws.

“You’re doing well, sir.” Miles wasn’t breathing hard, which was a testament to his Words and his skills. Even Jonathan’s recently trained eye could see how efficiently his friend fought, never striking more than necessary and never expending more energy than was needed to dodge or to block. “We’re almost at the top of the stairs.”

“Gods,” Jonathan growled. “The stairs weren’t this long from the bottom.”

Miles’s lips twitched. “A mountain always feels steepest when you’re climbing it, sir.”

By some miracle, they reached the top of the stairs only to find out that, of course, it couldn’t be that simple. Waiting for them was a mechanical hydra of a size with Eileen. The metal monstrosity turned to face them with a whirring of gears as it let loose a howl that sounded like a great sheet of metal being shorn in two. Its mouths opened, and Jonathan cried out. He didn’t know if it could spit acid, but he did not want to find out the hard way.

“Move!” he shouted. “Move now!”

He was right to be wary.

A wave of liquid washed over the area they’d occupied, and both he and Gaius turned to each other in puzzlement. Only Eileen had been struck – she was too big to dodge – but nothing had happened. Wait. Jonathan’s nose wrinkled, and his eyes widened.

That smell…

“Eileen!” he shouted. “Watch out! That liquid is highly flammable!”

He saw the flash of recognition in her eyes, but it was too late. There was a spark, and the liquid ignited. Eileen gave a high, keening wail as her hydra form vanished amidst a cloud of flame. A blast of water immediately struck her, but the flames were stubborn. They continued to burn with terrible ferocity despite Blue Scales’s efforts until Eileen’s thrashing turned the ground into mud that finally doused the flames. The shapeshifter staggered and then collapsed. She was still breathing, but the rise and fall of her chest was shallow and laboured. Jonathan’s fists clenched. This was why hydras were wary of dragons. Hydras could regenerate, but full-body burns were one of the few methods to overwhelm their healing.

A roar split the air. It was a sound of pure, unadulterated fury, and it took Jonathan a second to realise where it had come from. It was Blue Scales, and this was the first time he had ever seen the merman truly enraged. A terrible wrath gripped Blue Scales, so ferocious that his whole body trembled from the force of it. Sparks of lightning crackled along his scales, and the puddles of water that littered the area quivered. The merman roared again, and his cry was accompanied by a surge of magic.

[Fathom Crush].

Water descended from the sky, torn out of the clouds, to strike the mechanical hydra like the fist of an angry god. Its legs gave way, and the groan of mangled metal filled the air. It tried to spew flammable liquid at Blue Scales, but the hammer of water turned into a sphere that bore inward with all the crushing weight of the very deepest parts of the ocean. Blue Scales’s eyes shone with power, and his muscles bulged with effort as he fed magic into the Word. The groan of metal turned into a series of sharp, ear-piercing shrieks, and the mechanical hydra’s struggles came to a sudden, brutal halt as it imploded.

“Go!” Blue Scales urged them onward as he hurried to Eileen’s side. “I will offer what aid I can to Eileen.”

“Dorothy and Francesca, stay here,” Gaius said. “Help them hold the stairs.”

The girl and the squirrel took up positions next to Miles as constructs charged up the stairs. Dorothy sang a command, and the earthen soldiers hurled themselves into the melee. The command turned into a wild song, and the girl’s golems fought with renewed vigour. The earth that made up their bodies hardened until it gleamed with the polished sheen of granite, and their blows downed construct after construct. Francesca, the squirrel, raised her spear over her head. A spectral figure formed behind her, ten-feet-tall and made of light, with weapons and armour of its own. She thrust her spear forward, and the spectre mimicked the gesture. Its weapon impaled three automata at once, and the sideways swipe that followed sent another five flying off the stairs.

“Come on,” Gaius said to Jonathan. “They can hold the stairs. We need to get into the building if we want to put a stop to this.”

They entered the building and fought their way to a courtyard with a large pillar in the middle. This must be what controlled the constructs. The gems floating around the pillar certainly bore a strong resemblance to the components he’d seen inside them. Based on what he knew of such matters, the gems were either controlling the constructs directly or transmitting orders from another location. Either way, dealing with them should put an end to the fight. Naturally, the pillar and the gems were not unguarded.

“Do you know what to do?” Gaius asked.

Jonathan’s brows furrowed. “I might.”

“Then do what you must. I will protect you.”

The two of them charged toward the pillar. The constructs were on them in a flash, but Gaius was as skilled a warrior as any vampire his age could be. With inhuman strength and speed, he destroyed opponent after opponent while Jonathan hastened to the pillar and the gems.

“I’ll need a moment.” Jonathan eyed the pillar and the gems. He hadn’t witnessed any of the people here use a single Word, so their magic must work on different principles. However, gem magic was another kind of magic, and he hoped it worked in a similar manner between this world and theirs.

Let me do it. The dwarf king pushed his way to the front of Jonathan’s mind. Use the spirit candle.

Jonathan fumbled for the spirit candle. It took rather longer than he liked to get it lit, but the candle’s eerie, hollow flame soon flickered over the contraption. The dwarf king appeared, and Jonathan’s magic dipped in response. Despite using the spirit candle to ease the burden, there was a price to pay for making the dwarf king solid enough to interact with his surroundings.

“There’s nothing a dwarf can’t do when it comes to gems,” the dwarf king said. “For we are sons of rock and stone. The earth birthed us, and her bounty heeds our call.” He put both hands on the nearest gem and concentrated. The gem glowed brightly and then went dark – and half the constructs around them went limp and fell to the floor.

“Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it!” Gaius shouted. His eyes widened as he took note of the dwarf king, but his sword continued its deadly dance unabated.

“Keep going,” Jonathan urged.

The dwarf king reached for the next gem. “That’s the idea, lad.”

Not long after, the battle came to an end. All of the gems had gone dark, but they continued to float in the air around the pillar. The constructs were still and silent, and the pillar trembled before it broke apart to reveal another door.

“Thank the gods.” Jonathan peered around for somewhere to sit. Unless he was willing to sit on the ground or on the deactivated constructs, there was nowhere to sit. “We should check on the others. I’m sure Eileen is fine, but…”

Before they could leave, there was movement from the corridor. He and Gaius both readied themselves for battle, but the dwarf king waved away their concerns.

“Those are your friends,” the dwarf king said. “Can’t you tell? The corridors here are polished stone, and those footsteps belong to boots and paws, not metal feet.”

The others arrived. Eileen was there in her bear form, and she appeared to have healed the worst of her injuries. He wasn’t sure if it was her hydra form’s natural regenerative power or if Blue Scales and Aria had done something, but he was glad to see her on her feet. Yet when he looked closer, it was easy to see how gingerly she walked. She had been healed, but she was a long way from her best.

Miles was also well, but Jonathan took note of the sweat that beaded his brow. His usually measured breathing was heavier than normal, and a faint tremor ran through him before the butler composed himself. Jonathan’s gut clenched. As skilled as his friend was, Miles was old. Endurance in battle often dwindled with age, or so the Blood Emperor had told him. Hopefully, a potion or two would deal with his fatigue. As if he had read Jonathan’s mind, the butler excused himself and turned, a potion halfway to his lips.

Amongst Gaius’s companions was a dwarf, and he stared at the dwarf king in awe before falling to his knees before him. He bowed his head and then rose up to his feet and beat his chest proudly. His gaze was locked onto the king’s visage – and the crown upon his head. There was not a dwarf alive who would not have recognised that crown.

“Hail to the High King!” the dwarf boomed. “Hail to the last Lord of Mordrath!”

The dwarf king acknowledged him with a regal nod, and Jonathan felt a tug on his magic. The spirit candle could not be lit for too long, but the dwarf king wanted more time. Jonathan sent what magic he could spare.

“You have the look of my grandfather about you,” the dwarf king said. “Who are you?”

The other dwarf wore the heavy armour common to his people, and he wore it with an ease that hinted at his immense strength. Dwarves might be shorter than humans, but they were usually far stronger.

“I am Baladin of the line of Aradin, your eldest son. My father is Lord of the Ashen Peaks, which is the land your eldest son and his followers claimed after the fall of Mordrath. It lies to the north of the vampire lands, alongside a forest held by the elves who we are proud to call friends.”

“I see.” The dwarf king smiled briefly and then laid a hand upon the other dwarf’s shoulder. “We will speak again after this, Baladin. I would know more about my descendants.”

The spirit candle’s flame guttered and went out, and Baladin reached out as the dwarf king vanished like smoke on the wind. He turned to Jonathan as the vampire put away the spirit candle. “Who are you?” he asked, voice pleading. “How can you call upon the spirit of the last High King?”

“It’s a long story,” Jonathan said. “And I’d be happy to tell you all about it later. However, we should focus on the labyrinth for now.”

“Aye.” The dwarf nodded slowly as if waking from a dream. “Aye, you’ve the right of it. As eager as I am to know more, there’s no point in dallying until we’re out of this place. The future can wait until we’ve secured the present.” He strode forward and offered his arm to Jonathan in the traditional dwarven fashion. “I am Baladin, Prince of the Ashen Peaks.”

Jonathan clasped the dwarf’s arm and bit back a grimace. Gods, he was strong. “I am Jonathan, Lord of the House of Bloodhaven.”

“A vampire noble, eh? You must be one of the good ones if the High King likes you. From what I know of him, he’d not suffer an evil man or a fool.”

Gaius cleared his throat and reached into his pocket. He had a communication stone. The stone pulsed with magic, and an image of a familiar dragon appeared. “Dragon,” Gaius said. “How many more doors must we pass through? Is there no end to this?”

Riftclaw chuckled. “It’s called the Paradox Labyrinth for a reason… but you’re almost there.” The dragon bared his teeth in what Jonathan sincerely hoped was a smile and not a threat display. “I’ve grown rather fond of your group – both your groups, actually – so keep your wits about you. Remember, it’s important to examine things from multiple perspectives.”

Jonathan frowned. Something was missing… “Wait. We don’t get any chests for completing this section of the labyrinth?”

The dragon shook his head. “Nope. Consider it an… adjustment since your groups worked together.” He pointed at the door. “Now, get going. You’re almost there.”

They took a moment to compose themselves before they stepped through the door.

* * *

Aria almost expected to be falling out of the sky again, so she was pleasantly surprised to find herself on solid ground. However, that relief soon turned to aggravation as she took full stock of her surroundings. First of all, their groups had been separated. The only people she could see were Gaius, Vera, and Jonathan. The labyrinth had a bizarre sense of fair play, so it had likely split them up into four groups of four since there were sixteen of them in total across their two groups. The second thing she noticed was their surroundings, and Jonathan spoke for all of them when he shook his fist at what passed for the sky.

“This makes no sense!” he cried. “Why does it always have to be floating things and bottomless pits?” The strange, twilight sky remained silent in the face of his outrage although the pinpoints of light above them moved like swarms of startled fireflies.

Gaius growled. “That dragon could have given us a better warning. I bet he’s watching this and laughing.”

“I can fly,” Vera hissed. “But the three of you…”

Aria used a Word on herself. It wasn’t the banshee’s fault, but the mere sound of her voice could be hurtful to others. Vampires had higher innate resistance to it than humans, but both Jonathan and Gaius winced whenever she spoke although Gaius did a better job of hiding his reaction. “Yes. We might have a problem.”

The four of them were on a circular floating platform that was roughly thirty feet in diameter. Scattered around them were dozens of other floating platforms, but there was no obvious way to get from one platform to another due to the impressive distances between them. Aria’s brows furrowed as she considered their options. She could make platforms for them to walk on by creating barriers and orienting them sideways. However, they would be extraordinarily vulnerable if they were attacked. The currents of magic between the platforms were also wild and twisted. It would be all too easy for those currents to interfere with her magic, leaving them to plunge to their deaths.

High above them, in what passed for the sky, was a seething whirlpool of darkness that drank in most of the light that illuminated the area. The wandering pinpoints of light gave it a wide berth, which meant they should probably do the same. The few that did wander too close vanished, with a visible shudder running through the other lights each time it happened.

“Jonathan, can you use [Scry] and [Discern Magic] on as broad an area as possible? We need to know all that we can about our situation. If you can spare the power, use [Reveal] too. I’d prefer to avoid any nasty surprises.”

Jonathan did as she asked, and his Words rippled outward, their usual steady expansion distorted by the unstable currents of magic that lurked in the gaps between the platforms.

“His Words are powerful,” Gaius said. “He would have been very helpful earlier. We spent far too long wandering around in that damn swamp.”

Jonathan smiled faintly. “I might not be the toughest fighter, but I’m not bad at gathering information.”

Glowing patterns appeared in the air. They were concentrated around the platforms, but there were plenty of others in the space between them too. They shone a captivating mix of azure, sapphire, and indigo.

“What are those?” Aria asked.

“This entire place is covered in space and time manipulation magic,” Jonathan said. “There are echoes of scores of different Words here, and I don’t recognise more than a handful of them. What I can say is this: those Words are very, very strong. Reality here has been altered on a fundamental level. It’s… flexible, I suppose you could say.”

“That does not sound reassuring,” Gaius said. “In fact, it reminds me of some of the more unpleasant aspects of the Night Tower.”

“The platforms are safe zones,” Jonathan said. “On them, reality works the way you’d expect. Between them? I can’t say what will happen or if our magic will work properly.” He peered around. “There’s also something nearby that’s giving off a lot of magic – of a kind I’m not familiar with.”

“Where?” Aria asked.

“This way.”

The majority of the platform was made of white stone, but there was a single blue stone at the centre of the platform. After a bit of poking and prodding, the blue stone shifted, and a small pedestal rose up. There was a weird, misshapen lump of material on it. At first glance, Aria thought it was made of the same material as the blue stone. Yet the longer she stared at it, the harder it became to pin down its shape or its colour.

“What is it?” The lump twisted and turned, curling in on itself and then expanding outward in a way that made a mockery of geometry. A dull ache settled in at the back of Aria’s skull, and she had to avert her gaze before it could get any worse. But although she was no longer looking at it, she continued to see the lump in her mind’s eye. It went from blue to black to violet to a colour she could neither name nor describe. Meanwhile, its shape changed from a cube to a sphere to a twelve-sided solid that was hollow inside before turning into a twisted ring which seemed to loop and wind around itself in a manner that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “It hurts to look at.”

Jonathan hummed. “Fascinating.” He motioned for them to take a big step back. “[Reveal]!”

There was a flash of abyssal light, and the lump exploded into a vast, swirling, incomprehensible mishmash of shapes. It was at once a many-sided solid and a collection of disparate edges, a cloud of two-dimensional pieces somehow floating in three-dimensional space. It had a billion different faces, half of which vanished into the madness of higher dimensions before returning and twisting the conglomerate into a strip of material that stretched out into infinity as a cornucopia of colours washed through it and blazed out of it. Abruptly, Jonathan’s magic faded, and the lump snapped back into its original form.

“I’ve heard about these, but this is the first time I’ve seen one.” Jonathan reached for the solid and then stopped himself before he could touch it. “They have dozens of different names. The terminology I’m most familiar with refers to them as eldritch prisms.”

“Eldritch prisms?”

Gaius answered, “An eldritch prism is an object that has properties akin to a regular prism or object at first glance. Yet the more it is examined, the more its properties bleed over into what can only be described as eldritch phenomena.” His lips thinned. “Impossible geometry, indescribable colours, cognitive hazards… all are commonplace. I would know because a similar object sits at the heart of the Night Tower. My family calls it the Casket of the Night.”

“I knew it!” Jonathan blurted. Gaius raised an eyebrow, and Jonathan cleared his throat. “I mean… based on what little information I’ve been able to gather about the Night Tower and its apparent powers, I’ve speculated that an eldritch prism might be involved. Of course, I kept my speculations to myself. I am well aware of what might happen if the Night Tower were to ever fall into the wrong hands.”

“To say it would be a disaster is a massive, massive understatement.” Gaius shuddered. “The Night Tower is a… device capable of destruction on an unimaginable scale. In a way, we’ve been fortunate. Even my family does not know how to unleash its full power.”

“An eldritch prism was also used to control the Shadow Font in ancient times, and the Shadow Font was one of a handful of artefacts to have existed to wield powers similar to the Night Tower,” Jonathan said.

Aria was pleased to see that Gaius and Jonathan had some level of familiarity with the object – but not pleased about what they had suggested. The Shadow Font was an ancient well of necromantic energy that had corrupted a vast swathe of territory before being destroyed by the combined might of a dozen holy orders. Her order had been involved, and the few records from that era she’d been able to access spoke of a terrible ‘crystal’ with the ability to alter people on a fundamental level. It had turned entire cities into hordes of twisted zombies bent on the corruption and death of everyone they encountered.

“What do we do with it?” Aria asked Gaius.

“We need to understand what it influences first,” Gaius replied. “And then find out how to use it to our advantage.” He took a step forward and reached for the eldritch prism. “If I start screaming, knock it out of my hands and throw containment magic over it.”

“Does it have to be you?” Vera’s voice was a deathly whisper.

“Yes,” Gaius said. “Due to my heritage and previous experience, I’m the best suited to handling it.”

Aria readied her magic. “Good luck.”

The vampire put his hands on the prism, and there was an immediate – and violent – reaction. The prism expanded again, its insides becoming its outsides before what had been a misshapen lump contorted into a spiral that was somehow both a helix and a sphere. A strange, soundless hum filled the air, and Aria raised a hand to her ear. It reminded her of the ringing she heard after a powerful explosion, except it was oddly harmonic, akin to a wild cacophony of bells being rung carelessly before they gradually fell into harmony. Gaius thrashed, and his eyes glowed with power. After what felt like an eternity of struggle, he relaxed, and a shudder ran through him. The mad shapeshifting of the prism slowed, and it settled into a form reminiscent of a series of concentric spheres. The colours of each sphere were different and changed without any obvious pattern or design.

“Gaius, are you okay?” Jonathan asked as Vera hovered nearby, hands opening and closing uselessly. As a banshee, her ability to interact with solid matter was strictly limited, and Aria didn’t want to know what would happen if she accidentally touched the prism.

Gaius swallowed thickly. “I’m not bleeding out of my ears or my eyes, am I?”

Aria blinked. “Were you expecting to?”

“On the occasions I’ve handled the Casket of the Night, that is precisely what has happened.” Gaius turned shakily, as if the prism was almost too heavy for him to carry. “Gravity… I think it can affect gravity.”

“I could use my magic to check,” Jonathan said.

“Save your magic,” Gaius replied. “We might need it later. Vera can do it.”

Gaius tossed her a dagger. The banshee caught it with both hands, and the weapon bobbed up and down briefly before stabilising. It must be near the limits of what she could carry or influence directly. From experience, Aria knew that banshees were not affected by gravity – but they could carry small objects that were affected.

Slowly, Vera drifted off into the empty space between platforms. The dagger in her hands immediately tried to move upward, and she retreated back to the safety of the platform.

“Well,” Jonathan said. “I guess that answers my question. Gravity now pulls things upward rather than downward.”

“If we fall upward, we’ll end up in that hole in the sky.” Aria shivered. The whirlpool of shadows had taken on a slightly different cast. Its edges were now rimmed with ghostly fire, and the swarms of lights had retreated to the bottoms of the platforms to keep from being sucked into it. “Thankfully, you were right, Jonathan. The platforms are safe zones. We haven’t been sucked up into the sky.” She pointed. “I think we’re supposed to go there – the platform with pillars near the whirlpool.”

“It does draw the eye, doesn’t it?” Gaius turned his attention back to the prism. “Let me see if I can change gravity to be weaker instead of simply sending us upward. If I can, we can jump from platform to platform.”

He fiddled with the prism, and it slid through itself while moving upward and downward at the same time, its inner faces spinning clockwise whilst its outer faces spun anticlockwise. Aria smelt blood and reached up. Her nose was bleeding. Jonathan and Gaius both turned, and she quickly wiped the blood away. They did not need any distractions.

“There.” Gaius took a deep, steady breath. He looked as though he’d run a dozen miles at full speed. “Can you test the gravity again, Vera?”

The banshee drifted out again, and the dagger in her hand didn’t fly up. Carefully, she flew over to the nearest platform. However, her attempts to fly higher were stymied. It was as if a great weight was pressing down on her from above. Aria’s eyes narrowed. Was there a barrier in place? Jonathan’s magic hadn’t detected any barriers, but it was possible his magic couldn’t detect them or perhaps they had only just activated.

“It seems to be working.” Aria pried loose a stone and tossed it along the path Vera had flown. “Based on the way the stone is moving, I’d say… the gravity is at about half its normal strength.”

“I agree.” Gaius shook himself, and Aria noticed his eyes were having trouble focusing. “Who goes first?”

“Before anyone jumps, we should ask Vera to stay in between the platforms. She’s a banshee, so she won’t be able to catch anyone if they miss the platform, but she can give us a bit of a push if we’re not quite on target,” Aria said.

“I’ll go first,” Jonathan said. He grimaced. “If I have to go last, I’m not sure I’ll be able to make myself jump.”

“Fair enough. I’ll go last then.” Gaius wrapped his fist around the prism. Despite its apparent size, it fit snugly in his hand. “I might lose control over the prism when I jump, so it makes sense for both of you to go before me.”

Jonathan moved back until he had a decent run up. He broke into a sprint and then leapt for the other platform. His jump was awkward – he wasn’t particularly graceful to begin with – but he was a vampire noble. Vera gave him a nudge, and he landed on the other platform. It was smaller than their platform, so he had to dig his hands into the gaps between the stones to keep from rolling off it. “Aria, your turn.”

Aria readied herself and then jumped. Her leap was more accurate, if less powerful, and Jonathan was there to catch her. It was easy to forget how strong he was because of his demeanour, but even with her armour on, she barely managed to move him at all. Instead, his arms closed around her, and he set her back on her feet.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Jonathan’s smile was warm. “Your turn, Gaius.”

Like the warrior he was, Gaius made the crossing with practiced ease.

“Now what?” Gaius asked.

“We keep working our way to the top,” Aria said. “Vera, can you go ahead and check the gravity again? See if you can get higher too.”

Vera tried to fly upward but came to a halt. “I can’t go beyond the next platform. Something is stopping me.” She scowled, and the expression was monstrous on her ghostly features. “The gravity between the platforms is different too.”

Jonathan pursed his lips. “We might have to alter the gravity each time we move between platforms.”

They made it to the next platform, but the platform after that confronted them with an incredibly complex problem. Instead of a single zone of altered gravity, the space to the next platform was broken up into a dozen zones, each of which responded differently to the eldritch prism. Since none of them except Vera could fly, they had to find some permutation of the prism that allowed them to cross. Yet despite their efforts, every manipulation they tried ended with at least one of the zones throwing them up into the sky.

“What now?”

“Can we try changing the prism again?” Aria asked. “We already know it can manipulate gravity, but can it do anything else? So far, we’ve noticed changes in shape, colour… and a few other attributes it’s difficult to put into words. Jonathan said this place is saturated in space and time manipulation magic. Perhaps those other attributes will allow us to manipulate other aspects of reality. Try to keep the shape constant and manipulate the other features one by one.”

It took Gaius painstaking effort, but they were able to deduce several things. It wasn’t the shape of the prism that affected gravity – it was actually the colour. What was most interesting was the shape of the prism while it was expanding and contracting. Careful examination suggested that certain areas of the prism corresponded to the environment around them. Changing the shape of those areas altered space in the corresponding places. After a lot of finagling – during which Gaius’s nose began to bleed – they were able to alter gravity and bend space in a way that allowed them to reach the next platform safely.

“I might have to give you a turn with this,” Gaius said to Jonathan. The noble’s nose was bleeding quite heavily, and drops of blood had begun to leak from his ears and the corners of his eyes. “The strain is getting a bit difficult to manage. However, if we alternate between us, I think we’ll be able to handle it.” He scrubbed at his cheeks, wincing as he saw the blood on his hands. “My family’s records indicate that older bloodlines are better able to withstand the pressure eldritch prisms exert, and the House of Bloodhaven is truly ancient.”

“I’ll do it.” Jonathan took hold of the prism. He made a choking sound, and his whole body twisted like a puppet under the control of a madman. After several long moments, his back straightened, and the prism began to pulse in rhythmic fashion. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

The journey to the next platform was almost comically complex. Instead of a dozen different zones of gravity, they had to deal with twenty. And rather than simply contorting space, they had to contend with the fact that not all of the space to the next platform responded in the same way to the prism. The leap to the next platform, when they were finally confident enough to take it, had more in common with the panicked tumbling of a canoe over a waterfall than a normal jump.

They all needed time to gather themselves after that although Jonathan was careful to keep his hand tightly closed around the prism. They could not afford to lose it. As he laid there with his eyes closed, Aria could just barely sense the Blood Emperor lending what aid he could. If only the labyrinth hadn’t dampened his connection with the ancient vampire, then perhaps they could have relied upon him to manage the prism. He should certainly have the power to handle it without the backlash Jonathan and Gaius faced.

“I can do another jump before we have to switch,” Jonathan said. He stumbled to his feet and squinted at the next platform. It was much farther away than the others had been. “We need to bring it closer.”

He began to fiddle with the prism, and the environment around them warped like a candle that had been left out in the hot sun for too long. Eventually, Aria had to close her eyes as the maddening twisting effect had her convinced that she could see the back of her own head. The eldritch prism was a swirling, twirling, nonsensical morass of angles, curves, and lines that defied detailed description. Aria glanced at Vera. The banshee flinched every time Jonathan altered the prism, which was proof that not even her current nature was immune to the prism’s oddities.

“Ready to go again?” Gaius asked her.

“As ready as I’ll…” Aria trailed off. Instead of the back of her head, she was now somehow seeing herself from when they’d first entered this part of the labyrinth. Jonathan spun the prism, and a fractal of possible timelines spread out before her, half of them ending in success and the other half in horrible failure.

“Sorry,” Jonathan said. “That was an accident.”

Platform by platform, they made their way up through the twilight until they finally reached the platform with the pillars. There was no door there, only empty space, but Jonathan was convinced they could use the prism to summon it.

“Turn it that way,” Aria said. “Sort of… clockwise, I think.”

Gaius had the prism. “Clockwise? I could have sworn I was already turning it clockwise.”

“Not the inside part, the outside part.” Aria pointed. “The bit that’s curving in from the outside.”

“Are you sure?” Jonathan asked. “The bit you’re pointing at is curving out from the inside to me.”

Gaius growled. “Are you sure this will work?”

“Yes. I can feel the door’s magic here. It’s… hidden, for want of a better word. The prism doesn’t normally affect what’s on the platforms, but this platform is different. It doesn’t have the same magic on it as the others.” Jonathan gestured. “Try turning that part blue… and maybe make that part… I… I don’t know what to call it, but the colour that makes your eyes really hurt.”

“This is a nightmare,” Gaius muttered. “This thing was clearly designed for someone with additional senses we don’t have.”

“Keep going,” Jonathan said. “We’re nearly there.”

The vague outlines of a door had begun to appear in the middle of the platform, drawn out of folds in space that bled phantom radiance.

“Keep twisting it,” Jonathan urged. “You’ve almost got it… there!”

The door snapped into existence, and the eldritch prism collapsed in on itself and disappeared.

“Let’s go,” Aria said. “Before anything else happens.”

Jonathan sighed. “I was hoping we could take the prism with us.”

Gaius laughed. “Trust me. We’re better off without it. I can scarcely imagine the horror it could wreak outside the labyrinth.”

* * *

Eric sighed. “And now we’ve been split up.” He glanced at Susannah. “I’m guessing Roger isn’t here with you?” The raccoon should have been perched on the huntress’s back. It was what he usually did whenever they were somewhere dangerous.

She scowled. “No. I haven’t seen him, and I can’t sense his magic at all. He must be somewhere else.”

He smiled reassuringly. “He’s a tough little guy. I’m sure he’ll be fine. He’s probably with the others. They’ll take care of him.”

“I know.” Susannah’s scowl deepened for a moment before she forced herself to relax. “That doesn’t mean I like it.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Eric said.

The only other people he could see were the elf and the orc from the other group. The orc was the first to step forward, and Eric took careful note of the old and new blood that stained his armour. He’d taken several wounds, at least a few of which were of reasonable size, but if they bothered him, he gave no sign of it. If he was the same as the other orcs Eric had met over the years, the wounds were simply incentive to fight harder. An orc might not heal the way a werewolf did, but they could be counted on to fight until their dying breath.

“I do not believe we have introduced ourselves. I am Urgon of the Red Sands Clan.”

“The Red Sands Clan?” Eric had heard the name before. “Your people live in the southern deserts, right?” Werewolves rarely ventured into the desert – too hot and too much sand – but Ulric had been there. The old werewolf enjoyed seeing new places, even if they were quite inhospitable. Supposedly, the clan took its name from its bloody history and the red, iron-rich sands that were common to their home.

“Yes. My clan has lived there since the Sundering of the orc clans.”

Eric inclined his head. “I am Eric, a werewolf of the Howl Pack of the Eradu Clan.”

Susannah scratched the back of her head. She was nervous for some reason. “I’m Susannah.”

The elf glared, and her fine, aristocratic features were tight with annoyance. Ulric had often joked that an elf could look stunning while covered in mud and complaining about the weather. Although, knowing Ulric, he’d prefer it if they were covered in blood and trying to murder him. His taste in women had always favoured warriors rather than snooty nobility. “You’re a huntress, right?”

“Fancy meeting you here, Eleria.” Susannah laughed. “What an amazing coincidence.”

“You two know each other?” Eric asked.

Eleria gazed heavenward. It reminded him of the expression the older werewolves occasionally got when they caught the young pups doing something stupid. “We’ve met before. Her clan has had regular dealings with my people over the years.” Her eyes narrowed. “And judging by your use of a disguise broach and the way you’re introducing yourself, I must conclude the rumours are true. You and Roger really did run off.”

“You could put it that way. We prefer to think of it as going on a training journey to hone our skills.”

The elf twitched, and Eric had the feeling that if she and Susannah were alone, she’d have pulled the teenager into a headlock or slapped her over the back of the head, elfin composure be damned. “Good grief! Your clan will not be pleased, to say nothing of your grandfather. I’d be amazed if he didn’t send some of his most trusted associates after you. Wait. Did her grandfather send you, Eric?”

“Nope.” Eric snickered. He was totally going to tease Susannah about this once they got out of the labyrinth. “I only found out about her grandfather recently. I met her during a mission.”

“I still can’t believe your heritage. It makes no logical sense,” Eleria grumbled. “Of course, the women of your bloodline cannot be turned into vampires or werewolves, but I don’t think anyone expected a member of your clan to have a child with Alaric, of all people.”

“The Blood Emperor existed,” Susannah replied. “And my clan probably would have kicked up a bigger fuss if my sister and I weren’t so good at what we do. Being strong gets you plenty of leeway.” Susannah chuckled awkwardly. “My sister and I are about as close to werewolves as you can get without actually being werewolves. Even grandpa’s direct children with Granny Clarissa didn’t show all the werewolf characteristics we do. We heal quickly – all huntresses heal way faster than normal humans – but it’s closer to how werewolves heal, and we’ve got better senses and physical abilities than other huntresses. I think the clan is hoping the traits will stabilise in our children.”

“Of course,” Eric said. “They want better huntresses, and you’ve got all of our strengths except the ability to transform and none of our weaknesses. I’ve seen you handle wolf’s bane and silver without any problems.”

“I quite like silver jewellery,” Susannah said. “But I rarely wear it since I visit grandpa so often. It might not hurt him, but it can hurt the others, especially the kids.” She shrugged. “I don’t want them to be scared of me although Roger wishes they’d stop following him around.”

“I can’t blame them. All we have in our territory are normal raccoons,” Eric said. “A magical raccoon is definitely something kids would want to keep an eye on.”

“Fascinating.” Urgon touched a big hand to the wound in his shoulder. The blood had already clotted, but the wound was deep, almost to the bone. Eric was honestly impressed he could move the arm at all. “But we should focus on the present.” He gestured at their surroundings, which consisted of a series of underground tunnels. “Where do we go from here?”

“Take this.” Eric tossed him a healing potion. “I’m a werewolf, so I don’t need it.”

Urgon gulped it down and relaxed as the potion got to work. “My thanks. I’m used to fighting with injuries, but being at my best would be good in an unfamiliar place.”

“Up or down.” Eleria knelt. “It’s subtle, but the tunnel we’re in isn’t level. That way leads further down and the other leads up. I’d prefer to go up. It might not take us all the way to the surface – I can’t tell how far down we are – but I think we would all be happier with the open sky above us.”

“Yes.” Urgon stretched his shoulder to work the kinks out of it. Although the potion had healed him, it wasn’t unusual for injuries to be a bit stiff. “Although Baladin would vote to go further down.” He shook his head. “If he were here, I am sure he could lead us out of this. And while my people do have underground shelters to spare us from the desert storms, they are roomier than this.” He put his hand against the wall of the tunnel. “And if you look closely, you will see that the tunnel bears marks that suggest it was not dug out by tools but by claws and teeth.”

Eric traced a few of those marks with the tip of his spear. “Makes you wonder what dug them, doesn’t it? From the marks, I’d say the claws involved were pretty big.”

“Let’s not find out.” Eleria motioned for them to follow her. “Upward it is.”

As they followed the tunnel upward, Eric found himself walking alongside Urgon. The towering orc was around the same size as Blue Scales, but he carried himself differently. For all his size, the merman was graceful, even on land. Urgon wasn’t as smooth on his feet, but there was no mistaking the strength in his bulky frame. Eric was curious to know how the orc’s strength would compare to his after he transformed. Eric was strong in his human form, but his werewolf form was larger and stronger.

Hanging back with the orc also gave Eleria and Susannah some space. The huntress and the elf were deep in a whispered conversation despite their surroundings, and he did his best to ignore their words. Their conversation was clearly supposed to be private, and he did not want to get involved in any squabble between the huntress and the elf. The pair definitely knew each other, and Eric had a feeling Eleria was approaching Susannah’s situation with the angry concern of an older sibling who had turned away only to find her sibling doing something dangerous. It was funny since Eric was confident Susannah could handle herself in just about any situation. Then again, elves did live a very, very long time. The idea of a sixteen-year-old elf sneaking off and getting into mischief was the stuff elf nightmares were made of, never mind that Susannah wasn’t an elf and had already won her red cloak.

“What’s your story?” Eric asked. He had a hand on his dagger. A spear was a fine weapon, but in the tunnel, it might become awkward to use. Urgon was in a similar situation. His massive sword would not be easy to use here although he could half sword to make it less awkward. Contrary to common belief, the orcs did have several fine schools of swordsmanship. They weren’t simply thugs swinging big pieces of metal around, and battle was a matter they treated with the utmost seriousness. “It’s not every day you see an orc keeping such unusual company.”

Urgon chuckled good naturedly. “I could say the same of you, werewolf.”

“True. But I’m fiddle footed. I wanted to see the world.” Eric smirked. “And unusual company doesn’t mean bad company. I’ll admit I never expected to become great friends with a merman – or a paladin, a shapeshifter, a butler, a vampire, a huntress, or a raccoon – but friends are friends. It doesn’t matter to me what shape they have.”

“Yes.” Urgon’s shoulders relaxed. He must have appreciated Eric’s words. “I feel the same.” His gaze grew wistful. “Ever since I was a boy, I have dreamed of being a merchant.”

“A merchant? I can’t say I’ve heard of too many orc merchants.”

“There aren’t many, save for the traders that travel from clan to clan.” Urgon gazed at something Eric couldn’t see. In the strange twilight that filled the tunnel, Eric could easily make out the ritual scars that covered his arms and wound their way up his neck and across his face. Each was a mark of accomplishment, proof of having passed the Trials orc clans used to separate men from boys or of having accomplished some great deed. An orc without scars was no true orc, or so the majority of orcs believed. There were also patches where Urgon’s skin was rough, even by orc standards, as though it had been blasted raw by sand and allowed to heal that way. Was it a mark of pride? Probably.

“My clan has no merchants, not in the way most use the term. We do trade with others, but only out of necessity, and only for what we cannot make ourselves. We are… isolated. The desert saved my people long ago, and we have come to believe it will always provide for us and shelter us. To my kin, bringing in goods from beyond the desert is an insult to our ancestors and the desert. That said, we do allow merchants in from time to time, and I would always watch them closely. They would come with things I had never seen before and speak of places beyond the red sands and desert storms of my home. They spoke of deals and markets and how a man might make his fortune through his wits alone. I wanted to seek out those things and see those places. I wanted to live by my wits, as they did, not simply by the strength of my sword arm.”

“I’m going to guess that didn’t go as smoothly as you hoped.”

“No. It did not. I was able to join a merchant caravan, but none would teach me their craft. To them, I was merely a brute.” Urgon shook his head. “I wish to become a merchant, but I am a skilled warrior. My size alone makes me imposing, and my foes will think twice before attacking. Yet I wished to learn about merchantry, which is how I ended up joining my group.”

“Oh?”

“My friend, Baladin, is a prince. But amongst the dwarves, a prince must be many things – a warrior, an artificer… and a merchant. When he left his people to prove himself, he found himself locked in battle against a powerful foe. I aided him, and he told me I should follow him. He needed my sword. In exchange, he promised to teach me about merchantry. We have fought countless battles since then and won much glory – and I have learned a great deal from him.” Urgon’s smile was fond. “I now handle most of our group’s business affairs. I make a similar quantity of coin trading as I do adventuring since our group tends to take missions that require a lot of travel.” He grinned. “Baladin is a fine merchant, but my handling of business matters has given him extra time to spend on smithing and diplomacy. He wishes to succeed his father, so he must rally support.”

“The title isn’t hereditary?” Eric asked. He hadn’t met a lot of dwarves and had never delved too deeply into their affairs. They were a private bunch, and they resented interference from outsiders. “Amongst werewolves, the oldest child generally succeeds the ruler unless they’re completely useless.” In Eric’s lifetime, it had only happened twice amongst the packs of his clan, and it had not been done lightly.

“Amongst Baladin’s people, the king chooses a successor from amongst his children. Around half the time it is the oldest child. Baladin is the third child, but he has plenty of deeds to his name and is popular with his people. He hopes that adventuring will allow him to add to his fame and secure additional support. He says that as of late, his people have been seeking to make new alliances and agreements with outsiders. He has already secured several favourable pacts with groups we’ve encountered on missions.”

“He’s a good man, then, Baladin?” Eric asked. “Because the dwarf king wants to know more about him.”

“He is a good man – and a good friend.” Urgon chuckled. “He may be strict in his dealings and drive hard bargains, but he keeps to his oaths, harms no innocents, and deals fairly with those who are honest with him. As a warrior, there are few others I would rather have at my side. He is also a cunning diplomat and merchant, and I have yet to meet his better as a smith and artificer. He is all that is good in the dwarves – stalwart and firm no matter the odds, a terror to his enemies, and faithful to his friends. I consider myself lucky to know him and will always count him as a brother in all but blood.”

“He sounds –” Eric stopped. “We’re being followed.”

“Followed?” Urgon closed his eyes and put a hand on the wall of the tunnel. It trembled beneath his fingers. “Yes. Whatever it is, it’s coming closer.”

The other two had noticed it as well. Susannah and Eleria stood behind Eric and Urgon with their bows at the ready.

“This is bad. We don’t have a lot of room to manoeuvre, and we can’t risk doing anything too destructive, lest we bring the tunnel down on ourselves,” Susannah said.

Additional rumbling came from behind them, and Eleria turned. “We are being approached from both sides. Susannah, what manner of foe do we face?”

“The tunnels were dug out with claws and teeth,” Susannah said. She smelled the air, and Eric did the same. The scents had been muted before, but they were easy to pick out now. Reptiles. “Lizards of a sort, I think.”

She was right.

Giant lizards with armoured frills rumbled toward them, all but filling the tunnel with their bulk. Their eyes were protected by thick ridges of bony tissue, and their frills opened and closed in rhythmic fashion, creating an eerie whistling sound due to the small holes in them. Eric felt a tinge of magic and brushed it aside. As with many exotic creatures, their threat display was accompanied by power designed to intimidate their foes and weaken their resolve. Eric was not so weak willed as to be bothered, nor were werewolves the type to be intimidated easily. If anything, the blood in his veins ran hotter as the familiar thirst for battle settled over him. The lizards bared their teeth. Although some of their teeth were sharp, the sort needed to cut rock, others were better suited to crushing rock. They also had large claws. These lizards must have dug out the tunnels. He wondered if they ate the rock. They wouldn’t be the first creatures he’d encountered who did.

Eleria put her bow aside and reached for her sword instead. “What are these things?”

“Ash lizards,” Susannah replied. “I’ve encountered them a few times before on missions for my clan. They live in volcanic areas. They dig tunnels to reach lava and consume both the rock they dig out and the lava.”

“Then let us hope no lava emerges while we are fighting them.” Urgon shifted his grip on his weapon. As Eric had expected, the orc had chosen to half sword – a wise choice in the confines of the tunnel. “Attack!”

There was little room for fancy manoeuvres. Instead, he and Urgon rushed to meet the foes on one side whilst Susannah and Eleria met the lizards on the other side. As they charged, the orc let loose a thunderous, bellowing war cry. A savage bite attempt came within inches of tearing off his arm, and Urgon brought the pommel of his sword down on the lizard’s head like a hammer. The creature’s thick skull saved it from death, but the orc managed to jam the blade into its eye socket before throwing his weight upon it. The lizard shrieked, frill flapping madly, and died. Urgon shoved the body aside and roared at his next opponent.

Eric began with a flat thrust toward the eye of his first opponent. The bony ridge over the eye kept the blow from being fatal, but Eric was ready for its counter attack. When it lunged, he leapt back and then drove his spear up into the roof of its open mouth. The tip of the weapon lanced up into its brain, and the lizard collapsed onto the ground. Its dead body joined that of Urgon’s previous foe, and the other lizards slowed to clamber over the corpses. Eric stood just off Urgon’s shoulder. The orc took the lead, and Eric’s spear was ready and waiting whenever Urgon’s sword was occupied.

“We cannot stay here,” Eleria shouted. A [Pierce] from Susannah swirled around the elf’s blade, and it was a testament to its quality that it remained intact as she drove it through the skull of two lizards in quick succession. Any normal weapon would have shattered from the force of Susannah’s magic. “There will be others. Either the noise or the blood will draw them here, and they will bury us beneath their numbers. We must fight for the surface.”

Eric stabbed a lizard in the face before his weapon skittered off the armoured frill of a second opponent. Urgon had switched his grip on his sword, so he could wield it like a hammer. The cross guard cracked the skull of the closest lizard, and the orc had to take a step back as a pair of lizards rushed to replace the lizard that he’d felled. Eric was tempted to ask Susannah to use a Word on his spear, but the weapon had not been forged with magic as destructive as hers in mind.

“I agree.” Eric spotted a loose clump of rock in the ceiling and motioned for Urgon to get back. He stabbed his spear into the clump, and a jagged lump of stone tumbled down. A second and third blow brought down more of the ceiling, and he turned. “That’ll slow them down. Forward!”

Susannah gave a mad laugh, and there was a slicing sound as her dagger cut a lizard’s head clean off, shearing straight through its frill. The weapon trembled, on the verge of breaking, and she tossed it toward another lizard. [Shatter] wove its way into the dagger, and it came apart in a shower of metal shards that reduced the lizard to a mangled heap of gore.

“Let’s go!”

The fighting that followed was frantic and bloody. A horde of lizards emerged to bar their path. Susannah abandoned weapons in favour of punching and kicking her enemies. With Words to enhance her blows, her attacks did terrible, terrible damage. It made Eric wonder why she didn’t fight barehanded more often since a single punch with [Pulverise] on it could turn a giant lizard into a broken, bloody ruin. The wild smile on her face was a mirror to his own expression, and he fought the urge to howl as the pair of them fought side by side, settling into a grim, deadly rhythm that saw her punches and kicks punctuated with thrusts from his spear. Eleria and Urgon were the same, the two comrades falling into a rhythm of their own that could only have come from years of fighting together.

Finally, the tunnel came to an end, and they burst out onto the surface with a victorious cry. They sprinted forward, running past tall spires of rock and only slowing when they had put a reasonable distance between themselves and the tunnel.

“Why aren’t they following us?” Urgon rumbled. The orc’s breathing was heavy, and his armour was stained with fresh blood. But he was grinning, and his eyes were alight with the thrill of battle. “The lizards are quick. They could easily have pursued.”

“I think I know why.” Susannah pointed skyward, and Eric was suddenly aware of the smell of fire and ash that hung heavily in the air. “They’re not afraid of us. They’re afraid of what’s out here.”

Eric’s gaze swept over their surroundings. Tall columns of ash and smoke rose skyward, and rivers of molten lava snaked through a jungle of broken boulders, jagged rocks, and rugged, uneven foothills. Towering mountains soared up in the distance, and the ground quaked beneath them. The tremors were matched by the rumbles that came from overhead as huge, winged shapes raced through dark clouds lit from within by flashes of lightning. Eric had never been here before, but he knew where he was. Anyone who had heard the stories would know.

This was the land of fire and ruin, the birthplace of dragons, the ancestral home and seat of power of the mightiest mortal creatures in the world. And there, looming in the distance, was a colossal dragon whose scales were mostly blue in colour but mixed with an ever-shifting collage of greys, blacks, and purples. It reminded Eric of the lights that shone in the far north. Other dragons flew through the sky, but none dared to approach the blue titan. With just a glance, Eric knew who this dragon must be. A large dragon measured its length in hundreds of feet. This dragon’s length could have been measured in miles. Gods. He was bigger than the mountain he sat upon. His tail coiled around the base of the mountain, and his wings enveloped its slopes. This dragon had to be Riftwing – dragon lord and creator of the labyrinth.

“Well…” Eric took a deep breath. “We should probably go talk to him.”

* * *

Blue Scales spared Eileen a sideways glance. The shapeshifter was doing her best to remain composed, but he had known her long enough to pick up on the minute tremors that ran through her body. She was not yet fully healed despite his and Aria’s efforts. The pair of them were currently in the middle of a desert in the scorching heat of midday, which was far from ideal, especially for him. Alongside them were the squirrel paladin and the little girl.

Immediately, he felt a surge of protectiveness well up. A child? He had seen her powers at work, so he knew she wasn’t helpless. But to bring a child into the labyrinth? It had to be a combination of desperation and devotion. He had seen how the girl had looked at the banshee. Even taking into account the banshee’s altered appearance, there wasn’t a strong resemblance. They might not be related by blood, but the care in the girl’s eyes was obvious. They were family.

“I have no idea where we are.” The squirrel had a translation charm to make herself understood. “Do either of you recognise this place?” She grimaced. “I’m glad my armour is enchanted. Otherwise, I’d be boiling alive right now.” She hopped onto the girl’s shoulder and motioned toward Blue Scales. “If you want, I could use my magic to help you with the heat.”

“Thank you for your offer, but I can manage.” Blue Scales squinted. The bright sun was harsh on his eyes, and the glare was worsened by the sun reflecting off the desert sands. He pointed into the distance. “I do not know this place, but there is something out there.”

Eileen was in her bear form, but it was easy enough for her to give herself the eyes of a falcon or some other far-sighted creature. It’s a really, really big rock. It’s the only thing I can see that isn’t sand. She shrugged. Its shape isn’t natural either. It’s been carved or cut to resemble a tower.

“We could try to reach it,” the squirrel said. “We’ve got nowhere else to go.”

“True, but the rock is far, and the conditions here are tough.” Already Blue Scales longed for shade. It was tempting to take the squirrel up on her offer, but he would endure as long as he could. The more magic they had available, the better. There was no telling what the labyrinth might throw at them next. Blue Scales had once travelled into the desert with a merchant caravan, which had given him ample access to shade. They had skirted the edges of the desert, steering clear of the scorching interior.

The little girl, Dorothy, began to sing, and warriors made of sand rose from the dunes. It was a useful gift – and a necessary skill since she lacked the size and strength for hand-to-hand fighting.

“How should we do this?” Blue Scales asked. “I am a warrior skilled in water magic and lightning magic. You saw Eileen fight earlier, so you know she is a shapeshifter of great versatility and formidable power.”

Francesca, the squirrel paladin, tapped her spear on her armoured shoulder. “Dorothy is best used for support. She can’t fight herself, so I stay with her most of the time. Apart from her warriors, she can use plenty of song magic – a bit of everything, really. I’m a paladin, so I can heal, use defensive magic, and you might have seen the spectral warrior I can summon to mirror my attacks.”

Blue Scales had noticed it. The spectral warrior had copied Francesca’s attacks and allowed her to fight as though she was larger and stronger. “Travelling on foot will take a while.”

I can carry you three. Eileen held up a sign. I’m not fully healed, but I should be fine, so long as I don’t have to do a lot of fighting. If you could use your healing magic on me, Francesca, that would definitely help.

“Are you going to transform into something else?” Francesca asked. “I know Dorothy and I aren’t very big, but Blue Scales is the largest merman I’ve ever seen.”

Eileen’s reply came in the form of a transformation that saw her take on the shape of a venom lizard. Blue Scales had encountered several during that trip into the desert. Like them, Eileen was twice the size of a horse. Venom lizards spat corrosive venom, and they thrived in the scorching heat of deserts. It was the perfect shape for Eileen to take, given their situation. It was also considerably smaller than her hydra form, which should help her maintain it for longer.

Climb on. A shadow imp held up a sign since Eileen no longer had the dextrous claws of a bear. Dorothy giggled and studied the imp curiously before climbing up onto Eileen’s back with Blue Scales’s help. It’s hot out here, and there’s no shade. Wear these. The imp held out an assortment of hats. They’re made out of magical fabric, so you can use your magic on them, Francesca.

“Where did you get hats made out of magical fabric?” the squirrel asked. She used [Withstand Elements] on the hats, and Blue Scales settled the largest of them onto his head. The searing heat of the sun immediately grew less oppressive. Due to her small size, Francesca used her spear to turn her hat into a parasol.

It’s a long story. Eileen chortled. I’ll tell you once we’re out of here. It involves my friend Aria and a bet against a dishonest merchant.

“If Eric could see me now, I’m sure he’d have a few things to say.” Blue Scales could easily imagine his friend poking fun at him in that good-natured way of his. Although, now that he thought about it, when was the last time he’d worn a hat? Hats were not commonplace underwater, and he had little cause to wear a hat on the surface either.

Hold on. Eileen began to jog, her venom lizard form moving easily through the desert sand. It’s been a while since I’ve used this form.

As they made their way toward the giant outcrop of rock, Blue Scales kept a close eye on their surroundings. In the searing heat, with the glare reducing visibility, it would be easy for them to miss a threat. Moreover, he had enough experience with the seemingly flat and harmless seabed to know that areas like this – with sand everywhere – could easily hide powerful predators.

The areas that seemed the safest were often the most dangerous, and places truly devoid of life were rare. Life was a tenacious thing, and the gods seldom enjoyed seeing their creation left empty. Harsh conditions meant harsh creatures, and he would be very surprised if they reached the rock without incident.

His caution was rewarded when a tremor ran through the ground beneath them.

“Did you feel that?” he asked as Eileen paused mid-step, her serpentine tongue flicking out to taste the air.

Dorothy stiffened, and Francesca’s magic stirred. Another – stronger – tremor rocked the ground. At Eileen’s command, insects spilled into their surroundings. Blue Scales was tempted to ask her to take on her great eagle form, but he was reluctant to ask when he knew the strain it would impose on her. Once they took to the air, they would also be visible for miles around. They might attract worse enemies than whatever was making the ground shake. He also didn’t know if she had fully recovered. Thanks to Francesca’s efforts, Eileen’s stride had smoothed, and she was moving with close to her usual ease. Yet if she were to lose control while they were airborne…

Half of Eileen’s insects took to the air whilst the other half began to burrow into the sand. However, their efforts were unnecessary. Their foe was happy to reveal itself. The rumbling shifted from distant thunder to an approaching earthquake, and the ground erupted. Blue Scales stared in disbelief as sand rained down on them, and a vast shadow fell over the desert.

Their foe was an enormous worm covered in gleaming scales, each larger and thicker than the shields used by heavy infantry. It had no eyes, but its magic was a storm cloud that washed over its surroundings and set his nerves on edge. There would be no hiding when the very sand beneath them and the air around them was filled with the worm’s magic.

The worm gave a low, ominous groan and then opened its maw. No fire or ice assailed them. Instead, sand – an absolute torrent of sand – blasted toward them. It was the same as being caught in a sand storm, and it threatened to strip the flesh off their bones if they weren’t swept away or buried alive. Blue Scales roared and threw a bolt of lightning, but apart from the sudden, actinic smell of melted sand, his attack did little to stem the tide.

“I’ll handle it.” Francesca thrust both arms forward, and her magic swelled. A [Wall of Light] flared to life, and the tidal wave of sand broke against it, swirling around them in mad, hungry currents. But within moments, the sheer force of the attack cracked the Word. Blue Scales searched for anything that could help them. He found it. There was an aquifer deep below the surface. He prayed to his gods for aid, and the gods of the Deep who ruled over the ancient and undying waters of the world answered him. It mattered little if the water belonged to an ocean or an aquifer. The waters of the world were theirs to command.

Geysers of water ripped their way up to the surface, and the merman used the sudden tide to carry them away from the great worm’s assault. The behemoth shrieked, unprepared for the onslaught, and Blue Scales wondered if it was actually afraid of the liquid. In a place this dry, it was entirely possible the worm had never encountered so much water before.

I don’t know how long I can keep this up, but I’ll do my best. Eileen became a great eagle, and her wings beat the air frantically as she struggled to gain height. A beam of sand followed her, and Eileen spun in mid-air, finally finding her rhythm as she rode an air current upward to safety. Francesca layered restorative Words onto the shapeshifter, and Dorothy began to sing. The song filled Blue Scales with vigour, and Eileen’s body relaxed, perfectly at ease in the air.

The worm was not content to let them go. It spat sand at them, but Eileen was ready. She dodged each attack, and Blue Scales shut his eyes in prayer. The waters he had called for rose up to meet them, and tendrils of liquid swirled around them to form a protective sphere. The worm swayed, sightless head tracking them easily. If it saw using magic, there was no way it could miss them.

“Reinforce my body,” Blue Scales rasped. Pulling such vast quantities of water from so deep underground was taking a steep toll on his stamina. Yet he had no other choice. Creating this much water with magic alone would have been impossible even for him.

“Right.” Francesca’s magic felt different from Aria’s, but the growing ache in his soul that came from pushing himself too hard ebbed ever so slightly. Dorothy sang a wild, discordant note, and a bolt of lightning flashed down from the sky. The worm ignored it, focused solely on the water gathering above it.

Blue Scales stood and prepared to leap off Eileen. He raised his trident in a salute to his gods and then whispered his Word. “[Hammer of the Deep].”

He jumped off Eileen and plummeted toward the worm. The water he’d called from beneath the desert followed him, great rivers of it streaming down from the sky. The worm turned, its massive head shifting to face him as it unleashed another blast of sand. Blue Scales watched the sand come and then thrust his trident forward. The water thundered down, a titanic sledgehammer of super-pressurised liquid moving at speeds that would have put an arrow to shame.

The attack struck the worm squarely in the middle of its head. It toppled back, and its scales cracked. The deluge pressed down on it, driving it back and back and back until it finally turned and fled beneath the desert sand. Blue Scales hit the water a moment later. The shock of the impact drove the breath from his body, but he soon found himself floating on his back, laughing as the remaining water fell. Did this count as rain in the desert? Ridiculous. Eileen landed near the edge of the impromptu lake, and Blue Scales swam over. They took a few moments to bask in the cool water before they continued their journey toward the outcrop.

At the base of the outcrop was another door. They stepped through it and found themselves in a land out of legend – a land of fire and ruin.

* * *

Roger scowled. Really? Water? It just had to be water. Next to him, Miles was equally unimpressed. He signed to the butler, glad that Jonathan had taught the older man raccoon sign language. To his credit, Miles had picked up the language with impressive speed.

“Yes. I can’t say I’m particularly pleased about the water… or about our groups being separated. I do hope my master is all right.”

Roger was sure Jonathan was fine. He and Miles had arrived here together, so Jonathan was probably with at least one of the others. The dragon did seem to enjoy symmetry. He and Miles were not the only ones here either. They were sharing the unknown beach with the dwarf prince and the lizardman. Roger sincerely hoped the lizardman didn’t know about the whole ancient empires at war thing. That would make this incredibly awkward.

Roger raised his paws in greeting. The lizardman, Turesh, gave a nod in reply. There were different types of shamans, but Turesh appeared to specialise in summoning elementals. He also had the appearance of a person who could handle himself in close combat although he was clearly past his prime due to his age. His claws and teeth would make for formidable weapons.

“I’m glad we’ve got company,” Baladin said. He too eyed the water with suspicion. With his heavy armour, he would sink straight to the bottom if he fell in. “Any idea of where we should go?”

Roger pointed to a sign he’d noticed sticking up out of the water. He wished Eileen was here. She could have gotten them across the water without any fuss. Hopefully, she was okay. She’d been badly wounded, but Aria and Blue Scales had tried their hardest to heal her. He might have to learn better generic healing magic. It would never be as good as what Aria could do, but it couldn’t hurt to know.

The dwarf squinted. Ah, right. Dwarves had excellent vision in certain conditions, but their long-range vision was actually slightly inferior to humans, never mind someone like Susannah’s. His friend’s sight was as keen – or keener – than any elf’s. Then again, dwarves had excellent close-range vision and better night-vision than humans. It made working in their mines easier although vampires still held the advantage in true darkness. “Of course, we have to cross the water. This dragon! We dwarves are not at our best on the waves, and after hearing about Mordrath… giant crabs with necromancy? Bah! It makes me want to avoid the sea forever.”

Miles smiled faintly. “You may rest assured that we killed as many of them as we could during our visit.”

“And you have my thanks for that.” The dwarf turned from the water to study the rest of the beach. “This damn beach doesn’t have a single stick of wood on it, so we can’t lash together a raft. Turesh could summon a water elemental to carry us, but that’s hardly the safest way to travel, especially with four of us to worry about.”

“It would also be wise for me to conserve my strength in case we are attacked while crossing the water,” the lizardman said. “Water elementals make for poor transportation, but they are deadly fighters against aquatic threats.”

Roger signed and Miles translated for him. It did not surprise him that Baladin and Turesh were not familiar with raccoon sign language. Hopefully, he and Jonathan would be able to put together a proper translation charm soon. The squirrel had one.

“A boat made of pumice or something similar?” Baladin laughed. “That’s not something I’ve seen before, but I’ll take your word for it. Pumice floats decently, and you and I can both use our magic to strengthen it without making it heavier.”

Turesh’s eyes narrowed. “My concern is less about how we will cross the water – I have faith in you two – and more about what we will do when we are attacked while crossing it. The labyrinth has challenged us every step of the way. I doubt it will stop now. My water elementals will only be able to do so much.”

“I do not relish the prospect of battle while crossing the water, but we have little choice in the matter,” Miles said. “Yet once we’re on the water, where should we go? The sign suggests a direction, but it says nothing of how far we have to travel.”

In these situations, Jonathan was incredibly handy to have around. Roger had never met anyone who could scry with such accuracy, range, and clarity. Luckily, Baladin had a solution. He pulled a device from his belt and carefully unfolded it. Ah. It was a telescope – also known as a far-seeing eye. The dwarf scanned the horizon intently before putting the telescope away. “There’s an island in the direction the sign pointed at. There’s a door on it.”

“A door? Then it would seem our destination has been decided.” Miles nodded toward the water. “Roger, if you could?”

Roger made the boat as large as he could without weakening it, and he and Baladin used their Words to enhance its durability. After a bit of cajoling – it was apparently still sulking about being summoned to a lake of lava – Turesh was able to call forth a water elemental to push the boat along. As they eased their way past the breaking waves and out onto the open water, Roger stayed alert. He would eat his hat if they got to the other island unchallenged.

This close to islands, there should be sea birds and other signs of life. Yet they were the only ones out there. It made his fur stand on end. Turesh must have shared his concerns. The lizardman had a firm hold on the ritual necklaces he wore, and there was a prayer on his lips. Miles and Baladin spoke quietly, with Baladin eager to know about their adventure into Mordrath. Halfway to the island, Roger spotted movement out of the corner of his eye.

“Tentacle!” he screamed before remembering he had to use sign language for Miles. Yet rather than bother to repeat himself, he simply jabbed a finger frantically in the direction of the appendage. “Giant tentacle!”

No translation was necessary. None of them needed to be told that a giant tentacle rising out of the water was bad news. Baladin gave a savage curse and readied his axe, but the expression on his face was grim. He knew as well as any of them that fighting a kraken on open water was a bad idea. Worse, a kraken had the strength to knock him clear off the boat. His heavy armour would do the rest and drag him to the bottom of the sea. An axe was also a melee weapon. If the kraken was close enough for him to hit it with his axe, then it was close enough to tear their makeshift boat to pieces.

More tentacles breached the surface of the sea around them, and Roger gathered his power. Negotiation wasn’t an option. Krakens were highly intelligent, but they shared the same general opinion as dragons when it came to everyone else. Food. Everyone else was food. Perhaps if Blue Scales had been there, then they might have been able to talk. The gods of the Deep loved the merman, but a kraken was not going to listen to an old man, a raccoon, a lizardman, or a dwarf. If anything, it would try to kill them on general principle. To make matters worse, the positioning of the tentacles suggested the beast was directly below them. If they weren’t careful, they could be sucked straight into its maw.

“Prepare for battle,” Miles growled. “Although we are at a distinct disadvantage.”

“Go faster,” Turesh urged his elemental. This time, the creature didn’t argue. It had gone from being cranky about being summoned after the lava debacle to concerned about their survival. Summons often built bonds with their summoners, particularly if they were called upon repeatedly, and a shaman as experienced as Turesh would surely have focused on winning over his summons. “We can’t beat it in a fight, but we can try to hold it off until we reach the island.”

“Aye.” Baladin’s hands tightened around his axe. He was no coward, but krakens were similar to dragons. Usually, it wasn’t about beating them. It was about finding a way to survive. “That’s our plan then.”

Now that they had abandoned any attempt at stealth, the boat raced across the water. A tentacle swung down to bar their path, but Roger met it with twin blasts of lightning and molten ash. The limb recoiled, but there was another ready to take its place. Baladin threw a bottle that burst in mid-air, and burning oil scattered all over the tentacle. Turesh grasped a different necklace and pointed at the sky. A lightning elemental crackled to life, and it lunged toward the closest tentacle with a furious, inhuman roar. Yet another tentacle grabbed for the boat, but Miles flung himself forward. He had the mace Jonathan had won, and he brought it down on the tentacle with all the force his strength and momentum could give him. With a trio of Words to enhance the blow, the kraken jerked its tentacle back in pain.

There was a howl from inside the water, and the lightning elemental came apart in a shower of sparks. The boat threatened to capsize, and the water elemental gave a wet gurgle as it fought to keep the boat steady amidst the wild, surging waves.

“I think we made it mad,” Miles murmured.

“Good!” Baladin spat as he threw another bottle. “This bastard shouldn’t have everything its own way!”

“We should probably get closer to the island if we’re going to continue to antagonise it.”

Roger delved deep into his magic. They couldn’t hold the kraken off for much longer. Once it overcame its irritation and the momentary pain of their blows to commit to a full-blooded attack, it would have no problems whatsoever in sinking their boat. They needed to hit it with something it couldn’t shrug off, and Roger knew precisely the Word for the job. It was fortunate that the water here was relatively shallow, perhaps a couple of hundred feet deep.

Roger dipped a paw into the water and pushed [Volcanic Geyser] out with all the magic he could spare, hoping his Word would be able to reach the seabed. For a long moment, there was nothing. Had he failed? And then he felt it – the connection to the seabed. There was a rumble that shook the water before his Word cracked the seabed and sent lava spewing upward. The kraken bellowed in startled agony. Roger grinned. He’d been right. It was directly below them.

“Come on!” Turesh urged. “We’re nearly there.”

The water below them boiled, but the kraken wasn’t done with them. Despite its pain, it lashed out with its tentacles in a desperate bid to crush them. They were so close to the island now…

Turesh’s water elemental reared back and threw the boat with all its might. They soared through the air, but Roger could already see it wouldn’t be enough. A pair of tentacles reached for them, ready to smash them to pieces. Roger’s jaw clenched. Time to do something crazy. He fired a [Blasting Bolt] at the back half of the boat.

The explosion that followed hurled the four of them through the air. They landed in the shallows just shy of the shore, and there was a frantic scramble for safety. Miles picked up Baladin and dragged him out of the water and onto the beach whilst Roger leapt onto Turesh’s back. As they had flown through the air, Roger had gotten a better view of their foe. The kraken had been a mere child of its kind, a scant three hundred feet across. It made him wonder how Roger the Relentless had ever managed to not only fight but also kill several adult krakens.

The tentacles followed them, and they broke into a ragged sprint up the beach and toward the door at the centre of the island. The last thing they heard were the kraken’s angry, disappointed cries as it mourned its escaped meal.

And then they were through the door and beneath a burning sky. They had arrived in a land of fire and ruin.

* * *

Jonathan was pleased to see that everyone had managed to make it without looking too much the worse for wear. The two groups had moved into the shadow of a hill, mindful of the dragons that soared overhead. If they were caught out in the open, they were dead.

Before their eyes, the titanic blue dragon vanished. In his place was a smaller dragon – if the word ‘smaller’ could be used to described a dragon that was hundreds of feet long. This dragon had scales that reminded Jonathan of lava, an assortment of blacks, browns, oranges, and reds punctuated by glimpses of a volcanic glow that came from deep within the reptile. A moment later, all of the other dragons in the area vanished too, and the communication stone came to life. It was Aeonwing.

“I knew you’d make it! But you’re not done just yet. My grandsire says you have one last task to complete.” Jonathan got a sinking feeling. “Defeat that dragon, and your two groups will receive what you seek.”

The stone went silent, and Jonathan almost dropped it. “So… uh… do any of you know how to beat a dragon that big?”

Baladin shook his head. “We’ve got two paladins here. We could try prayer.” He jabbed his axe in the direction of the dragon. “That damn thing is huge. It has to be at least three hundred feet long. Maybe an ambush? I can’t see us winning a fair fight.”

Susannah grinned. “I might have an idea or two.”

Jonathan gasped. “You’ve killed a dragon before?”

“Technically, I wasn’t the one who killed it. My granny was. But I was there. I helped.”

Aria leaned forward, as did Gaius. They were the tacticians of the two groups.

“Tell me more,” they said together.

“Gladly.”


Interlude Three – The Lonely Dragon

The dragon groaned and clutched at his belly. His claws came back bloody. If he’d been a single instant slower, his enemy would have spilled his guts all over the mountainside. A dragon’s scales were tough, but a dragon’s claws were no less impressive. It didn’t help that he was small. As a dragon grew older and bigger, their scales got tougher and their claws became sharper. His opponent had been four times his size, so it was no wonder a glancing hit had done so much damage.

He snarled. He hadn’t wanted to fight. All he’d wanted were some scraps, the parts nobody enjoyed eating. In this land of fire and ruin where dragons had been born, food was hard to come by. It wasn’t unheard of for ruthless dragons to turn upon their smaller kin to feed their hunger. The dragon who’d wounded him had already eaten his fill from the giant lizard he’d slain and had been content to doze nearby. Yet when the little dragon had crept forward to pick at the meagre scraps left behind, he’d been attacked and nearly killed for his trouble.

It didn’t matter that the other dragon didn’t want the rest. All that mattered was making sure nobody else got any. If the little dragon starved, then there would be one less rival for the bigger dragon to face in the future. It was better to kill him now before he had the strength to defend himself. Life had always been a struggle for the little dragon, but it was looking more and more likely that starving would be part of his future.

Dragons were often solitary creatures, especially once they reached adulthood, but younger dragons tended to hunt with their siblings or parents for protection. A large dragon was a fearsome foe, but numbers mattered. Why fight a group of dragons when there were lone dragons to target? The dragon had no siblings, and he had hatched without either of his parents around. Instead, he’d found himself alone on a barren, flame-seared hillside with nothing but jagged rocks and rivers of molten fire to keep him company. He’d been forced to bite and claw and scrap for every meal, never knowing how long it would be until his next or how hard he’d have to fight to get it.

Merely finding a place to sleep and rest was hard. There was no telling when he might be driven from whatever meagre shelter he’d found by a bigger dragon or by a group of smaller dragons. Instead, he slept wherever he could and scavenged whenever the opportunity presented itself. Since he lived far from the best hunting grounds, the prey he caught did little to fill his stomach. Dragons could grow to truly colossal sizes. An adult dragon was an inferno, consuming everything in its path. A young dragon was a brushfire, desperate for any fuel it could find to grow. Hunger was an ever-present companion, a second shadow that filled his waking moments and haunted his dreams.

But the hunger that stalked his every step and wingbeat was not alone. There was the rage and the despair that came from realising how futile his efforts were. For now, he was small enough to be mostly ignored. But as he grew larger, other dragons would see him as a threat. When that happened, he was dead. Without other dragons to call his allies nor the raw power to fend for himself, he would be easy pickings for an older, stronger dragon or a group of younger, ambitious dragons.

If he wanted to live, then he needed to find somewhere safe – somewhere with food and shelter where other dragons couldn’t simply kill him on a whim. He had no idea where he could find such a place, for he had never left the ashen lands of his birth. But he had to try. He didn’t want to die. As miserable as his life was, it was his life. It was all he had. Even if every day was a struggle, even if he went to sleep every night cursing his fate and wondering if he would wake again…

He wanted to live.

Each beat of his heart was a cry of defiance.

Live.

Live.

Live.

A prideful dragon would have stood his ground and fought. These fiery peaks were the ancient homeland of his kind, and only by conquering them and claiming mastery over the burning mountains could he truly prove himself. But pride would not fill his belly. Pride would not safeguard him from other dragons. If leaving this place was the only way he could survive, then he would swallow his pride and bear the shame of fleeing. And someday, years from now, when he was no longer small and weak, he would return.

And this place of broken earth and blazing stone would tremble before him.

The dragon left as soon as his wounds were healed. He did not know where he would go. Yet each day, he flew as far as his wings would take him. Somewhere, beyond the horizon, was the home he longed for. He would find it, no matter how long it took.

Several times, he thought he’d reached it. But every time, he was driven away. He might have been a dragon, but he was young and small. His scales were not yet proof against swords and spears, and his cunning foes set traps or poisoned his prey in a bid to weaken him. It was galling to flee from creatures that an adult dragon would have crushed with less than a thought, but he did his best to ignore the bitter sting of defeat. Eventually, he promised himself, they would be the ones running from him.

He flew on.

He needed to find a place beyond the lands of his kind and beyond the towns and cities of other creatures. He needed a place where he could grow in safety, which meant somewhere remote with plenty of prey. Time was his ally. If he could find that place and keep it, then he would someday grow large and strong enough that he would never have to run away again.

Eventually, he reached the sea.

It was beautiful. He’d heard of it before, but he had never seen it with his own eyes. He lingered on the shore for a long time, savouring the wet sand between his claws and feasting on the fish he caught. The horizon called to him, an ever-distant place where the sea and sky were one. The sun was warm on his scales, and his belly was full. Perhaps he could have stayed there, but something called to him from beyond the sea.

He dreamed of a place he’d never seen before and woke filled with a desperate need to be there. It was a towering, solitary mountain rising over a lush, emerald forest. There were blue skies overhead, and the woods teemed with prey. Four rivers joined, and their sparkling waters were cool and fresh and full of fish. There was a cave in the mountainside. Somehow, he knew it was meant for him.

That place – that mountain – would be his home, if only he could reach it.

The dragon left the beach behind and flew out over the sea. He did not know how long it would take for him to cross it, but the mountain called to him. Home, his dreams whispered. Home was waiting on the other side of the sea.

When he was tired, he rested in the water. Swimming or floating was easy, and he could always take wing again if a kraken, leviathan, or sea serpent drew near. They might be fast in the water, but no beast of the sea could match the speed of a dragon in full flight, not even a small, young one.

Several times, he was caught in a storm. He would howl his defiance at the black clouds, the sounds of it swallowed up by the boom of thunder and the crashing of waves. Lightning shone upon his scales, and he laughed as the rain whipped at his face. How many other dragons had experienced this? How many of his kind were content to fight over their homeland without ever seeing the rest of the world? If he died – if he never reached the home he saw in his dreams – at least he could say he’d seen the world. He’d thought his homeland was so big, but now he understood how small it really was. The world was big, and there was so much more of it to see.

At the height of the strongest storm, he saw a vast shape looming over him in the clouds. It was the Lord of Storms, the son of the sea and the sky. He held a spear of lightning in his hand, and his hair was a mantle of storm clouds. His voice was thunder, and his breath was a hurricane. The god’s gaze fell upon him, and the dragon roared. The sky split above him, and the seas trembled below him. The god was laughing – the dragon’s courage amused him. In the distance, deep below him, the dragon glimpsed the Mother of Unfathomable Depths gazing up at her firstborn. Above him, high above, he spied the Lord of the Boundless Sky, and he too gazed with pride upon his eldest son. Yet for a moment, their gazes shifted to the dragon, and he dared to believe they might approve.

Finally, the dragon reached the other side of the sea, and he flew over land again. The call of the mountain grew stronger with each passing day, a song he heard more in his heart and soul than in his ears. Late in the afternoon, he saw it. It was exactly as he’d dreamed: a solitary mountain standing proudly over a forest of tall trees, its slopes wrought of black stone, and its peak capped with ice. His heart swelled. He was home. The forest below him teemed with life, and the four rivers he’d seen joined into a single mighty current that cut a course toward the sea.

The dragon flew around the mountain and bellowed a challenge. Silence greeted him. There were no dragons here to take the mountain from him, no winged titans that could catch him and tear him limb from limb. There were hydras, but they seemed reluctant to venture high up the slopes. They were better suited to the forest and the foothills. He would leave them be, and he could always run if they pursued him. He was a dragon – it would take another dragon to catch him once he was in the air.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, and the last orange rays of dusk vanished, he found the cave. It was huge, far bigger than he needed, but that was fine. He would grow. But first, he had to deal with those inside. A pack of wolves had claimed it for their den, but he was a dragon. He made short work of them and ate his fill before falling asleep on the bare earth. He was home.

It was the soundest sleep he had enjoyed in a long, long time.

That night he dreamed of tears, but what cause would a dragon have to weep? Dragons did not weep. They howled and raged and fought. Their blood was fire, and ruin ruled their hearts. Yet there was a rightness to the tears in his dreams. It filled him with a strange contentment as though he had lived a whole life already and found it pleasing.

The next morning, he was awakened by an explosion. Panic filled him. Had another dragon followed him? Would he be driven from this place too? The thought of it was almost more than he could bear, and part of him wanted to crawl deeper into the cave and hide. He growled and found his courage. Trapping himself inside the cave would be foolish. At least outside of it, he could flee if a battle did not go his way. And there might not be a battle. Perhaps there had been a landslide, or a pair of hydras were fighting for territory.

He left the cave and flew until he saw something unusual. On the opposite side of the mountain, standing amidst a large patch of bare, burnt earth were a raccoon and a grey squirrel. That alone would not have given him pause, but both had more magic than he had ever seen in such creatures. In fact, both had more magic than him!

As he watched, the raccoon gestured with his small paws. [Lightning Bolt].

The bolt of lightning that thundered down from the summit of the sky to shatter a large boulder was amongst the biggest the dragon had ever seen. It would have seriously injured him and knocked him out of the sky. A second or third might have killed him. The raccoon was strong. The dragon would need to be careful. As he continued to watch, the squirrel pointed.

[Restore Object].

The boulder was returned to its previous state, and the dragon’s unease grew. The raccoon was clearly adept at attacking whereas the squirrel had strong restorative magic. If he had to fight them, he would need to strike quickly. Had they been elsewhere, he might have retreated. Yet this mountain was to be his home, so he had to be prepared to fight for it. The battle would be difficult, but it would not be impossible. He was not facing another dragon. He was facing a raccoon and a squirrel. The dragon’s mind was made up. He bellowed his challenge and landed nearby.

The raccoon and the squirrel stared at him in surprise before the raccoon gathered himself and spoke. The dragon’s brows furrowed. He could understand the speech of all animals, but this was the first time he’d met a raccoon so well spoken. Was he a… special raccoon?

“Good morning.” The raccoon smiled, and the dark bands of fur around his eyes gave him an oddly cunning appearance despite his warm words. “Did we wake you?”

The dragon flared his wings to make himself as large as possible and replied in the most menacing voice he could muster. “Yes!”

“I see.” The raccoon sketched a quick bow. “Then you have our most sincere apologies. We were unaware that anyone lived on this mountain, never mind a dragon, although that might explain the roar that we heard yesterday afternoon while returning to our home in the forest.” He gestured at the ruined patch of earth. “I’m a wizard, you see, and my friend here is a paladin. For reasons we’d prefer to avoid discussing, we’ve found ourselves a long way from civilisation. On the upside, we’ve had plenty of time to hone our skills since it’s not as though you can blast things in the middle of a city – unless you want to get arrested.”

The dragon couldn’t sense any deception in the raccoon’s words, and his magic had receded. “I guess…”

“As I said, if we did wake you, that was never our intent.” The raccoon smiled again. “We do want to be friendly neighbours. You moved in yesterday, right?”

“Yes.” The dragon had plenty of growing to do, but he could easily eat the raccoon and the squirrel in a single bite. At this distance, he was confident he could reach them before they could use their magic.

“Then allow us to welcome you to the area. We’ve just returned from a nearby village after trading for supplies.” The raccoon pointed to the squirrel. “Stan here is a paladin. He’d normally be wearing armour, but getting armour in his size has proven difficult away from a major town or city. I’m a wizard, not a blacksmith, so I’m better suited to blowing apart metal than forging it.”

“Stan?” The dragon tried to glower. His instincts were telling him to relax, that these people were not his enemies, but he refused to lower his guard. The raccoon was clearly very clever, and cleverness had undone the dragon several times in the past. Dragons might not have much use for it due to their power, but he’d learned at painful cost that other creatures did. “What about you? Who are you?”

“I’m Roger, a wizard – or a war wizard, if you wish to be precise.” The raccoon smiled yet again. “And who might you be, good dragon?”

“Who am I?” The dragon paused. Nobody had ever bothered to ask him for his name before. The other dragons had never called him by one, and he had no siblings or parents to give him a name either. Yet in his dreams – the dreams where he was big and strong and wise – there had been a name that others used. It felt right, as though it was meant to be his. “I am Riftwing.”

“Riftwing? I can’t say I know a lot about dragon names, but it sounds a fine name.” Roger held a paw out in greeting. “It is a pleasure to meet you, and I do hope we can get along. The gods themselves know the hydras here haven’t been anything to write home about with regards to company.”

Grudgingly, Riftwing reached out and shook the raccoon’s tiny paw. Neighbours? He’d wanted the whole place for himself, but attacking them if they didn’t want to fight would be stupid. Roger and Stan were strong. Even if he won, the fight could prove costly. If they wanted to get along, then it was better to leave them be. It wasn’t as though they’d be fighting over food. Raccoons and squirrels didn’t eat the same food as dragons. Maybe when he was bigger and stronger, he could drive them off – or he could simply wait for them to grow old and die. He didn’t know how long raccoons or squirrels lived, but it had to be shorter than dragons. There were very few creatures who lived as long as dragons.

“Fine.”

“We don’t want any trouble,” Stan said. The squirrel’s voice was wary. “Neither Roger nor I have anywhere else to go, and this place is pretty nice although it’s a bit remote. We don’t want to leave.”

Riftwing’s eyes narrowed. Had they lived lives similar to him? From what he’d seen during his journey, raccoons and squirrels seldom lived alone. They usually lived in family groups. Where were their families? Did they not have any? “Don’t make trouble for me, and don’t blow stuff up so early in the morning.”

Roger rubbed his paws together. “That sounds fair. We can set up a schedule if you want. Was there anything else you planned to do today?”

Riftwing flexed his wings. The temptation to relax was powerful, but he needed to keep up a strong front. Appearing weak was a quick way to end up dead. “I’m going to find food.”

“Of course. You’re a young dragon with plenty of growing to do.” Roger scratched his chin. “If you’re interested, deer often gather near a certain part of the river. It’s a few miles south of here. The river there is slower and shallower since its wider. I’m sure you’ll be able to catch a few of them if you go there.”

Riftwing nodded stiffly. “I’ll check.”

Riftwing left the strange raccoon and squirrel and took to the air again. As the raccoon had said, there was a shallower, slower part of the river where deer gathered. The dragon licked his lips and dove. They weren’t expecting him at all, so it was easy to catch one. He carried his prey over to a rocky outcrop and ate quickly, half expecting someone to steal his kill. Yet he was able to eat without incident, and he returned to the river for a second deer, which he savoured. Yes. This was the home he’d dreamed of. Here, he could grow large and strong. And maybe the raccoon and the squirrel weren’t completely awful. They must have lived here for a while, so they should know about this place.

* * *

“Out of curiosity,” Roger asked. “What sort of magic do you have?”

After months of seeing Roger and Stan around the forest and the mountain, Riftwing had begun to watch the pair when they practiced their magic. It was fun. Roger was very strong. He could call lightning from the sky, create fire, and split the ground. Riftwing might not have known a lot about how towns and cities worked – dragons didn’t build any and the people who lived in them had always driven him away – but he knew enough to understand that with his power, Roger should be living somewhere nicer. Meanwhile, Stan’s defensive magic and restorative magic were also powerful. The squirrel could create barriers that could stand up to a few of Roger’s attacks despite those attacks having the strength to pulverise boulders and blow apart trees. Roger never used his magic on the very biggest trees, the gigantic ones that loomed over the rest of the forest. Those trees were older than the others, and there was a certain… weight to them that spoke of a power Riftwing couldn’t fully perceive or understand.

Attacking them would be unwise.

“My magic?” Riftwing huffed. “Hmph.”

The truth was that he didn’t know a lot about his own magic. No one had ever told him what kind he had, and when he’d tried to use the same Words as the other dragons, he’d failed. Maybe he was different, or maybe there was something wrong with him. It was the same way with his scales. He’d never met a dragon with the same sort of scales as him. He had hoped his dreams would reveal his magic, or the gods would take pity on him and tell him. But his dreams had shown him nothing, and his prayers had gone unanswered. The gods did not give their aid easily, especially the gods dragons worshipped. Dragons had been given countless gifts, and the least of them was still mighty. The last thing their gods wanted was for them to grow spoiled and weak.

“Interesting. It seems as though you don’t know.” Stan hopped over. The squirrel was munching on berries he’d picked earlier. “I could check to see what Words you have if you want.”

Riftwing sat up on his haunches. “What?” He hadn’t known people could do that.

“I can Hear people’s Words. They don’t have to be using them. It’s a gift I’ve always had, but there are no whispers around you. It’s strange.” Stan offered Riftwing a berry. The dragon shook his head. He was interested in Stan’s words, not a small berry. Besides, the squirrel needed it. He was tiny. “Not knowing your own Words… it seems a terrible shame.”

“Why would you help me?” Riftwing asked. In his experience, nobody ever did anything for free. The times another dragon had helped him, there had always been a heavy price to pay – and a few times, the price had nearly been his life.

“You’ve been friendly,” Stan said. “And you’ve never tried to eat us.”

“You’re both tiny.” Riftwing bared his teeth. He had grown swiftly since finding the mountain. He was now almost half again as big as he’d been when he’d first found the mountain. “You’d be less than a mouthful.”

“True.” Roger chortled. “But you’ve been an excellent neighbour, all things considered. And Stan and I were thinking it might be nice to have you practice alongside us.”

“The more the merrier and all that,” Stan drawled. “What do you say?”

Riftwing hated the idea of being in their debt, but the idea of finally being able to use his Words was too tempting. “All right. I’ll kill something for you in exchange.”

Roger and Stan stared at him. The raccoon was trying not to laugh whilst Stan merely sighed and shook his head bemusedly.

“A hydra would be nice. It doesn’t have to be big.” Roger grinned from ear to ear. “I’m a better wizard than I am an apothecary or alchemist, but I know a few tricks about brewing potions and the like. A hydra’s flesh, blood, and venom are all useful in their own ways.” He waved a paw at Stan. “Stan has been asking me to make certain things for him, but we haven’t been able to get the ingredients at a reasonable price. I can kill a hydra myself. Unfortunately, when I kill a hydra, there’s nothing left. Stan’s magic isn’t ideal for dealing with hydras either.”

“I’ll get a hydra for you,” Riftwing promised. The larger hydras were too dangerous for him to confront directly, but it shouldn’t be hard to ambush a smaller hydra. If he used his fire and dove swiftly, the fight would be over before the hydra realised it was in danger.

Stan rubbed his paws together. “I might finally get the armour I’ve been wanting.”

“I can make the ingots of metal, my friend, but we’ll still need to bring them to a blacksmith.”

“We can worry about that later.” Stan reached out to Riftwing. “Don’t worry. This might feel a bit odd, but it’s perfectly safe.” He drew himself up to his full height and then placed both hands on Riftwing. “[Divine Testament]!”

Radiant white light enveloped Riftwing. He fought the urge to snarl or roar out a challenge, but the light did nothing to harm him. Instead, a huge weight was lifted from his shoulders. When the light faded, the world was clearer and more vivid. It was as if he’d been viewing the world through a murky piece of glass that had finally been moved out of the way. The Words he’d never been able to find were suddenly at the tip of his tongue.

“What did you do?” Riftwing asked. His wings beat the air, and his claws dug furrows into the earth. “I feel… stronger.”

Stan hummed thoughtfully. “My Word reveals the truth of all things… and banishes impurities and lies. Somebody cursed you, and my Word removed the curse. Do you know who could have done it? They must have been incredibly powerful and skilled since dragons are naturally resistant to curses, yet I wouldn’t have noticed it without using my Word.”

Riftwing could think of dozens of possibilities. He’d encountered many cruel dragons before leaving the land of his birth, and it was easy to imagine any of them cursing him just so they could bask in his misery. He could see it now: curse the lonely, little dragon and then laugh as he struggles to survive, never realising what’s wrong with him. His blood boiled, and he seethed with rage. Later, when he was stronger, he would find out who was responsible and tear them limb from limb. He would rip their heart out and feast on their flesh. He would bathe in their molten blood and throw their broken body down across the mountainside for all to see.

But first…

Riftwing calmed himself and then bowed his head. This was the first time he had ever bowed to someone else out of his own volition. “Thank you for helping me.”

“What are neighbours for?” Stan smiled gently and patted his snout. “But you’re lucky. You have powerful Words.”

“Oh?” Riftwing shifted excitedly. He would seek vengeance later when he had the strength to secure it. Right now, he wanted to learn about his magic.

“Your Words are related to [Space] and [Time], and your affinity with them is the strongest I’ve ever seen.”

[Space] and [Time]. He turned the Words over in his mind. There was a rightness to them that he had never felt when trying other Words in his earlier futile attempts to use magic. Was the curse at fault, or was using the wrong Words bound to end in failure? It didn’t matter. He had Words of his own now, and although the urge to use a Word was nearly overwhelming, there was a question he wanted to ask first. “What about you two? What are your Words?”

“Normally, it would be considered impolite to just ask someone what their Words are, but since we found out about yours…” Stan raised his paws into the air. Light swirled around him. “Mine are [Heaven] and [Restoration].”

Roger puffed out his chest proudly. The ground beneath them trembled, and a bolt of lightning crackled through the cloudless sky. “[Earth] and [Sky].”

“Those are strong Words.” Riftwing closed his eyes. There was a Word on the tip of his tongue that demanded to be spoken. He opened his eyes and pointed at a rock that was slowly rolling down the mountainside. “[Hasten Time].” Its speed doubled, and it raced toward the forest. “Yes,” he said, lips pulled back into a toothy smile. “Yes!”

“Not bad.” Roger tossed a [Lightning Bolt], and the rock exploded. “I’ve encountered a few Words over the years that you might be able to use. Your affinity with [Space] and [Time] is strong enough that you should be able to figure them out from my descriptions.”

Riftwing leaned forward. “Tell me everything.”

He spent the rest of that day learning about magic from Roger and Stan. Later, as he settled down in his cave with a full belly and a dozen Words at his disposal, he realised that it had been the best day of his entire life.

* * *

Despite their differences, Riftwing found himself spending his spare time with Roger and Stan. They weren’t dragons, but that was a good thing. Dragons were always vying for supremacy, always fighting and clawing for any advantage they could get. Alliances were temporary, and true friendships were all but unheard of. The truest bonds a dragon had were with their parents, siblings, and mates – and even those grew tenuous over time. Riftwing wasn’t so foolish as to believe that only other dragons could betray him, but Roger and Stan had little to gain from deceiving him and plenty to lose if they incurred his wrath. Moreover, they weren’t competing for the same resources as him, and they had no interest in claiming territory for themselves, apart from where they lived.

Instead, they were happy to teach him what they knew, and they didn’t mind if he sometimes turned up with a deer carcass or two to munch on while he learned although they did make a point of looking away while he ate. He didn’t mind, nor was he insulted when they offered him some of their food. It was the thought that counted. And if he told them where the tastiest berries, nuts, and fruits could be found, he was simply returning the favour. It would not do to be in their debt.

“You want to see where we live?” Roger asked.

Initially, Riftwing had not thought about where they lived. But as he had gotten to know them better, he found himself growing curious. Dragons lived in caves or on mountains, and he knew that raccoons and squirrels lived in and around trees. Yet Roger and Stan were different from the raccoons and squirrels he’d met elsewhere. “We can show you, but I’m afraid all you’ll be able to do is look.” He gestured at Riftwing who was now triple the size he’d been when he’d first arrived at the mountain. “You’re a lot bigger than us.”

Riftwing shrugged. “I just want to see it.” He paused, considering. “I could show you my cave if you want.”

“Sounds fair.” Roger turned to Stan. The three of them were on the mountainside. “Would you mind giving us a lift back? It’ll be quicker that way. We can show you where it is.”

“A lift?” Riftwing frowned. He’d never carried anyone on his back before – he’d never needed to. However, Roger was right. It would be quicker, given how he and Stan usually travelled. They generally relied on the summoned creatures they could call upon, but none of them could match a dragon’s speed. “All right.” He shifted and extended a wing for them to climb onto, and he waited patiently as they moved from his wing to his back. “Hold on.”

He launched himself up into the air and then checked to make sure they hadn’t fallen off. He was confident they could survive with their magic, but they were both so small and light that it was hard for him to tell if they were there or not. Riftwing could carry several full-grown deer with ease. A raccoon and a squirrel were no trouble at all.

“No wonder you dragons enjoy flying.” Roger clung onto Riftwing’s back. “This is fantastic!”

Riftwing chortled. Dragons were sons of wind and fire. Their scales were wrought of moonlight, and the sun burned in their hearts. The skies were theirs. He roared a challenge and upped his speed, drawing a wild curse from Stan who used a Word to create a glowing rope for him and Roger to hold onto.

Soon, they arrived. Roger and Stan’s home was in one of the towering trees that soared over the rest of the forest, a bulwark that had stood silent sentry over its lesser kin for centuries. High above the forest floor, nestled amidst the branches, were buildings. They reminded Riftwing of the houses he’d seen in the villages and towns he’d passed during his journey, albeit sized to fit a raccoon and a squirrel, not elves, humans, dwarves, or orcs. He couldn’t sense any other raccoons or squirrels around, so all of the buildings must belong to Roger and Stan.

Did each building serve a different purpose? Dragons didn’t need a lot in the way of housing. For a dragon, a place to sleep was enough. His scales were proof against the inclement weather, and apart from other dragons, there were few creatures willing to attack even a sleeping dragon. But Roger and Stan were not dragons. It was easy to imagine them struggling against the tearing winds and driving rain of a storm.

“It’s not a castle,” Roger said. “But it’s home. If you look closely, you’ll see several hollows in the tree. That’s where we originally lived, but we’ve added extra rooms and buildings over the years. We’ve both acquired more belongings since we moved here, so we need somewhere to put them. It’s also nice having extra space, and the buildings ensure we don’t have to worry about the weather or people taking our things while we’re gone.”

“Do you have to worry about being attacked?” For some reason, the thought of Roger and Stan having to fight off enemies on a regular basis did not sit well with Riftwing. They were both powerful, but they were also small. A bear could kill them if it managed to catch them off guard or was able to get past their magic.

“Not really. There aren’t many animals that can get up to where we live, and we have plenty of magic in place to protect ourselves.” Roger held up the charm he wore around his neck. Stan had a similar charm. “These charms won’t stop everything, but they’ll buy us the time we need to use our magic. We always keep a summoned creature around when we’re not with you. It’s an excellent way to exercise our magic, and it protects us from ambushes.” Roger grinned. “You, however, are a dragon. Here, the only creatures that might want to fight you are hydras, and that will change as you get older and bigger.”

Riftwing had grown incredibly quickly since he’d found the mountain. It made him wonder if his small size had been due to how little he’d been able to eat or if the curse had a role to play. Now, the larger hydras were wary of him although Riftwing was not so stupid as to challenge the ancient hydra that dwelt in the rocky foothills on the opposite side of the forest. An adult dragon would have been cautious around it. Thankfully, the great beast was lazy and never wandered far, content to eat, sleep, and bask in its own territory. In return, Riftwing gave it a wide berth and did not take any prey from its hunting grounds.

The dragon gazed up at the cosy buildings tucked away amidst the branches. It would be easy to destroy them. In fact, it would be easy to set the whole forest ablaze. But why would he? He enjoyed living on his mountain and hunting in the forest and the rivers. Roger and Stan were… he hesitated to call them friends – could dragons even have friends? – but talking to them pleased him. Their company made his days pleasant, and he saw no reason to change a routine that was working so well. He occasionally dreamed of the land of fire and ruin where he’d been born, but he no longer dreamed of living there as its master. No. He would go back, show all of them how powerful he’d become, and then return. Why would he want to live there when his mountain and the forest were better?

“Do you want to see my cave now?” Riftwing asked.

“If you don’t mind,” Stan said. “You don’t have to show us if you don’t want to.”

Riftwing shook his head. “I want to show you.”

He carried them back to his cave, and they were suitably impressed.

“It’s certainly very big.” Roger’s voice echoed through the cave. “It’s perfect for a growing dragon. You could be ten times as big as you are now, and you’d still have plenty of room. In fact, I’m amazed a cave this big exists.” His magic reached out, and he patted the ground. “But it does seem to be completely natural. You definitely got lucky finding this place.”

“There were wolves.” Riftwing flexed his wings. “But I got rid of them.” Wolves were tasty, but not as tasty as deer. It had also been a stark reminder of how the world worked. There were wolves, and there were dragons. Both were predators, but there was no comparing the two. He had been a small, scrawny dragon, yet the wolves had been no match for him. “Hydras don’t enjoy coming up here either. It’s a long way up the mountain, and there’s not a lot of prey except for mountain goats, bears, and birds. The best food is in the forest. It can also get cold up here, but the cold doesn’t bother me.”

“You could fit a whole city of squirrels in here,” Stan said. “Not that we build cities all that often.” His voice was sad, and Riftwing wondered why. He’d come to learn that there were other squirrels like Stan – smart squirrels – but he’d never met any, and he didn’t know anything about them. They hadn’t existed on the other side of the sea.

“I don’t have a hoard yet,” Riftwing grumbled.

It was the single thing his new home lacked. The biggest dragons all had hoards, usually made up of treasures taken from different lands or less powerful dragons. He’d glimpsed them a few times: mountains of gold, chests full of jewels, and pile after pile of priceless artefacts. Dragons had no real use for such items, but that hadn’t stopped dragons from wanting them. It was in their nature. However, he wasn’t about to attack the settlements he could reach from the mountain. That would bring trouble that he wasn’t ready for. He had years of growing to do before he could think of laying siege to anything bigger than a village. A hoard would be nice, but he could not afford to risk his new home. Besides, what would he do if he managed to get treasure? He was too young and small to hold off an adult dragon. True, he could fend off random adventurers and soldiers, but a large hoard would draw a powerful opponent. It was better to wait. He would get his hoard – but only when he had the strength to take it… and keep it.

“You know,” Roger said. “My people have a custom. We usually give people a gift when they move into a new home.” He lifted his paws and began to use Word after Word. He was making something, and he didn’t stop layering Words on until he held a shiny gemstone that was roughly the same size as his head. “Here.”

Riftwing’s eyes widened. The gemstone was stunning. It was mostly jet-black, but it was also punctuated by vivid bursts and streaks of colour that changed depending on how he held it. He tilted the gemstone back and forth, and the colours grew brighter as light from the cave’s entrance hit it just right. “Thank you.” It would make an excellent start to his hoard, and its ever-changing colours reminded him of his own scales although his were mostly blue. “It’s beautiful.”

“I’d give you something too,” Stan said. “But I can’t make things the way Roger can. However, I can do this.” He added his own Words to the gemstone, seamlessly weaving his magic through Roger’s. “There. Now, the gemstone will stay nice and shiny. Also, no matter how badly it gets damaged or broken, it’ll restore itself if you give it some time and a bit of magic to work with.”

Riftwing carefully carved out a hollow in a place of honour within the cave and set the gemstone within it. If he lit a fire within his cave, it would catch the light and shine like a captured star.

“Hmm…” Stan eyed the entrance to the cave and rubbed his paws together. “I know you’re a dragon, so you probably don’t have to worry about people attacking you, but we should teach you runes and seals for security. You never know when they’ll come in handy, and you can use them to keep people from taking things out of your cave without permission.”

“Stan has a point. It’s better to have more security than you need than to have less,” Roger said. “It might be tricky writing runes and seals out with your claws, but I’m told a dragon’s front claws come to resemble hands as they age.”

Riftwing tilted his head to the side. “Write?”

The raccoon and squirrel shared a look.

“Well,” Roger said. “If we’re going to teach you how to write runes and seals, we might as well teach you how to read and write the regular alphabet too. There’s no time like the present to learn.”

* * *

Years passed.

Riftwing grew ever larger and stronger, and he learned more from Roger and Stan. The world was a big place, but dragons were seldom welcome in it. He’d never realised how much he didn’t know or understand until his friends had shown him.

And they were his friends.

He was not ashamed to admit it. He looked forward to the time they spent together, and he worried whenever they left the forest to pick up supplies or to take missions to earn money. Barter worked decently for a variety of things, but there were certain items that had to be purchased with money. It was after they had returned from one such mission that he finally asked them why they lived in the forest. It was clear to him that they had the strength to live somewhere else if they wanted.

But first, he shared his own story with them. In a way, he was glad. It felt nice to know that if something ever happened to him, then at least two people would know why he had come to the forest. Riftwing the lonely dragon would not die forgotten and unmarked.

“So that’s it then?” Roger nodded sombrely and patted Riftwing’s side when he had finished. “I thought it might be something like that.”

Stan sighed. “You don’t often see dragons on this side of the sea although they are becoming less rare. All the stories I’ve heard talk about how they prefer to fight for control of their homeland. The dragons that do cross the sea rarely bother with forests. They set their sights on the larger towns and cities – and not in a pleasant way either.”

“You’ve shared your story, so it’s only fair we share ours,” Roger said. They were sitting on the forest floor near the raccoon and squirrel’s home with Riftwing’s body serving as both shade and windbreak whilst the smaller pair stayed close to the fire they’d lit. It wasn’t winter yet, but the chill had come early this year, not that it bothered Riftwing. “My story isn’t a happy story although I’m sure you’ve already guessed that.” Roger stared into the fire. Riftwing did not like the expression on his face. Roger was nearly always smiling, but he wasn’t smiling now.

“I’m from the Western Raccoon Kingdom. As you’ve noticed, I’m not the same as a normal raccoon. The same is true of raccoons from the other kingdoms. We’re smarter, live longer, and have powerful magic. But in the kingdoms, destructive magic is frowned upon. We’re not skilled at fighting, but we’ve managed to survive by paying tribute and building increasingly elaborate magical defences. The Southern Raccoon Kingdom has hidden itself for almost a century. When I was born, I set my own house ablaze with my Words, so my parents abandoned me. They thought I was cursed. What sort of baby sets their own house on fire?

“The orphanage raised me for as long as they needed to, and then they were ordered to throw me out. I don’t blame them. I couldn’t control my magic properly, so I was a danger to myself and others.” Roger’s fists clenched. “But nobody ever tried to help me with my magic except the matron. She was always kind to me. She was getting old too, you know, and she’d dreamed of going somewhere nice to live the rest of her life in peace. She wanted to live near the sea, so she could walk on the beach every day.”

Roger gestured at the fire. The flames leapt and danced with the movement of his fingers. “When they kicked me out, she gave me all the money she’d saved and told me to hone my magic. She knew I would never be accepted anywhere until I could control it, but she never stopped believing in me.” He growled, and the fire roared upward before settling. Riftwing gave a low rumble of approval. Roger would have been a wonderful dragon. “I know how little she was paid. It must have taken her years and years to save up that money, but she gave it to me anyway. She said that I needed it more than her, that she knew I’d put it to good use, that someday I’d prove her right. I’d show everyone that I wasn’t cursed, that I… that I was someone who mattered.”

Roger made a pained sound. “All those years in the orphanage, she was the only person who ever stuck up for me, who ever thought I could be great. After I left, I used the money she gave me to get training from whoever was willing to teach me. I also bought books and scrolls. I wandered too, searching for work and chances to prove my skills, but nobody wanted to take a raccoon seriously. I’m pretty sure that at least half the people who trained me did it because they thought it was funny. My people… we live in isolation and pay tribute because we’re afraid. It doesn’t matter how powerful our magic is because we’ve never had the courage to fight back. It’s no wonder people look down on us!

“Eventually, I found my way here. This forest is isolated, so I can practice my magic freely. Mistakes aren’t bad when there’s nobody around for you to hurt. I’ve gotten stronger and better at controlling my magic. One day, I’ll go back. I’ll show everyone they were wrong, and I’ll give the matron her money back with interest. I’ll buy her a nice house on the beach and pay servants to take care of her.” Roger’s eyes burned with determination. Riftwing bared his teeth. That was what he wanted to see. “And I don’t want my people to keep cowering. Destructive magic might be scary, but we wouldn’t have to live in fear if we could master it. We wouldn’t have to hide or pay tribute. For the first time, we’d control our own destinies.” Roger snickered. “As for how I met Stan, I was checking our tree for a hollow to live in when I noticed he was already there.”

“I was worried at first,” Stan admitted. “But Roger was friendly. There was also plenty of room, and it was nice having company. Living on my own here was getting a bit lonely. Sure, there are animals around, but none of them are the same as me and Roger.” He munched on a nut. “My story is similar to Roger’s. My people have been fighting for a long time, so we prize druidic magic over everything else because our size makes it impossible for us to win any other way. The gods my people venerate are those of the forests, of the wilds, and of growth. We’re not big, but that doesn’t matter if we can order a tree to stomp on our enemies or have vines strangle our foes. Me? I’m a paladin, and the gods I pray to are the gods of the dawn and the heavens. I didn’t fit in back home, so I came out here to train. Amongst my people, strength is what matters. If I can get strong enough, they’ll have no choice but to accept me and my magic.”

Riftwing said nothing for a while, and then he began to laugh. “We’re all the same.”

Roger chuckled. “Yes, we are… differences in size apart.” He rubbed his paws together, and the fire twisted and curled. “Say, Riftwing, you want to grow your hoard, right?”

The dragon nodded. The forest was perfect in many ways. There was plenty of food, and he didn’t have to worry about other dragons bothering him. He’d also begun to get along with the ancient hydra. He’d never actually spoken to him, but years of respecting the older reptile’s territory had led to an understanding of sorts. The younger and smaller hydras were less and less of a problem with each passing year. He now had the size to face them on the ground, and he could simply burn the older and bigger hydras from the air. The runes and seals Roger and Stan had taught him meant nobody could sneak up the mountain without him knowing, and he’d cleared the area leading up to his cave. Getting to his cave meant climbing up a steep, unforgiving slope with no cover for protection – a perfect killing ground for a dragon’s fire.

The lone thing his home lacked was a hoard. The forest didn’t have any treasure, and it was remote enough that the only people who lived nearby were Roger, Stan, and a handful of small villages. There were a few towns within a reasonable distance, but Riftwing wasn’t about to attack them. They weren’t rich, and Roger and Stan relied on those places for their supplies. They also had friends there, and they would be sad if they were hurt. Moreover, Roger and Stan had told him about the larger towns and cities. An attack on the nearby villages and towns would eventually provoke a response from the larger settlements since everyone knew the longer you left a dragon alone, the bigger and deadlier it would become. Riftwing was bigger and stronger than he’d ever been, but he couldn’t fight all those people and win, not yet.

“I have been thinking about it…”

“Then how about you come with us on a mission? Stan and I have solid reputations although people do look at us funny because we’re a raccoon and a squirrel. If you came with us…”

“A dragon would add a certain sense of menace and gravitas that the two of us lack,” Stan said.

“And the money?”

“With you around, we could go on tougher jobs, which means extra money. And who in their right mind would try to cheat a dragon?” Roger asked. “If anything, people will be falling over themselves to establish a friendly relationship with a reasonable dragon.”

“If a mission goes poorly and we have to fight our way out, we’ll be fine.” Stan reached for another nut. It was a hazelnut, his favourite. “Roger and I have done that before, and we’ve had a close call or two. But with the three of us? We could fight our way out of almost anything, and if we just so happened to grab a heap of loot on our way out…”

“I refuse to feel bad about robbing someone and burning their house down if they refuse to pay me what I’m owed and send assassins to kill me,” Roger said. “If you don’t want me to blow your house up and take your stuff, then pay me for the work I’ve done.” He scowled. “The last time it happened, they spent more money on assassins than they would have paying me and Stan. Needing the help of a raccoon and a squirrel might be humiliating for an elf, but you know what’s worse? Losing all your stuff to a raccoon and a squirrel.”

Riftwing considered the idea carefully before nodding. “I will go with you on your next mission.” He also wanted to see the world. If becoming an adventurer would let him do that without getting attacked while also being paid, then he was happy to do it. If something went wrong, then he was confident they could either win or escape.

Of course, there were problems to sort out first. The biggest problem was his size. He wasn’t large for a dragon, but he was already too big to easily manoeuvre inside a settlement. If they went into a large town or city, he could easily smash things by accident. Luckily, his Words were up to the task. It wasn’t easy, but he was able to shrink the space he occupied until he was roughly the size of a warhorse. It took time to get used to it, but he hadn’t actually shrunk himself – merely reduced the space he occupied. The moment he released his magic, he would go back to taking up the usual amount of space. Roger had pointed out how deadly that could be. Riftwing could walk into a building and then release his magic. He would tear the building apart in an instant. Alternatively, he could sneak into a crowd and then flatten them.

When it was time for their next mission, Riftwing went with them. He flew and carried them on his back until they were within walking distance of the town and then reduced his size to trot along the road. It was a strange experience. He’d never gotten this close to a town without people launching arrows at him or hurling magic. To his surprise, the town was full of all sorts of people. In the past, the towns he’d flown near were usually occupied by the same kind of people. For instance, a village might be mostly humans or mostly dwarves, but it was rare to see a settlement where the two were relatively equal in number. Here, it was difficult to tell which group was more common since there were so many different types of people.

“The border regions tend to be this way,” Roger explained. Rather than walk along the street where their small size meant they could easily be jostled or stepped on, they stayed on Riftwing’s back. His draconic appearance ensured people gave him a polite berth. It was easy to push a raccoon or a squirrel out of the way. A reptile the size of a warhorse was a different story. “You get plenty of humans, dwarves, elves, orcs, goblins – everybody. Out here, there’s always work to be done, and a lot of it is of the quasi-legal variety. The important thing – for us, anyway – is that nobody here cares what you are, so long as you get the job done. Complete your missions without causing trouble for everyone else, and you’ll be accepted and paid, same as everyone else.”

“If you look around, you’ll see noticeboards with jobs on them,” Stan said. “It’s why it’s a good thing we taught you how to read. That notice over there? It’s a mission for dealing with sea monsters. It’s not a mission Roger and I could do easily on our own. Sure, Roger could blast them, and I can protect him. However, we’d either have to sail out to fight them – and fighting a sea monster on the open sea is generally an awful idea – or we’d have to lure them to shore. With you, it’ll be easier. You can fly or swim, and we can ride on your back. You and Roger can fire away, and I’ll make sure we stay safe while healing any injuries we take. It says here that the client doesn’t care what happens to the bodies, so you could find out what sea monsters taste like, on top of getting paid.”

Riftwing bared his teeth, and the people closest to them decided to cross the street. Nearby, a goblin child stared, awestruck, only to be quickly pulled away by her mother. “I’ve never eaten a sea monster before.” The last time he’d seen one – a big sea serpent – he’d been too small and weak to fight it. Back in those days, he’d survived by catching fish or sea birds. Now, he was bigger and stronger, and he had Roger and Stan too. “That sounds fun.” He squinted at the sign. “How is the pay?” He could read the numbers. That wasn’t the problem. The issue was he had no idea if that was a lot of money or not since he’d never had to buy anything.

“It’s very generous,” Roger said. “The merchant who posted it must either have taken serious losses from those sea monsters already or is concerned about taking serious losses in the future.” The raccoon pulled out a map and studied it intently. “There’s been a fair bit of trouble along the coast recently, not that you’d have heard about it. It’s probably nothing. Krakens and leviathans squabble all the time, which can push smaller sea monsters into new areas. If an area hasn’t had to deal with sea monsters before, it’s no wonder they’re asking for help. Fighting pirates or catching smugglers isn’t the same.”

As a dragon, there were few creatures Riftwing recognised as being equal in power to his kind. But krakens and leviathans were rightfully called the dragons of the Deep. Only a fool faced them in the water, and he had heard stories of dragons being dragged down into the Deep after challenging a kraken or leviathan over open water. If krakens and leviathans were fighting, it was natural for those weaker than them to find safer places to hunt and live.

The mission turned out to be just as easy as Stan had said it would be. At Roger’s suggestion, the merchant had sent out an empty ship, and Riftwing had flown nearby until the sea monsters emerged. They were a bunch of sea serpents, and they weren’t all that large. True, they had the size to threaten ships with their numbers, but they didn’t have the size or durability to withstand Riftwing’s fire or Roger’s magic. They did have to be wary of their ability to spew water at them, but Stan’s magic was able to block any attacks that Riftwing couldn’t dodge. They whittled the sea serpents down, picking off those at the edges of the group until they’d reduced their numbers to the point they could swoop in and attack directly.

Once they’d dealt with them, Riftwing dragged a sea serpent over to the closest beach. The beast was surprisingly tasty, and Riftwing thought about how well the mission had gone as he enjoyed the new flavours and textures. Alone, he might have been able to defeat two or three of the sea serpents before being forced back. However, the three of them had been able to beat a dozen sea serpents without taking a single scratch. Dragons were usually solitary creatures, content to rely entirely upon their own power. Riftwing had always assumed that was for the best, but he had begun to question the wisdom of that approach. This mission was proof that just because a dragon had the strength to face the world alone didn’t mean they should. Why should dragons be the only creatures to live without friends? Wasn’t he happier with Roger and Stan around, and hadn’t the mission gone better with their help?

The pay for the mission was definitely welcome. Riftwing had little use for gold, but he was pleased to see his hoard finally begin to grow. He asked Roger to help him shape a section of his cave to better store his treasure, and he expanded the runes and seals he used to protect his cave and its contents. He waited until he’d returned Roger and Stan to their home before he buried his snout in the coins he’d earned. It was a good feeling. Someday, he’d have enough to roll around in. And if Roger and Stan wanted to borrow some – or roll around in it – that was fine with him although they’d have to be careful. Coins were made of metal and Roger and Stan were squishy, lacking the near-impenetrable scales that Riftwing had.

They went on more missions after that, and they met with nothing but success.

People couldn’t believe that a dragon, of all creatures, was working with a raccoon and a squirrel, but seeing was believing – and results were results. Soon, the three of them were famous. It was Roger, Stan, and Riftwing – three of the very greatest adventurers out there. No mission was beyond them. Whenever they had to fight, they won. Whatever they had to do, they got it done.

Riftwing loved it. His days of loneliness were gone. Instead, he had Roger and Stan, and he made other friends on their missions too. He learned how different people lived, and it was fascinating. He’d never taken the time to truly understand humans, dwarves, elves, orcs, goblins, and everyone else, but now he realised what he’d been missing. The world was a big place and he was finally – finally – learning all about it and the people in it.

Other dragons were missing out. They saw weak, foolish creatures who lived short, pitiful lives and who existed only to serve as food or tribute. They heard none of their stories, experienced none of their lives, and felt none of their camaraderie. Other dragons were blind and greedy, and Riftwing was starting to realise how similar to them he had been. Who cared about the land of fire and ruin? It might be his birthplace, but this land – and these friends – were his home.

Those missions were the best days of his life, and he wished they could go on forever. They fought alongside each other and learned about each other. He learned that Roger loved to buy all the books and scrolls he could although finding a safe and convenient place to put them was getting harder and harder since he and Stan lived in a tree. Reading them could also be difficult because of his size. Riftwing used his magic to create bags that were vastly bigger on the inside than the outside and which also made the books and scrolls lighter. Roger could carry his books and scrolls around and never have to worry about where to put them.

Stan liked to grow plants, and the area near their tree was full of different kinds of herbs, flowers, and any plants he found interesting. He even had a peach tree. The soil on the mountainside was rich, so he helped Stan plant things there. And although Riftwing did not care for flowers – he was a dragon, and dragons had little use for flowers – he could admit that the flowers looked pleasant, and Stan was very pleased when some of the plants that had struggled in the forest did better on the mountainside. It was a strange feeling for Riftwing, to be happy just because someone else was happy, but he grew to relish it.

But their truest test – the mission that would elevate them from merely famous to completely legendary – would come when they were asked to save a city… from a dragon.

“We don’t have to take this mission,” Stan said quietly. His expression was grave, and his body was tense with worry. “They’re asking us to fight a dragon – a dragon who’s a lot older and bigger than you, Riftwing. That’s not a fight any sane person wants.”

It went unspoken that plenty of their friends were already in the city the dragon was besieging because it was their home. In fact, they’d found out about the dragon after a group they knew had been wiped out. They were brave, but bravery meant little in the face of a dragon’s wrath. They had died well. They could take solace in that. From the stories he’d heard, not a single member of the group had fled, and their deaths had bought the people fleeing to the city and the safety of its defences the time they needed to escape the dragon. Their deaths had been worthy of heroes.

But they had died all the same. And a dead hero was still dead.

And who knew how long the city’s defences would hold? It was only a matter of time before the dragon broke through, and once it did, nobody would survive. The city would become a giant funeral pyre.

Roger picked at the piece of fruit in front of him. Normally, he devoured any fruit he could get his hands on, but he’d stopped eating a while ago. Instead, he was poking and prodding his food with his claws, a nervous habit that Riftwing had noticed over the years.

“It’ll be tough – tougher than anything we’ve ever done. A dragon this big and powerful… nobody would blame us for staying away. We’re not there. We don’t have to put ourselves in danger. Staying away would be the smart thing to do.”

It went unspoken that their friends in the city were dead men walking. The city’s magic would not keep the dragon at bay forever, and there was no way for them to flee. There was too much open ground around the city. The dragon’s eyes were keen, and its fire would be waiting. If there had been a mountain to retreat into, they might have had a chance. Dwarves had survived dragons before by withdrawing into their mountain fortresses and waiting for the dragon to get bored and leave. But a city on open ground was a death sentence. All Riftwing could see in his mind’s eye were the faces of their friends twisted into masks of anguish and terror before they became nothing but ash and cinders on the wind as the city burned.

Once, thoughts of fire and ruin would have pleased him. There was little that dragons enjoyed more than flaunting their power. Yet now, he was filled with fury – not the hot, burning wrath he’d grown accustomed to, but a cold, icy fury that he’d never felt until he’d made friends. It was rage not for himself but on behalf of someone else.

Riftwing took a deep, deep breath. The smell of ash was heavy on the breeze. He was far larger than he’d been when he’d first crossed the sea, but the other dragon still dwarfed him in size. To fight the bigger dragon would be foolish. Yet without him, Roger and Stan would be going to their deaths. A dragon that big would have both the speed to dodge their attacks and the strength to shrug off any that managed to hit. The dragon would burn them from the sky or devour them if it got close. Stan’s magic wouldn’t hold for long, especially if the dragon realised the threat they posed.

So many of their friends were in the city, and Riftwing had been there before. He knew its people. He knew its festivals. He knew what it would mean for it to burn. Roger and Stan knew those things too, and although they did not give their loyalty lightly, it was unbreakable once given. It didn’t matter if it was hopeless, Roger and Stan would go. They could not stand by and do nothing while their friends burned. They would go… and they would die.

Once, Riftwing would have let them go alone. Why should he risk his life for others in a battle where their hopes of victory were so slim? The larger dragon would not burn their forest down. It would bask in the ash and ruin of the scorched city, revelling in the treasures it had stolen and anticipating the tribute it could demand from other settlements if they wished to avoid sharing the city’s fate. It was better for Riftwing to retreat to his mountain where it was safe. Yet the thought of his other friends burning and of Roger and Stan dying…

The thought of never seeing them again filled him with a pain he’d never known.

A dragon was not easily hurt, but his heart clenched at the thought of being alone again. What was the point of living if all he ever did was run away while the world just kept taking and taking and taking. At some point, he had to dig his claws into the earth and fight. If he died, then at least it would be beside his friends in a battle worthy of story and song.

“I don’t know if we can win,” Riftwing said at last. “But if you want to fight, I’ll go with you.” He thought of a dream he’d had not long after he’d met Roger and Stan: a small figure reaching up to the sky, and the sky itself answering. He’d never met a war wizard who could challenge a dragon the size of their opponent, but perhaps Roger would be the first. As powerful as the raccoon already was, there were times when Riftwing looked at him and saw the shadow of something greater standing behind him. There was more to his friend – there had to be.

“We should get going then.” Roger’s gaze drifted to the horizon where a baleful orange glow dominated the sky. It spoke volumes of their foe’s power that their fire could already be seen from this distance. “My people have a habit of running and hiding. Today… today I’m going to fight.” He bared his teeth and grinned. “And there are no two people I’d rather have at my side than you two.”

Stan snorted inelegantly. “Someone has to keep you two idiots alive.”

Riftwing took to the air with Roger and Stan on his back, and it was in the burning, ash-strewn skies over Delengost, legendary trading city of the dwarves of the plains, that the three of them met their foe.

It was a grim meeting.

Riftwing spared a moment to glance at the city below them. Delengost had been a thriving city, built by the dwarves at a place where three major trading routes intersected. Its safety was assured, for the whole city was protected not only by a dwarven army of twenty thousand but also by every defensive magic the dwarves could call upon. The lynchpins of the city’s defence were eight massive towers that served as anchors for the mightiest runes and seals the dwarves had ever devised. Now, those towers lay in ruins, and whole districts of the city were ablaze. Yet they were not too late. Most of the city’s people still lived, and they had withdrawn into the cellars beneath the ancient fortress that stood at the heart of the settlement. Nevertheless, cries of lamentation filled the air, and the skies over the city were leavened with sorrow. Not all had been able to reach the fortress in time, and those left exposed had stood no chance whatsoever against the dragon’s fire, claws, and teeth.

They exchanged no words with their foe, for they knew words would be nought but wind to their enemy. The bigger dragon was already deep in the grip of his rage, and blood and fire were his whole world. He would not stop until he was triumphant or dead.

The enemy dragon was a full five hundred feet long with scales that called to mind a blazing inferno. Stars burned in his eyes, and his mouth opened to unleash a wave of flame that would have scorched a mountain. Another section of the city vanished in a cloud of heat so intense it reduced stone to liquid and bodies to less than ash. Riftwing had been wrong. This was not a dragon in search of loot or tribute. He had come to wreak ruin and to revel in the devastation he could unleash. Riftwing had met such dragons before in the hard days before he had fled over the sea. He had run from them each time, knowing full well they would not hesitate to devour him if they caught him.

There would be no running today.

Riftwing was a dragon and a full hundred feet long besides. Yet fear filled his heart. On his back, Roger and Stan fared little better, but the three of them steeled themselves and hardened their resolve. They had come this far. Retreat was no longer possible. Their only path to survival lay in victory although that victory seemed to grow further and further away with each beat of titan wings so vast that they sundered the clouds of ash and smoke that rose from the dying city.

Stan layered Words upon Riftwing to make him stronger and faster and to ease his fatigue and clear his mind. Riftwing added his own Words, and his perception sharpened beyond draconic acuity as time slowed to a crawl. Every heartbeat was a lifetime, and he could pick out individual specks of ash with ease. A million stray pieces of information rushed through his mind – the angle of his opponent’s wings, the sharp breeze coming from the north, and the dwarves fleeing below him – and he cast all but the most important details aside. Riftwing had never felt so powerful, but he had never felt so lacking either.

Only when they had done all they could to strengthen him did Riftwing gather himself and bellow his challenge. Their foe’s reply cracked the sky, and the tall, swirling pillars of ash and smoke around him were blown back by the force of his answering roar. They had done their best to even the odds, but they were still a bee trying to slay the mightiest of eagles.

For the rest of his life, Riftwing would remember that frantic, desperate battle. Stan was the strongest paladin that Riftwing had ever met, but despite his protective magic, it was clear that a single clean hit from their enemy would see them torn from the sky. So Riftwing flew as he had never flown before, yet he would have died a dozen times over without his Words to warp space and alter time. He lived a hair’s breadth from disaster, and every second lasted an eternity. A single mistake would have undone him, and all three of them would have died. Their foe lashed out with fire that set the sky ablaze and with Words that shattered the land below.

The clouds themselves were flung aside, and the ash, smoke, and debris turned the day to night. Riftwing fought, but neither his flames nor his magic could leave more than a scratch. Roger tried his hardest. The war wizard heaved lightning, fire, rocks, and blasts of raw force that could have reduced entire buildings to powder, but it was still not enough.

How could they ever have believed it would be enough?

And then Riftwing Heard it.

When Words were spoken, the world replied. But Roger had told him once, while drinking what passed for strong liquor amongst raccoons, of a power beyond Words. If Words were the clumsy, stilted, grasping speech of children trying vainly to tell the world what to do, then a Logos was the speech of a poet, of a master wordsmith whose commands were law. The world did not simply hear a Logos. It rejoiced and hurried to obey. It was a step closer to the gods, Roger had said, a step further along the path their creators had paved for them to walk. Roger had never met someone with a Logos, and between them, Roger and Stan had only ever heard of three. But those people were long dead, nought but half-remembered legends from a bygone age.

But in those flame-seared skies, all but choking on smoke, with death diving for them on swift, sail-dwarfing wings, Roger would do what no raccoon had ever done before and what no wizard had accomplished since the days of Caliburn the Unconquered.

He awakened his Logos.

The raccoon stood tall upon Riftwing’s back, a flickering, faltering, fraying shield of light and distorted space all that stood between them and fiery death as their enemy tried to burn them out of the sky. Roger spoke, and the Logos echoed through the souls of everyone in the city – and the four in the skies above it. The dragon reeled back as if struck by a great hammer, disbelief and rage warring with each other on his reptilian features.

The flame of hope, which had dwindled until it was little more than the smallest of embers, had reignited and now roared like the sun itself. This was a power that could fulfil all of Roger’s ambitions, that could see his people take a place of honour instead of hiding and skulking in the dark. This was a power that could slay a son of wind and fire, that could kill a dragon.

[Let the skies themselves bear witness. Let the heavens tremble and the earth shake. Let the clouds shatter. Let the horizon break. Let the stars bring forth their verdict. STELLAR JUDGEMENT]!”

The world sang in reply, a single, perfect note of absolute joy.

How long the world had waited for another Logos to awaken.

And how quickly it responded.

The sky ripped open as falling stars rained down from the summit of the heavens. Each would have smashed a chunk of the city below, and there were so many of them – so many it seemed as though the sky could not contain them all. The thunderous roar of their passage threatened to knock them from the sky, and Roger and Stan had to turn away, so brightly did the falling stars shine.

It was an unrelenting barrage of magic that hammered their foe out of the sky. Each star struck with greater force than any attack Roger had ever been able to muster in the past before detonating like a newborn sun. The onslaught burned their enemy’s wings to ash and drove him to the ground. The other dragon tried to raise his head and give a last, despairing wail of hate and defiance, but whatever sound he made was lost in the single sustained roar of the sky itself bearing down on him. The attack did not stop until there was nothing left but an immense lake of molten rock and a crater bigger than the city. Roger gasped and fell back. His body was smoking. His fur was burnt and torn, and his fingers clawed at the air. His whole body thrashed, twisted by an agony so terrible he could not even cry out. He had awakened his Logos, but the power he had called upon was beyond what his body could endure.

“Take us down!” Stan urged. “We have to help him!”

Stan tried everything he could to save Roger, but nothing would work. As powerful as Stan was, his Words could do little against the damage caused by a Logos. So Stan, loyal and stalwart friend who had always worried more for others than himself, did the only thing he could because Stan was a squirrel who would do whatever it took to help his friends. He awakened his own Logos.

It was ridiculous, the kind of absurd turn of events that Riftwing would never have believed if he hadn’t been there to see it. Yet it was exactly the sort of craziness Riftwing had come to expect from his friends.

Strangely, Riftwing was not envious. He knew how strong his friends had become. He understood that both of them were beyond him. He did not feel envy. He felt pride and comfort. He was a dragon. His strength would grow with time, so he was happy that his friends were powerful. It meant he wouldn’t have to worry about them as much. Besides, who, after their victory, would dare to attack them?

Their new fame brought more changes than Riftwing had anticipated. Perhaps it was because of his youth that he hadn’t foreseen them. Raccoons, squirrels, and scores of others came from near and far to learn from Roger and Stan. Riftwing was smug. His friends were the best friends in the whole world, so it made sense that others would seek them out.

Yet Roger and Stan did not forget about him. Instead, as they took on students and gathered followers, they stayed in the forest and continued to spend time with him as usual. He was their friend, and they wanted him to share in their success and fame. The forest became a livelier place. Although Riftwing continued to live upon the mountain in his cave, as was right for a dragon, he only needed to fly a short distance to reach Roger, Stan, and the others he had come to call his friends. His days as the loneliest dragon were behind him. The land of fire and ruin where he had known nothing but suffering and despair was a distant memory that rarely troubled him outside of the occasional dream.

Years passed.

Roger married and had children. Stan did the same. Riftwing doted on their children. They were so very small, and they loved to scamper and climb all over him. They did not fear him. He was a dragon, but he was also their protector and guardian, brother in all but blood to their fathers. He was always mindful of his strength, knowing how fragile they were, and it was not unusual for the young raccoons and squirrels to nap on him whilst he basked in the sun. They were certain in the safety his presence provided, sure that he would never allow harm to come to them. When they looked on him, it was with eyes full of love with no hint of wariness or fear. It made him feel warm in a way that his fire never could.

Was there ever a dragon so loved as he? Probably not. Yet he also began to realise for the first time what it truly meant for dragons to live so long. His friends were in the primes of their lives. It made sense for them to marry and have children. But Riftwing? He was too young to consider taking a mate, never mind sire hatchlings. In a century he might give it further thought, but where would his friends be in a century?

They would be old, most likely dead, before he ever had children of his own. His hatchlings would never experience Roger’s friendliness or Stan’s kindness. It was a troubling thought, and he cast it from his mind. Sorrow would come, but he would deal with it when it arrived. For now, he would savour his time with his friends. If these good days – the best days – were to be limited in number, then he would relish each and every day and guard the memories of them more zealously than any treasure in his hoard.

And his lingering worries meant little when the waters of the world rose to drown them all.

It was pure luck that the forest was high enough to escape the worst of the flood, but Roger and Stan still had to evacuate to the mountain with their families, friends, and followers. The titans of the Deep had rebelled and now wished to expand their domain to cover the entire world. Riftwing snarled. Trust some uppity krakens and leviathans to make life harder for everyone else.

A council was formed, and new alliances were made, not that Riftwing expected them to last long. The dragons had agreed to fight, as had Roger’s people and Stan’s. By chance, they had escaped the worst of the flooding whilst many prominent groups had either suffered serious losses or been destroyed entirely.

Although Riftwing knew his kind would return to their internecine squabbling once the threat had been dealt with, it was nevertheless incredible to see the sky filled with dragons carrying their allies upon their backs. His heart swelled. How could it not? The sky was a sea of scales shimmering in the sun, and the beating of draconic wings was a storm all of its own. Was this why the gods had made dragons so ornery? Had they feared what dragons could accomplish if they worked together instead of endlessly bickering? Maybe. Or maybe dragons were simply reflections of their creators, for it was often said that the gods were constantly at war although their conflicts were rarely direct and tended to be fought by their creations on their behalf.

Beneath them, the waters of the ever-expanding ocean raged. Gargantuan forms stirred in the Deep as the dragons boomed their challenge. The skies darkened, and the waters churned with ever greater force as waves smashed mountains and swallowed deserts. Rain poured down on them. The challenge had been heard – and it would be answered.

That was another grim battle, worthy of a thousand stories and songs, of praise until the very end of time. But once again, they emerged victorious. Through the geysers of water that threatened to pierce the sky, the raging storms, the howling winds, and the tearing rain, they won. Roger slew their foes with [TECTONIC FISSURE], another attack born of his Logos. It split the land and shattered the very foundations of the sea. With Stan there to use his own Logos to restore him, Roger didn’t have to hold back. It was left to Riftwing to keep them aloft, dodging their enemies’ attacks and using his own Words to hasten the efforts of his friends.

The monsters of the Deep were forced back, and the world slowly returned to normal… but not for Roger and Stan.

Where the leaders of their people had faltered in the face of the crisis, they had succeeded beyond all expectations. Roger and Stan used their growing number of followers to establish their own nations, which quickly came to absorb the lands of their people in full. Roger became emperor, forging the disparate raccoon kingdoms into a single unified nation with the strength to carve its own place in the world. Stan wrought a union of the squabbling squirrel tribes and clans, putting an end to the endless infighting and selfishness that had robbed them of their strength.

It was sad to see them leave the forest, but Riftwing did not hold it against them. They had dreamed of these things for their whole lives. What sort of friend would he be if he tried to stop them? Besides, he was welcome to visit them whenever he wished, and with his speed and his magic, he ended up spending more time with them than upon his mountain. Roger had bought a mansion near the sea for the matron, and the kindly raccoon had simply smiled and welcomed him when Roger had introduced Riftwing as one of his two best friends in the whole world. She was a good raccoon, and Riftwing listened eagerly to the stories she had of Roger’s youth. Who would have known his friend could be so mischievous?

One day, he would leave his mountain behind, if only for a time, so he could prove himself against the dragons that had thought so poorly of him. He would not dwell in that land of fire and ruin. He liked his mountain and the forest. But he would show them that they were wrong, that the path he had followed was the better one. He hoped when that day came that he would meet with the same success as his friends.

The years passed.

Too many years.

Too quickly.

Dragons had so many years of life, and raccoons and squirrels so few. Why couldn’t he give some of his years to his friends?

* * *

“You’re old.” Riftwing stared at Roger – or his Imperial Majesty Roger the Relentless, as he had come to be known. Roger thought it was an obnoxious title, but his people were fond of it. It also made people think twice about messing with him, so he’d kept it. It was better than being called Roger the Raging Raccoon, which was another name his people had favoured for a while. “When did you get so old?”

Roger laughed. His fur had faded with age, and although his eyes were still keen, he no longer moved with anything close to the speed and agility of his youth. Instead, when they were together, he spent his time curled up on Riftwing’s back or settled comfortably on his claws. “It has been more than a century since we first met, my friend. Of course, I’m old.”

“But…” Riftwing didn’t want to put his fear into words, for then he could no longer pretend he was not afraid. But Roger knew. He always knew.

“Raccoons do not live as long as dragons,” Roger said gently as he patted Riftwing’s claw. “You know that.” There was no bitterness in his voice, only the calm, measured acceptance of a person who had made peace with his fate long ago. “I’m fortunate to have lived this long. Few of my people do. In fact, I might be the oldest raccoon there has ever been.” His gaze grew watery. “I buried my wife decades ago, and I’ve buried two of my children already. I don’t think I could bear to bury anyone else.”

Riftwing had been there when they’d buried Emma. She had died an old raccoon, warm and safe, surrounded by those who loved her. Roger had levelled a mountain after her passing. Riftwing had also been there when they’d buried Roger Jr and Emily. He’d been with them their entire lives, and he’d seen them go from young kits to old raccoons. They had also passed away surrounded by friends and family. And Roger had sat at their graves, tears rolling down his cheeks, his grief too great for his anger at the world to overcome. What father should have to bury his children? What father should have to worry that his remaining children might also pass before him?

Riftwing had grieved too, for he had loved them also, but he had lost friends before. Some had died in battle. Others had passed from old age. But none of them had been Roger. And although he loved Roger’s children, the old raccoon held a special place in his heart. Roger and Stan were different. They were Riftwing’s oldest and dearest friends. They had changed his life. They had given him a new life – a better life. And he had always hoped and prayed that somehow they might be different, that the ravages of time would not claim them as they had claimed so many others.

“But what will I do? You’re one of my best friends…”

“You have other friends,” Roger said. “And some of them have decades ahead of them.”

“But they’re not you or Stan,” Riftwing insisted. “You two are my best friends, my oldest friends. Without you two…” Riftwing did not want to think about how his life would have gone if he hadn’t met them all those years ago, but he knew it would not have been nearly as pleasant. He would have become a bitter, lonely dragon who cared for nothing and no one except himself. He would have been the same as all the other dragons, blind to the lives of everyone else, uncaring of what happened to those who did not share his draconic nature. What a terrible life he’d have lived if Roger and Stan had greeted him with fists and fear instead of welcoming paws and kindness.

“They say that when the gods gave dragons their countless gifts, they did so because they would need them.” Roger smiled. “I always thought it was a reference to how dragons had to fight all the time, but that’s not it.” He shook his head. “To outlive all your friends… that is a heavy, heavy burden to bear. But you’re strong, my friend. You will be all right. And if you become a dragon lord, you will have to face this sorrow over and over again, for age cannot weary dragon lords.”

“I…”

“I will not tell you not to be sad,” Roger said. “Because, of course, you’re sad. A friend of yours is growing old and will soon pass away. How could you not be sad? Instead, I want you to remember the happy times we’ve shared.” He laughed. “To this day, I don’t know why Stan and I didn’t run when we first met you. It would have been the sensible thing to do when a dragon we didn’t know appeared. But I’m glad we were foolish, that we chose to take a chance. Otherwise, we’d have missed out on one of the truest friendships either of us has ever known.”

Riftwing nodded glumly. Despite the beauty of the raccoon city – its buildings had been sculpted with magic – he felt only sorrow. “I’ll stay here with you,” he said. “I can leave the mountain for a while, and people know better than to touch my hoard.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Roger said.

Riftwing stayed with Roger, and a year later, Roger called for Stan. That was how Riftwing knew his friend’s time had come.

“Let’s go back to the mountain,” Roger said wearily. “Back to where it all began.”

They spent their last night together on the mountain, talking about everything and nothing at all. They laughed, and if Roger struggled more and more to catch his breath after each burst of merriment, neither Riftwing nor Stan could bear to mention it. Their friend’s mighty heart was failing, each beat a little fainter than the last, the awesome power that had once coursed so easily through his veins dwindling until the magic that had burnt brighter than the sun was reduced to an ember, barely flickering at all. As the dawn drew near, and his strength dwindled, Roger took the stone he had made Riftwing all those years ago and used his Logos to weave a mighty magic upon it – the last magic he would ever perform.

“I have been honoured and blessed to have walked alongside you all these years, my friend. But I am a raccoon, and my journey with you ends here. Stan… Stan won’t be far behind me, but you are a dragon. You still have a long journey ahead of you. If you ever need my power, call for it with this stone. The earth and sky were with me all my life, and through this stone they shall be with you also. My magic will become your magic. Never fear that it will be turned against you either. It will obey only you.” Roger’s smile was weak but so very warm. “Even in death, I will remain your friend. I will never turn against you nor abandon you.” Roger’s attention shifted to Stan, and he gave the squirrel a fond cuff over the ear. “It looks as if I won our bet, you bastard.”

Stan rubbed his ear although Roger’s blow had no strength behind it. “I don’t think either of us has won anything.” He saw Riftwing’s curious expression and explained. “Back before we met you, when we were just barely scraping through our missions, we made a bet. I thought we’d die on some crazy mission or adventure. I never thought it would be like this.”

“Thank you.” Riftwing took the stone and placed it within a pocket of folded space that only his magic could reach. It thrummed with power, and he knew instinctively that it would be able to work the same wonders Roger had throughout his life. Then he held Roger close, the raccoon’s body so small and frail he could hardly feel the weight of him at all. “Thank you so much for everything.”

It was a little after dawn, with the mountainside stained gold by the first, faltering rays of the sun, that Roger passed. And although Riftwing did not weep, his heart broke all the same. Then he turned to Stan, and he knew it would not be long before he too passed away. The squirrel met his gaze and nodded solemnly. There would be no grand funeral for Roger in the empire he had built. Instead, before they had come here, his people had farewelled him with a joyous celebration of his life. No tears, not for him, not for a life so well lived and so blessed.

Riftwing and Stan built a funeral pyre from wood gathered near the house Roger and Stan had shared for so long. They cleaned Roger’s body in the clear, swift-flowing river, and they clothed him in the robes he’d come to favour. His favourite hat was put on his head, and they heaped his bier with flowers taken from the gardens Stan had planted on the mountain. When they were done, they did not speak, but the earth and sky spoke for them. The earth trembled, and the sky shook. The gods themselves bore witness, for Roger had been the mightiest war wizard the world had ever known. There would be no burial in the ground for their friend, no chance for thieving scavengers, greedy looters, or hungry worms to desecrate his body. There would be only fire and ash and the wind carrying his spirit to the gods. That was the last gift Riftwing could give his friend – the fire of a dragon unleashed not with hate or wrath but with love and sorrow. Thus went Roger, greatest of raccoons and dearest of friends.

Two years later, in the winter, it was Stan’s turn. He did as Roger had done, and he poured his power into the stone. Riftwing held him close as the dawn came, keeping him as warm as he could. But although there was no place warmer and safer in the world than beside a dragon’s heart, Stan grew colder with each passing moment, and the squirrel’s strength left him bit by bit until just breathing was hard.

“I never thought I’d be friends with a dragon,” Stan said.

“I never thought I’d be friends with a squirrel,” Riftwing replied.

“It’s funny how life works out, isn’t it?” Stan patted Riftwing’s claw. “I’m so glad we met.” He closed his eyes, and the dawn broke, brighter than any dawn Riftwing could remember, the heavens welcoming a favoured son home. “Goodbye, old friend.”

And so, Stan too was gone.

Riftwing did the same for Stan as he and Stan had done for Roger. It was harder since he was so large, and his claws were better suited to dealing out death than picking flowers, but he managed. And then he burned Stan’s body in the same place they’d burned Roger’s. It was fitting that the two friends, so close in life, should share the same mountain in death and that their ashes should be borne away by the same fierce north wind.

Only then did Riftwing weep, and in his grief, something awakened in him. When he looked up again, he was no longer on the mountainside. Instead, he was in a place of mist and shadow, far beyond the world he’d known.

* * *

What is wrong, young dragon? The words echoed in his mind like thunder, yet there was gentleness in them also.

Riftwing scrubbed away his tears and peered warily into the miasma around him. He did not know where he was, but he could sense that it would be dangerous to linger here. There was tension in the air, reminiscent of a bowstring drawn taut, and the air was charged with a power he did not recognise. “Where am I? Who are you?”

You are in the Nowhere that exists Everywhere. Some call it the Between – a place that lurks between worlds. It is not the gulf between stars although it can be used to cross that gap. It is the gulf between universes, a place where all of the different parts of Creation give way to each other. Those who have the ability to travel the countless worlds of Creation often find their way here, but they seldom linger long. And with good reason. It is not a place for the young and inexperienced, and even a weathered wayfarer may find themselves in trouble. As for who I am…

The shadows fled, and the mists parted. Something huge emerged from the eerie half-light, something bigger than any kraken or leviathan he had ever seen or heard of. It was as if a mountain range had come to life, or perhaps a continent. To his shock, he realised the speaker was a dragon – a dragon with scales so black they seemed to devour what little light filtered through this strange place, so black that even the dead of night was bright by comparison. Silver eyes that gleamed with radiance and beauty surpassing the moon peered down at him. Floating above the dragon’s great brow, like a crown, was a sixteen-pointed star of twilight flame that burned brighter than the sun yet was darker than the abyss.

I was a dragon lord once. Then I became a dragon god. Now, I am more. Much more. The dragon’s voice was cosmic thunder rolling through the sky. It echoed through Riftwing’s very soul. He had thought he knew what power was. He had seen the Lord of Storms with his own eyes, along with the Mother of Unfathomable Depths and the Lord of the Unbounded Sky. Their power was a single drop in the ocean of limitless might this dragon radiated. Tell me, young dragon, why do you weep?

Riftwing did not see the point in lying, and he gave a low rumble of grief. “Because my friends are dead.”

But the immense dragon did not laugh at him. For a moment, his scales shone with prismatic brilliance, at once every colour Riftwing could imagine and then beyond, to colours no mortal mind could hope to describe or comprehend. The dragon lowered his head, and his scales returned to that deep, deep black. Yet upon his snout was a patch of gleaming white. Were your friends also dragons?

“No.” Riftwing felt foolish as he tried to explain. How could another dragon, especially one so mighty, possibly understand? “They were a raccoon and a squirrel.”

The dragon said nothing, but he did not laugh as Riftwing had feared. A combination of wistfulness and nostalgia flickered in his silver gaze before he spoke. I remember my first friends – my family. None of them were dragons either. I had to watch as most of them aged and passed before me, for dragons live long, and dragon lords and those beyond live longer still. He reached out with a titanic claw, and his touch was as gentle as the spring rain on Riftwing’s head. They say that dragons do not weep, but we both know that isn’t true. It is simply that dragons rarely make friends worth weeping for.

Riftwing nodded fiercely. “They were the best friends I could have asked for. If I could have lived less, so they could have lived longer, then I would gladly have traded my years for theirs.”

A friend of mine once gave me some good advice. She told me that instead of focusing on how much it hurts to lose those we love, we should instead ask ourselves if we would have been better off never knowing them at all. Although it hurts to lose those we love, we would be infinitely worse off if we’d never known them in the first place. That was her point, you see. The pain we feel when our friends pass is great – they were our dear friends – but the joy we shared with them will always be there. I am the person I am because of my friends, and I am much better for having known them. Is that how you feel?

“Yes… yes, it is.”

Another of my friends believed that so long as someone is remembered, they are not gone. My friends may be dead, but my memories of them will never fade. The dragon tilted his head to the side. Where will you go now, young dragon? If you wish, I could send you back to the world you came from. You have not strayed far from it.

“I don’t know if I want to go back yet.” The pain was too fresh, the grief too keen. Everything he saw would remind him of Roger and Stan.

Then why not come with me? The dragon grinned. It was not the grin of a being who wielded unspeakable and incomprehensible power. It was the grin of a hatchling eager to show a new friend the beauty of the sky. I do enjoy travelling, and perhaps travel would help you. I will tell you of my life and pass on what wisdom and knowledge I can, and you can tell me of your life and your friends. That way, no matter what happens, you will not be the only person to remember them. The dragon gazed off into the distance. Life is a journey, and I’ve found it’s usually better when it’s shared.

Riftwing nodded slowly. “I… I think I would like that.” He paused. “My name is Riftwing. What’s yours?”

The dragon told him, and Riftwing could only stare. What kind of name was that for a dragon? It was a name he’d expect a dog to have.

His surprise must have shown because the huge dragon gave a deep, booming laugh. That is my nickname, but even my mother rarely used my real name. It was far too difficult for most people to say. Instead, everyone used my nickname, so I’ve come to use it as my real name instead. It’s what my friends and family called me, after all.

It would be centuries before Riftwing returned to the world of his birth and that solitary mountain. By then, he would be a dragon lord and mightier than any dragon his world had ever seen. He would find a mate, sire children of his own, and then prove his strength by defeating not only the dragons of the land of fire and ruin but also the other dragon lords from his world. He did not kill them. Why would he? It was enough for him to know that his friends’ faith in him was not misplaced. He was beyond a dragon lord – he was a dragon king.

And then, one day, feeling a bit bored, he decided to make a labyrinth. It would serve as both test and reward – a way to show off all the places he’d visited while giving prizes to those with the strength, cunning, and wisdom to conquer the challenges they faced. Naturally, any raccoons and squirrels who entered could expect special treatment. It wouldn’t do to forget his very first friends.


Part Five – Dragon Slayers

“Let me start by stating the obvious,” Susannah began. She needed to make this as clear as she could to the others. They were all exceptional in their own ways, but this was her area of expertise. She was a huntress, and huntresses hunted. It wasn’t just what she did. It was what she lived for. “A dragon has no real weaknesses, merely areas where it’s less ridiculously strong. A dragon’s weakest point is still tougher than almost any other creature’s strongest area.”

“I was sincerely hoping you wouldn’t say that,” Jonathan said with a sigh.

She grinned back at the vampire. Doubt and uncertainty tried to push their way to the front of her mind, but she quashed them ruthlessly. Her granny might not be around anymore, but she had taught Susannah well. “Don’t worry. Being almost invincible is very, very different from being completely invincible.” Her expression sobered. “An adult dragon’s scales – and we are dealing with an adult here, not a juvenile or a hatchling – are largely impervious to any form of attack, whether it’s brute force, magic, or alchemy. Their eyes can see exceptionally far with incredible clarity, both at night and during the day. On the ground a dragon can move with immense speed and agility despite its size. In the air?” She laughed and shook her head. “Good luck. You might – maybe – escape a dragon in the air if you plan everything right, have a lot of luck, and are up against one of the slower varieties. But fighting a dragon in the air? That’s just suicide with extra steps. There is nothing that can match a dragon’s combination of size, strength, speed, and agility in the air. They can burn you to a crisp from a distance or tear you to pieces up close.”

Jonathan somehow managed to go even paler despite being a vampire. Susannah might have gently teased him about it if the situation hadn’t been so dire. Of the sixteen people in their two groups, four of them had faced a dragon in combat – she didn’t count their escape from the battle between the draco-hydra and the storm dragon. Eleria had actually faced several during her time as a ranger amongst her people. Of course, she hadn’t been alone then. She’d faced those dragons with the full might of the elves of the Enduring Wood at her back. Baladin had also faced a dragon before. Dwarves were known for hoarding fabulous quantities of treasure, and dragons were lazy bastards who preferred to steal people’s treasure rather than earn their own honestly. Like Eleria, he’d survived because his entire kingdom had fought to drive the beast off and because they’d been able to rely on their mountains to shelter them from the worst of the dragon’s wrath. There was also Blue Scales. She’d heard the story of how he’d faced a dragon and lived. True, he’d come close to death, but she couldn’t think of many people who’d ever faced a dragon on open ground and lived.

“Wonderful.” Eric tapped his shoulder with his spear. “I don’t suppose we can call on our dwarf friend and his buddies, can we, Jonathan? A small army of angry dwarves led by a legendary king would be very helpful right now.”

Jonathan shook his head. “I had to leave the spirit lantern at home to continue absorbing power. It’s been taking longer than we expected to adjust to the magic around Bloodmark. I do have the spirit candle, so I can call on the dwarf king. However, he won’t be at anything close to his full strength since I had to ask for his help with the constructs.”

“Damn.” Eric rubbed his chin. He’d grown a bit of stubble during their time in the labyrinth. Was it because of their time in the place with four moons? Susannah’s grandpa had mentioned that werewolves who wanted to stay clean-shaven usually needed to shave more frequently when the moon was full. “Any chance you can call on our other friend?”

Eric was referring to the Blood Emperor.

“I can channel a portion of his power, but my connection with him is muffled in the labyrinth. I’m guessing it’s a measure Riftwing put in place to avoid people relying on external sources of power. He’ll be able to lend a hand, but he won’t be able to fight the dragon for us.”

“That’s better than nothing.” Eric leaned forward. “How do we kill this dragon, Susannah? You’re the expert.”

Susannah gave him a thumb’s up. “Don’t worry. This is what I do.” She palmed a dagger and used it to punctuate each of her points with a sharp thrust. “A dragon’s fire is their deadliest weapon. Don’t ever assume you’re safe from it. It usually takes one of three forms: a great cloud that covers the battlefield, powerful bolts that explode on impact, or lances of heat that travel far quicker but lack the area-of-effect damage the other forms have. Basically, if a dragon starts breathing fire, get out of the way and don’t cut it too close. Now, exactly what kind of breath attack a dragon has depends on what type of dragon you’re up against.” Susannah pointed at the dragon in the distance. “In a way, we’re lucky. That big bastard over there is a lava dragon.”

“How is that lucky?” Baladin asked.

“A lava dragon’s favoured form of breath attack isn’t fire. Instead, they prefer to spew molten lava so hot it puts regular lava to shame. Now, for obvious reasons, you do not want to get hit by that.” She nodded at Eric and Eileen. “That applies to the two of you and me. The lava will be worse than Roger’s ash. It will cling to you and burn until it cools down, so it will absolutely overwhelm your regeneration if you get hit by a decent amount of it. But the reason I say we’re lucky is that lava dragons have – compared to other dragons – relatively poor range and projectile speed on their breath attack. They can’t spit lava as far as, say, a storm dragon can spit lightning. Nor will that lava travel as quickly through the air as a storm dragon’s lightning. That means it will likely have to get reasonably close if it wants to kill us instead of simply burning us all from a distance too great for us to fight back.”

Aria chuckled grimly. “So it’ll have to work for its meal.”

“Yep. Now, dragons can also use their wings, claws, teeth, and tail to fight. I don’t think I need to tell you this, but it’s worth repeating. A dragon’s teeth and claws will rip through basically anything.” She turned to Baladin. “Your armour is a masterwork, as good as any I’ve ever seen. It might – maybe – hold up against a glancing blow, but it won’t matter if the dragon hits you with enough force to crumple your armour with you inside it. Dodge if you can because you’re not going to beat a dragon in a contest of strength. A dragon’s wings are also deadly. They can generate powerful gusts of wind or smash you to pieces. A dragon’s tail is basically a cross between a giant bludgeon and a giant whip, and it will strike with deceptive speed and range.”

“They have magic too, don’t they?” Turesh asked. The shaman had maintained his stoic demeanour, but she could tell how nervous he was from how his claws had tightened around the necklaces he wore. Certain lizardmen believed their people were descended from dragons who had taken on humanoid forms. However, the last lizardman to actually make that claim to a dragon’s face had been burned alive for his temerity.

“They do.” Susannah realised she was grinning. Was this her werewolf blood or her huntress blood coming to the fore? Either way, the thought of facing a dragon thrilled her. Even amongst her legendary kin, being involved in slaying a dragon was a feat worthy of story and song. “Dragons have Words, just as we do, and some of them have also learned other forms of magic, such as generic magic or runes and seals. That said, a dragon’s Words are usually incredibly potent due to their raw magical power, which vastly exceeds that of most other species. Because of their power, they tend to use their magic like a sledgehammer. You can expect maximum force over subtlety and technique. However, the majority of dragons prefer to use their breath attack or physical attacks when dealing with opponents they see as beneath them. They’ll save their Words and magic for ‘worthy’ opponents.”

“Hopefully, we can use that overconfidence against our enemy,” Gaius said. They were so close to completing the labyrinth, but this fight would be tougher than all of the previous challenges combined. “You make dragons sound unbeatable, so how are we going to beat this one?”

“They are as close to unbeatable as mortal creatures can be, aside from maybe krakens and leviathans.” Her lips curled up into a toothy smile. “But, as I said to Jonathan, being almost invincible isn’t the same as being completely invincible. Let me tell you how my granny killed one.” Her eyes gleamed burgundy in the eerie, fiery twilight cast by the volcanoes and the clouds of glowing ash that filled the sky. “Although a dragon’s scales and flesh are both immensely durable, they are not equally thick across every part of a dragon’s body. A place where they are thinner is at the base of the skull where their head meets their neck. For mobility reasons, the scales there simply aren’t as thick as those on their chest or back, and the vertebrae aren’t as thick either.”

“What about the underbelly?” Urgon asked. “It’s a bigger target, and reptiles often have weaker underbellies.”

“That’s a common misconception that gets a lot of would-be dragon slayers killed. The scales on a dragon’s underbelly do tend to be a different colour, but they aren’t really any thinner than the scales on the rest of their torso.”

“If the base of the skull is a potential vulnerability, how do we reach it?” Aria asked. “The dragon we have to fight is huge, and dragons are highly intelligent. I’m assuming it knows about that weakness and will try to protect it.”

“It should. Dragons will often target that area themselves if they can. Our opponent won’t simply stick its neck out for us. We’ll need to get above it.”

“Above a dragon?” Eric smirked. “That won’t be easy.”

“There are two main ways to get above a dragon,” Susannah explained. “The first way is to lure it onto the ground. If you can convince a dragon to land, you can find a higher vantage point and attack it from above. I doubt we’ll be able to do that here. With how rugged the terrain is, the dragon will almost certainly want to stay airborne. It’s too big an advantage to give up, and we don’t have anything it wants enough to lure it down. In the past, people have used the treasuries of entire kingdoms to convince dragons to land. We don’t have that luxury. The other option is to get into the air yourself and get above the dragon. Keep in mind that if a dragon sees you in the sky near it, it will take that as a challenge – a challenge you will lose. You need to get above it without it noticing you.”

“Which isn’t easy given their keen senses…” Aria’s brows furrowed, and then she smiled as she put the pieces together. “Your granny used a distraction.”

“Yep. I was the bait, and my granny was hiding up in the clouds on a wyvern. I was on a wyvern too, and I hit the dragon in the eye with an arrow. I wasn’t able to blind it, but I did get it very, very mad. When it chased after me, she dove and struck it down.”

“How did she strike the killing blow?” Gaius asked. “Because although its scales and flesh are thinner there, they should nevertheless be able to withstand any ordinary attack with ease.”

“That’s where things get complicated. My granny had magic that amplified the damage of her attacks, and she was using a special weapon. It was a spear that our family has had for, well, as long as anyone can really remember. The spear’s original name was dwarven. They called it the Chooser of the Slain, but the elves called it Galen’Galendra, the Hunter of Hunters.

Baladin’s jaw dropped. “I know that spear! It was said to have been forged by the greatest smith of Mordrath at the height of its power. The stories say it was given to a woman who aided the kingdom greatly although the stories never mentioned your clan specifically.” He sighed. “That knowledge must have been lost when Mordrath fell. I wonder how many other priceless relics my people have lost track of, yet it is good to know that it is in worthy hands.”

“Well, if it helps, the story is that my ancestor slew an ancient hydra that had attacked and nearly killed the smith and his family. Her own spear, a masterwork forged by the elves, was destroyed in the battle, so the smith forged her another weapon as thanks. With my granny’s ability to amplify damage and a legendary weapon capable of utilising all of the magic she could spare, she was able to kill the dragon. In fact, my granny was so good with the spear that it stayed with her until the day she died. My clan hasn’t decided who should get it next. Had I been given it, I wouldn’t have taken it with me when Roger and I left. It belongs with my clan. Unfortunately, we don’t have a legendary spear on hand… so we’ll have to improvise.”

“You have a plan then?” Gaius asked.

“I think I know how to pierce the dragon’s scales, but I’m going to need to borrow your sword Eleria. I’ll also need your help, Baladin.”

The elf’s eyes widened, and she clutched her spell-blade protectively. “No! The last time I let you borrow a weapon, you exploded it! This sword is a masterpiece! I’ve wielded it for three centuries!”

Susannah held her hands up placatingly. “I know how much you love your sword, but I need a spear – and I need your sword to make one.” She took out Rotting Fang. “Grandpa won’t be happy if I break this instead of bringing it back, but he’ll be overjoyed if I use it to kill a dragon.”

“What are you planning?” Jonathan asked.

“Eleria’s sword is an elven spell-blade – one of the best, too, since she was a high ranger and favoured by the nobility. One of my Words is [Destruction], and I have a stronger affinity for it than anyone I know. Rotting Fang is also a weapon known for its durability and its talent for inflicting wounds that do not heal properly. Baladin is a master smith with Words and skills that should allow him to reforge Eleria’s sword and Rotting Fang into a spear that can – at least for a single battle – do what I need it to do.” Her gaze sharpened. “My affinity for [Destruction] is so high that I can’t really use it to enhance my own weapons too often because it tends to break them. But a spear made out of Eleria’s sword and Rotting Fang that is also reinforced by Baladin’s power should be able to take enough of my magic to pierce the dragon’s scales and strike the killing blow.”

“You’d get one blow,” Eleria hissed. “And then my sword would explode.”

“I’ll only need one blow,” Susannah said. “And I promise you I wouldn’t ask for your sword if I could think of any other way. This is how we win.”

“Fine.” Eleria unsheathed her sword and gave it to Baladin. “But you owe me a new sword, Susannah.”

Gaius grinned. “If this actually works and we don’t all end up as dragon food, then I will buy you a new sword myself.”

Susannah gave Rotting Fang to Baladin. “I need a spear – as long and thin as you can make without compromising its strength. Use Rotting Fang for the tip.” She smirked. “I’m sure you’ve heard the fairy tale about a lion that was brought down by a thorn in its paw. I intend to bring down a dragon with the thorn you make.”

Baladin gave her a mad smile. “I’ll get it done.” He waved Francesca over. “You’ve worked with me before. I’ll need your help to keep me from breaking anything.”

“That still leaves the matter of getting above the dragon,” Aria said. “Not to mention the distraction you’ll need to keep from being spotted.”

“One of my air elementals can carry her,” Turesh said. “It won’t be comfortable, but she’s not heavy.” He tapped his claws on his cheek. “My air elementals are cunning. They should be able to conceal themselves amidst all the ash and soot in the air. Besides, the ambient magic in this place is incredibly dense. I’d be amazed if even a dragon could sense them.”

Eileen’s shadow imps help up several signs. I guess that makes me the bait then. My great eagle form can’t match a dragon in combat, but it has the speed and agility to not be a sitting duck either. Aria, if you and Francesca go with me and if Eric and Miles layer Words on me, I should have the speed, endurance, and agility to outrun the dragon for a while. She gazed at the others with keen eyes. Where I come from, the great eagles are masters of the skies. They say that the reason the mountains near my home are free of dragons is because the great eagles banded together to fight them off. We’ll see how much truth there is to those stories. Eileen bared her teeth. I can’t carry a lot of weight. I can take Aria, as well as Roger and Francesca. They’re both quite light.

“You must be reading my mind. That’s basically what I was going to suggest.” Susannah studied their surroundings. Like all the huntresses of her clan, she had an instinctive understanding of combat, along with a thorough education in the deadly arts, not to mention the instincts and training she’d gotten from her grandpa’s side of the family “The rest of you can help distract the dragon.”

There was a series of tall, jagged spires of rock nearby that formed a maze of sorts. The lizards had made their home there since it was hard for larger dragons to land there or fly through. “If we can lure the dragon amongst those spires, you’ll be able to ambush it. Depending on how that goes, I can either try to get above it there or wait for it at the end of the maze. But you need to get it mad and keep it distracted. If it notices me, I’m dead. An air elemental might be able to evade a dragon in the air, but not if it’s carrying someone. We don’t want the dragon calming down and thinking clearly either. If it simply retreats out of the maze and hangs back, we’ll be in trouble. We need it mad, so it doesn’t realise what’s happening until it's too late.”

“What about me?” Jonathan asked. “I don’t really have a good way to attack the dragon unless you want me to jump onto its back, so I can hit it.” He paused. “Please, please, please… tell me that’s not part of the plan.”

“It’s not.” Susannah grinned. “I remember you using your magic to show us your memories before. You know that giant crab we fought in Mordrath? Could you show that to the dragon?”

Jonathan pursed his lips. She’d never seen him make a memory projection that big before, but maybe he could do it with the Blood Emperor’s help. “I…” He paused in the odd way he always did when talking with the legendary vampire. “Yes. I should be able to.”

“Now, obviously, dragons can sense magic, and they have innate resistance to illusions. The dragon will realise it’s a memory within moments, but that’s fine. I want you at the end of the maze, Jonathan. You’ll only need to distract it for a second. If you can, make the crab appear below the dragon. Get it to look down. As for you, Miles, you can throw rocks or break a spire or two as a distraction. You don’t have to hurt it, just keep it guessing.”

Miles nodded. The old man was a sublimely skilled hand-to-hand fighter, but ranged attacks were not his forte. “Of course.”

“So that’s our play then?” Gaius asked. “We piss the dragon off, get it to chase Eileen, lure it into the maze where we can keep it distracted, and then you strike the killing blow? It’s risky.”

“It is. But you can’t beat a dragon without taking risks. I’ll let each of you decide how you want to distract the dragon when it’s moving through the spires. You know your abilities better than I do. If you can hurt it, great. If not, keep it distracted.” Susannah’s lips twitched up into an impish smile. “That said, does anyone have a better idea?”

Gaius laughed. “No.”

Roger made a worried sound, and Susannah reached over to give him a scratch behind his ears. “Don’t worry, buddy. I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t think it could work. Besides, I’m worried about you. You’ll be on Eileen with Aria and Francesca, and I’ll need you four to get that dragon as mad as you can.” She patted his head. “And just think. If we can pull this off, nobody back home will be able to complain. Well… Granny-Aunt Evonne would probably complain anyway, but that’s just how she is.”

* * *

Eileen soared through the ash-strewn skies, the smell of smoke and ruin heavy in the air. By luck – or perhaps design – the sole dragon that remained in the area was their opponent. The massive reptile was at least three hundred feet long with scales the colour of scorched earth, magma, soot, and flame. The volcanic glow that emanated from deep within it was a sobering reminder that this was a creature who could handle lava without issue. In fact, Susannah had told her the reason lava dragons were less famous than their fiery kin was because they spent the majority of their time napping in lava. Almost nothing could attack them there, and they also happened to think lava was delicious. It was widely believed that at least some volcanic eruptions were caused by a sleeping lava dragon awakening and bringing a volcano back to life. Fighting back the instinctive fear that clawed at her heart and mind and focusing back on the present, Eileen basked in the Words the others had used on her.

[Speed of the Wind], [Goshawk’s Wings], [Hunter’s Intuition], and [Greater Endurance] were all in place, granting her vastly increased speed, agility, instincts, and endurance. She wouldn’t be able to match the dragon in the air – few creatures could – but the gap had been closed to the point that she at least stood a chance. According to Susannah, lava dragons were not the best fliers amongst their kind, instead relying on their overwhelming physical power to win fights. If, for example, they’d been asked to fight an astral dragon, Susannah had admitted their plan could not have worked. Astral dragons were artists in the air, and they painted their canvas – the sky – with the blood of their enemies.

The great eagle that Eileen had modelled her current form on was the swiftest and most agile she had ever encountered. She had been ancient, dwelling high in the towering peaks that loomed over Eileen’s hometown. Her kind had been known to carry away cattle and people although they seldom strayed close to large towns, preferring to go after lone travellers, livestock, and the animals of the woods and lower slopes. They had proven to be more than a match for drakes and wyverns if they worked together, and Eileen had heard stories of this particular eagle slaying several wyverns alone when they had tried to drive her from her roost. According to legend, she was the last eagle remaining from the days when dragons had tried to take over the mountains. She and her kin had fought – and they had won. No dragon had taken wing in the mountains since. This variation was larger than her usual great eagle form, so it would consume her magic more quickly. However, she could think of no better shape to borrow against this enemy.

There would be no victory in open combat against the dragon. A supposedly ponderous lava dragon would probably still be faster than her when travelling in a straight line. Her best chance lay in using her agility and acceleration. If she could keep the bigger creature twisting and turning, she’d be able to stay ahead of it. That was why she had to reach the rocky spires where the others could launch their ambushes. Given the dragon’s size and likely temperament, it would simply smash through the spires rather than try to avoid them. That would slow it down, and the spires themselves should provide protection from the dragon’s lava breath. If they could get it angry enough, it might abandon its breath attack entirely in favour of trying to tear them to pieces. As strange as it sounded, that would actually play to their advantage.

Aria, Francesca, and Roger were on her back. The first two would improve her chances of survival while Roger offered ample offensive power without adding much weight. Carrying Blue Scales, for instance, would have slowed her down significantly. He was heavier than all three of the people on her back combined, especially since Aria had removed her armour. It wouldn’t help against a dragon’s attacks, and it would weigh them down. Blue Scales and the rest of their group were hidden amongst the spires, waiting for their chance to strike. Strangely, Susannah hadn’t been bothered by the pivotal role she had to play. Roger had muttered something about huntresses being insane before hugging his friend tightly.

“Are you ready?” Aria asked. She and Francesca had several Words at the ready. Using this many would likely leave Eileen burnt out and weary once the effects wore off, but if the battle lasted that long, then they had already lost. Transforming into a hydra should hasten her recovery although she would definitely be in favour of taking a break from missions for at least a month after this.

[Constant Recovery].

[Radiant Mantle].

[Blessed Enhancement].

That was all Eileen could take. Any more, and she would lose control of her own magic. Like the other Words, these had been chosen to improve her chances of evading the dragon. Enhancing her strength would have been pointless. They could use a dozen Words on her, and she would still lose any direct confrontation with the dragon.

“All right,” Aria said. “Let’s go pick a fight with a dragon.”

“I never thought I’d hear those words and agree with them,” Francesca muttered.

Roger twitched. The war wizard was no coward although he rarely fought on the frontlines. However, this was not a battle any sane person wanted. Against most opponents, he would have been confident in his ability to severely wound, if not outright kill, with his first attack. A dragon was another matter, and a lava dragon would be even more resistant to the attacks he favoured. Despite that, if they had to pick a fight, he’d be the one to do it. Sparks of electricity crackled across his fur, and his magic stirred. Despite his small size, he had more magic than any of them.

They continued toward the dragon, and it opened an eye briefly before closing it again. They were too small to be anything beyond a brief snack, and it went back to absently chewing on the corpse of a huge lizard it had dragged up onto the mountain. The unfortunate lizard was fifty feet long, but despite its wickedly sharp claws and teeth, there wasn’t a single visible wound on the dragon. As for the lizard, it had been shredded open from hip to shoulder.

“Roger,” Aria said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Roger said nothing, but he adjusted his wizard’s hat and cleared his throat. Taking a deep breath, he raised both his hands high above his head.

“Make it big,” Aria added. “You won’t be able to kill it, but you need to get it as mad as you can.”

Roger nodded, and his magic sharpened. Eileen flew in a large, lazy circle as the raccoon reached for the Word he wanted. It was more power than she’d seen him use since their panicked flight from Mordrath. Above them, the clouds of ash and smoke began to glow from within as lightning crackled in their depths. The dragon paused in its meal and gazed up at them with an expression that was equal parts amused and disbelieving. It was as if it couldn’t believe – even for a second – that they would really attack it. Roger’s eyes began to glow, and his fur stood on end. An actinic smell filled the air.

“Your mother was a cowardly snake!” Roger yelled, as loudly as he could. “And your father was an up-jumped drake!”

That got the dragon’s attention, and it’s burning-coal eyes flashed with fury. As the beast moved to launch itself into the sky, Roger pointed and unleashed his Word.

[Lightning Barrage].

A titanic bolt of lightning tore down from the flickering clouds and slammed into the dragon. It roared in pained defiance, but its cry was drowned out by the boom of another bolt of lightning and then another and another. It was an assault that would have reduced a hydra to ash, yet Eileen could see only a handful of small wounds and the very tiniest of tremors in the dragon’s limbs. With a howl of fury and with murder in its eyes, it unfurled its wings and took to the air, its magic smashing Roger’s Word apart before it could strike again.

“I will tear you limb from limb, rat!” the dragon bellowed, his male voice as loud as thunder. “I will feast on your flesh! I will burn your bones until they are less than ash! I –”

As Eileen turned and fled, Roger was not idle. His reply to the dragon’s threats came in the form of another sizzling blast of lightning aimed straight at the dragon’s face. Roger was already breathing hard, his outstretched arms trembling. He was holding nothing back. They won, or they died.

Aria laughed madly. “Thank you, Roger. I don’t think any of us needed to hear the rest.”

“Here.” Francesca used [Rapid Recovery] on Roger and handed him a potion to help restore his magic. “You really pissed off that overgrown lizard. If you get another chance, blast him again.”

Aria put a hand on Eileen’s back. “It’s up to you now, Eileen. You can do this.”

Eileen didn’t reply. It would have been pointless, and she needed to focus solely on escaping. Instead, she flew. She poured every ounce, every iota of her power into being as swift as possible. She flew faster than she ever had before. And for a moment, she almost dared to believe she could outpace the dragon.

She was wrong.

There was a reason that dragons were called sons of wind and fire. They ruled the skies, with only the gods above them. Despite the Words on her, despite all of her efforts, the dragon was somehow closing the distance. Susannah had been right. Nothing could face a dragon in aerial combat and hope to win.

“Eileen!” Aria glanced behind them. “He’s attacking! Dive now and roll left!”

Eileen had flown more with Aria than anyone else in her life. She trusted her friend with her life. With a grunt of effort, Eileen folded her wings and dove, plummeting through the air as she threw herself hard into a frantic roll to the left. Francesca cursed wildly and swore never to fly again whilst Roger screamed something about his hat. Eileen ignored them both – and Aria’s scream of horror – as a stream of molten lava incinerated the space that they’d occupied a second ago.

The stream of fiery death followed her, and Aria called out again, telling her which way she needed to go to keep clear of it. Eileen unfurled her wings and beat the air, shoving aside the momentary stab of pain as she soared over the attack before diving once again as it reversed direction to try to catch her. For all that this dragon was supposed to be less agile in the air than his kin, his ability to aim his breath attack while flying at full speed was beyond impressive. Of course, he hadn’t managed to hit her yet, but Eileen couldn’t help but wonder how they’d have fared if they were up against a storm dragon. They’d probably be dead unless Roger could somehow redirect the storm dragon’s lightning.

There was a brief pause, and then Eileen heard a sound reminiscent of a hurricane. The dragon had to be preparing for an area-of-effect attack, something that could hit enough of the sky at once that dodging would be impossible. In that case…

“Roger!” Aria shouted. “Do something!”

Roger did.

Power gathered, as sharp and focused as a well-honed razor, and Roger’s magic flared once again. “[Blasting Bolt]!”

As the tidal wave of lava closed in, Roger’s Word raced out to meet it. There was too much lava for Roger to deal with, but he didn’t have to stop all of it. The bolt of magic detonated, and lava went flying in all directions. Small pieces of it would have landed on Eileen’s wings, but Aria used a Word of her own to deflect it. Lava rushed past them on either side – Roger’s Word had blown a hole in the wave just big enough for them to stay safe. More lava came, and Roger used his Word over and over again, carving a path of safety through the maelstrom. In any other situation, Aria could have surrounded Eileen in a protective barrier, but she dared not try it, lest it slow her down. Eileen’s eyes narrowed. The spires were close now. She dove again, willing herself to the relative safety they offered. The dragon roared, and Eileen was forced to roll sharply to the right as he abandoned his broader attack in favour of another concentrated stream of lava.

The dragon didn’t follow them all the way down. He was too large. Instead, he smashed through several spires and continued to spew lava at them. Molten rock splashed everywhere, and Eileen twisted and turned, dodging as best she could. Dimly, she was aware of flashes of white light as Aria and Francesca joined Roger in deflecting the lava, as well as the huge chunks of rock knocked loose by the dragon’s passage. This was insane. How much lava could the dragon spit without having to rest? It was one thing to breathe fire, but lava? There had to be a limit to it. Yet whatever that limit was, the dragon had clearly yet to reach it as another roar was accompanied by additional lava raining down on them.

They were now past the narrowest section of the spires, and although the maze-like structures still offered protection, there was now sufficient space for the dragon to pursue them closely. He was enraged, so he didn’t hesitate to dive down with his teeth bared and his claws at the ready. Despite his sheer size and bulk, he continued to gain on them. The only reason he hadn’t already caught them was his constant collisions with the spires. Naturally, the rocky structures came off second best, but the precious time they bought was just barely sufficient to keep Eileen and the others out of reach. It was time for their friends to do their part.

As they swooped past, Urgon readied himself. The orc had carved into the top of a spire with his massive sword, using Words to hack almost all of the way through it. The dragon approached, and he struck a final blow, toppling the massive chunk of rock and sending it tumbling into the dragon’s path. The beast snarled and smashed right through it, heedless of the danger. Bits of rock flew every which way, and the dragon’s wingbeats slowed for barely a moment as he snapped a claw out to the side in a blow that forced Urgon to leap onto another spire, lest he be crushed. The orc hit the other spire awkwardly and would have fallen if he hadn’t managed to stab his sword into it. Clinging onto the spire, he dragged in a deep breath.

“All that rock… and he barely flinched.”

Further ahead, arrows rained down on the dragon. Explosions followed in the wake of the projectiles, and the dragon deigned to turn his head. The contempt was clear upon his face, and Eleria had a moment to retreat before he unleashed a salvo of lava. The elf managed to get behind the spire, but the rock gave way beneath the sheer force of the dragon’s attack.

“Eleria!” Urgon shouted. “Over here!”

The elf tumbled through the air, bits of rock falling all around her, but she had not been a high ranger for centuries without good reason. She tied a slender rope to her wrist and then to an arrow. Still falling, she took aim and launched the arrow toward Urgon. It struck the spire beside him, and he grabbed hold of the rope.

“I’ve got it!” he said. “Come on!”

Eleria’s fall turned into a broad, swift swing, and she struck the spire with a thump, her legs bending to absorb the shock. With impressive quickness, she climbed up the rope, and she and Urgon made their way over to a narrow ledge.

“We could only buy them a few seconds,” she said.

“Then let us hope those few seconds will suffice,” he replied.

With another thunderous bellow, the dragon closed the gap again. Eileen cursed as a spray of molten liquid came close to hitting her only to be met, again, by Roger’s magic. She jinked to the side, lungs burning and wings aching, and restorative magic flooded through her. Somehow, the dragon was able to anticipate her manoeuvre, and she had to reverse direction. She was just barely in time. A fraction of a second later, and she would have been swamped in lava.

“Keep going,” Aria urged. “We’re almost there.”

It was a lie – they had so much further to go – but Eileen forced herself onward. Baladin and Dorothy were up ahead.

[Stone Spears].

Great lances of stone shot out of the spire to stab at the dragon as he passed. The reptile batted the attack aside, and a flick of his tail smashed the spire the pair was on. One of Dorothy’s stone soldiers caught Baladin as he fell, and the dwarf growled a curse as the soldier clung onto the side of a neighbouring spire. Dorothy herself was in the arms of another soldier, and she began to sing.

It was a wild, chaotic tune in a language Eileen didn’t recognise. It grated on her nerves and made her beak ache. Dorothy’s song called clouds of ash and soot from the sky. Mere ash and soot could not kill a dragon, but they could blind the beast and slow him down. Roger cackled and used his magic to seize control of the ash, heating it and making it cling tightly to the giant reptile.

“Petty, useless tricks! Is that all you have?” The dragon snarled, and for the first time, he used a Word of his own. “[Shatter Earth]!”

The spire that Dorothy and Baladin had retreated to exploded like a sandcastle kicked over by an angry giant. Francesca screamed in horror, but there was no time for them to slow down. Dorothy’s song came to an abrupt halt, and the dragon used the Word again. Spire after spire around the girl and the dwarf detonated until the entire area was a cloud of shattered rock. Desperately, Aria and Francesca threw protective Words into the debris, hoping they would find their targets.

There wasn’t much of the maze left, but they had definitely succeeded in their objectives. The dragon was mad, and he wanted them dead so badly that Eileen doubted he would notice Susannah in the midst of his rage. It was now a question of whether or not they could outrun him until they reached Susannah.

As the dragon narrowed the gap again, Eileen sent a prayer to any gods who could hear for whatever aid they could spare.

The gods must have heard her – or perhaps a certain merman had – because it started to rain.

“Rain?” Aria said. “Here? Now?” The paladin laughed. “Blue Scales!”

* * *

“Which gods do you pray to, merman?” Turesh asked.

Blue Scales had not met many lizardmen. They were rare in the lands held by vampires, and they typically lived in hot areas that his people usually avoided when they ventured onto land. The few he had met had been dependable folk eager to share their long history with him. Some had wished to reclaim the glories of their past, regardless of the hubris and foolishness that had seen their ancient empires destroyed. Others had sought to find a new way forward – a better way that would lead them to glory without repeating the mistakes of the past. Yet none of those lizardmen had possessed anything close to the weight and presence Turesh did. Whatever gods the lizardman prayed to, they must favour him.

“I pray to the gods of the Deep,” Blue Scales said. “To those who rule the waters of the world, the lords of the oceans and the seas, the rivers and the lakes. I also pray to those who command the storms and bring the rain. Those are the gods I pray to. What about you, lizardman? To whom do you pray?”

“I pray to the four winds.” Turesh ran his claws over a necklace and then grasped another. “I pray to mother earth and father sky. I pray to the fires that burn and the waters that quench. I pray to the wind, the lightning, and the wild places of the world.” He smiled toothily. “My people revere dozens of gods, merman, some great and others humble. I honour them all so that I might call upon the elementals that serve them.” His smile widened. “But right now? Right now, I pray to the gods of victory because they may be the only ones who can help us.”

Blue Scales’s broad shoulders shook as he laughed. “Hah! My people have a saying: when caught by a kraken, pray… because at that point only the gods can save you.”

“A dragon is close enough to a kraken.” Turesh straightened, and his magic settled over him, no longer a warm cloak but a raging bonfire. “It is time.”

Blue Scales nodded solemnly. There was no water here for him to call upon. The rivers and lakes were made of lava, and the clouds were wrought of ash and smoke. The air was parched and dry. He was about to use a Word to create all the water he could when the shell he had been given, which hung at his waist, began to glow. His mind went back to his conversation with the old priest.

He raised the shell to his ear, and the sounds of a storm greeted him, wild and untamed. Driven by a whisper in the back of his mind, he brought the shell to his lips and blew into it. The sound that followed was long and loud. It reminded him of the low, sonorous bellows of the titans of the Deep. A rumble came from the skies above… and then it began to rain.

Turesh turned a hand up to catch the rain in his palm. “Perhaps I should start praying to your gods, merman. To bring rain to this land of fire and ruin is no small thing.”

Blue Scales’s lips twitched. “Perhaps you should.”

* * *

As the dragon drew near again, Vera appeared beside him. The banshee was right next to the dragon’s face, and she unleashed a piercing wail with all of her magic thrown into the attack. The dragon howled with fury. He might not have been knocked unconscious or stunned by the banshee’s cry as most people would have been, but it could not have been pleasant. A second later, a tide of inky darkness washed over him.

The [Cloying Darkness] had to be from Gaius. Temporarily blinded, the dragon didn’t hesitate to lash out at his surroundings. He spat lava everywhere and flared his own magic to shatter the Word. As he emerged from the shadows, he was greeted by an attack he could not have expected: a torrent of water.

The dragon had been content to ignore the rain, unexpected though it might have been. But he could not have anticipated that the rain would be gathered into a single raging torrent that crashed into him with all the might that not only Blue Scales could muster but also Turesh. The lizardman had called on as many water elementals and air elementals as he could, and the magical creatures had turned the oncoming downpour into a raging hurricane of water. It was less a stream or river and more an entire lake being thrown all at once.

The dragon managed to stay aloft, his mighty wings carrying him through the deluge. But Blue Scales and Turesh were not done. The water regathered, turned, and struck the dragon again. Roger cackled. The war wizard was not about to let such a good opportunity slip by, and bolts of lightning joined the assault.

“[Flame Burst]!” The dragon used a second Word, and the water evaporated, blasted straight into steam that was flung miles away by the sudden explosion of heat and force. “I will kill you first,” the dragon spat at Eileen and her passengers. “And then I will come back for the rest of them.” He punctuated the words with a blast of molten lava that forced Blue Scales and Turesh to flee for their lives.

“You’ll have to catch us first,” Francesca shouted, shaking her small fist. “You overgrown snake!”

The dragon surged forward, and Miles and Eric leapt off a spire and landed on his back. Eileen was almost tempted to turn around to get a better look. She hadn’t seen that coming, and the pair actually seemed surprised their plan had worked because they paused for a moment before running toward the dragon’s head while hitting anything they could reach.

“A cunning plan.” The dragon spun in mid-air to send them flying. “To have a pair of your pathetic allies aim for the weak spot on my neck. But it was never going to work!” Stuck in the air, there was little they could do to avoid the attack that would follow.

“Roger!” Aria screamed.

The raccoon delved deep into the dregs of his power and hurled a tremendous bolt of raw force that threw off the dragon’s aim. His lava went wide, and from the expression of pure, murderous rage on his face, he would enjoy killing the four of them before returning to kill the others.

And now… now they had passed through the spires.

Where was Jonathan?

And what about Susannah?

“You’ve played your tricks,” the dragon taunted. “And all of them have failed. There are only open skies ahead of you. There is nowhere for you to run and nowhere you can hide.”

He was wrong.

They had one last trick to play.

[Scry] could be difficult to detect. That was usually for the best too. You didn’t want people to know you were watching them. But the [Scry] aimed at the dragon had none of the usual subtlety and had so much power behind it that the Blood Emperor had to have helped Jonathan cast it. The dragon instinctively turned to search for the source of the Word. How could he not? When someone used powerful magic on you, you had to look. As the dragon turned, [Display Memory] activated. An immense illusion of the giant crab from Mordrath appeared.

The dragon stared. The crab had the size to be a threat, and in the split-second it took him to realise he’d been deceived, Eileen glimpsed something above him.

It was Susannah.

The air elemental holding her dove and then hurled her downward with all the strength it could muster. Susannah descended on the dragon, her cloak billowing in the winds of her passage and all of her weight and momentum thrown down onto the spear she held in her hands.

* * *

Susannah had watched the battle from her position high above the ground. She had already layered [Pierce] onto the spear as many times as she dared. Any more, and it would explode in her hands. Watching her friends put their lives on the line without being able to intervene had been nerve-wracking. She longed to fight at their sides, but they all had their parts to play.

Now – at last – her time had come.

She plummeted toward the dragon. Her whole body was an arrow with the spear as the tip. As the moment of impact came, she used every ounce of skill she had to deliver what might have been the single most perfect strike of her life.

Her granny would have been so proud.

The tip of the spear – made of Rotting Fang – sang a single, terrible, discordant note that burst her eardrums as it made impact. The tip cracked, and the legendary dagger snapped. A shard of it flew past her face. She went blind in her left eye, and she could only hope that Rotting Fang’s imminent destruction would undo its power and allow her to regenerate properly later.

It was a sublime strike, and even as the tip of the spear broke, the weapon punched through the dragon’s scales and dug deep into his flesh. The dragon roared in genuine shock and pain. He turned, claws grasping and eyes filled with wrath and sudden worry.

“You dare?” he roared. “You dare?”

Susannah ignored the blood pouring down her face – oh, that was a lot of blood – as well as the cries so loud they shook her whole body. Instead, she focused all of her magic on the spear. It was too short to kill the dragon. There simply hadn’t been enough material to make a spear with the durability to penetrate the dragon’s scales and the length to strike a deadly blow. She’d known that all along, but she wasn’t done yet. The Words she’d layered onto the spear were still active. If she kept adding more Words, the spear would explode – which was exactly what she wanted.

[Pierce].

[Shatter].

[Pulverise].

[Pierce].

[Shatter].

[Pulverise].

Over and over again, she layered the three Words onto the spear, heedless of the damage it was taking as she emptied her reserves of magical power into it. Her Words were powerful, and although the spear tolerated them better than almost any weapon she’d ever used, it was simply a matter of time before it failed.

And fail it did.

The spear exploded, and shards of Rotting Fang – combined with the finest metal the elves could muster – covered in [Pierce], [Shatter], and [Pulverise] went hurtling through the base of the dragon’s skull. They lacerated his spinal cord and brain, sheared through veins and arteries, and pulped the flesh around his windpipe and inside his vertebrae. It was like setting off a giant explosive inside his skull and spine. Susannah reeled back. The part of the spear she’d been holding had exploded in her hands and had riddled her with shrapnel too.

She was barely healing. Her own Words, Rotting Fang, and her dwindling magic worked against her – but the dragon was worse. He gave a choked, agonised scream, and blood and lava poured out of his mouth and the gaping holes in his neck. His body thrashed and heaved, and his limbs spasmed. Finally, his wings went limp, and the volcanic glow within him dimmed. He began to fall.

Susannah leapt off the dragon and laughed as his lifeless body struck the ground. Turesh’s air elemental managed to catch her, but the summon was fading. The lizardman must have run out of the power needed to sustain him.

“See that, granny?” she whispered. “Just like you taught me.”

Around her, the air elemental whispered an apology and then vanished. Her fall resumed.

Oh.

That was a long way down.

* * *

“Over there!” Roger pointed. “We have to catch her!”

Eileen ignored the growing ache in her wings and lungs and dove. It was close, but they managed to catch Susannah before she hit the ground. The huntress was not in good shape.

“You seem to be missing your hands,” Aria drawled. “And you’ve got extra holes too.”

Susannah grinned bloodily and leaned over to vomit up what Eileen strongly suspected was a mix of blood and parts of her body that were probably best kept inside rather than outside. Her ears were bleeding too, and one side of her face was a ruin. The eye on that side was just gone. “I’ve had worse.” She held up the mangled stumps of her hands. “Although this will be awkward until they grow back.” She blinked, and gore oozed out of her empty eye socket. “I also seem to have lost an eye.”

“That does worry me,” Aria replied.

“How is she not dead?” Francesca asked. The squirrel had been horrified at first, but she had calmed down after seeing how Aria was reacting. The former paladin was healing Susannah, but she was taking her time with it. Roger, meanwhile, was rummaging through his robes.

“I’m a huntress. We’re not easy to kill. I also picked up a few things from my grandpa.” Susannah smiled, and Eileen noticed, not for the first time, that her canines were longer than a human’s canines should be. “I would already have my hands back if it wasn’t for Rotting Fang and my own magic. That thing exploded with the rest of the spear, but it had a lot of my own Words on it. Its ability to stop regeneration and healing is what’s slowing me down. My clan also has natural resistance to magic, so Aria has to be careful with her healing. I have to ‘switch off’ that resistance, or she won’t be able to do anything. It’s tricky, though. My control is all over the place at the moment. I’m guessing that’s because of Rotting Fang too. On the upside, huntresses are basically immune to mind control, and none of us can become zombies, werewolves, vampires, or anything similar. Your best bet is to help me recover my magic. I can do the rest.”

Roger held up a potion with a flourish as Francesca took out a potion of her own.

“Nice work, buddy.” Susannah was about to scratch him behind the ears before she remembered her hands were stumps. She pulled her hand back. Roger probably didn’t want gore all over his head. “Wait until we land, okay? Drinking can be tricky in the air, and I’ll need your help.”

Eileen took that as her cue to finish their descent. They landed close to the dragon’s body but far away enough to avoid the growing pool of blood. Regular dragon blood was basically liquid fire, and the blood of a lava dragon was worse. It was essentially lava, and the acrid smell of melting rock filled the air as it burned its surroundings. The others arrived as quickly as they could, and Jonathan took a quick look at Susannah before blanching and turning away.

“What happened to you?” Jonathan screeched. “You’re missing an eye… and… and your hands!”

“Meh.” Susannah waved her stumps at him. “They’ll grow back.” She nodded at Roger. “Now would be a good time for that potion. I’m getting woozy from all of the blood loss. If you could help me drink yours right after, Francesca, that would be great.”

The raccoon scampered forward and poured the whole potion into her mouth. It would, of course, give her a terrible headache later, but Eileen was sure she could handle it. After all, she barely seemed to care that she was full of holes and missing an eye and both her hands. Francesca followed soon after, and Susannah made a face.

“These potions always taste awful, but it’s better than being dead.”

Susannah’s dwindling magic surged back to life, and her natural regeneration was soon amplified by [Regenerate], [Invigorate], and [Resilience of the Wilds]. It allowed her to overcome the steadily weakening effects of Rotting Fang, and it wasn’t long before her wounds began to heal in earnest. Eileen couldn’t help but stare as Susannah’s hands regrew. What a strange but compelling sight. Was this what people saw when her hydra form regenerated? No wonder Jonathan appeared a bit squeamish whenever she had to regrow a head or a limb.

“Nice.” Susannah blinked and then flexed her hands. The general shape of her hands was correct, but there was plenty of work to do before all the finer details were in place. For instance, she had no fingernails, and the bones themselves were reminiscent of a werewolf’s claws before they shifted into what were recognisably human hand bones. “That’s always a bit weird, and Rotting Fang’s magic isn’t helping.” A new eye formed, drawing a horrified but fascinated sound from Francesca. For a split-second it was, similar to her hands, more werewolf than human before the pupil changed, and the eye was once again a familiar burgundy. “Ah, there we go. Now, I can see properly.”

Eric clapped Susannah over the shoulder. “I know how you feel. I remember the time I had both my legs ripped off and –”

There was a flash of azure light, and the space overhead warped and twisted. Riftwing appeared above them, so huge that the majority of his body was hidden in the clouds that filled the sky. A single beat of his wings scattered the clouds to reveal a clear night sky filled with countless twinkling stars. Riftwing cleared his throat meaningfully, and they all scrambled to get clear as he landed beside the body of the dead dragon. As big as the lava dragon had been, he was tiny next to Riftwing. It was akin to watching a mountain move, and a primal part of Eileen rebelled at the thought of his existence. Nothing that gigantic should be able to move so fluidly, so naturally.

Riftwing took a moment to study the corpse of the fallen dragon before bringing down a titanic claw. The blow instantly pulped the dragon’s body. Their two groups might have been able to beat the lava dragon, but they stood no chance whatsoever of triumphing over Riftwing. And as hard as it was to look directly at him, it was harder to turn away. His scales were an awe-inspiring, ever-changing mix of impossibly vivid blues, greys, blacks, purples, and other, less identifiable colours. He was a walking kaleidoscope, and his scales shone brighter as his deep, booming laughter rang out.

“It has been a long, long time since someone actually managed to kill this fellow. I remember when he tried to eat me. I was a hatchling then, weak and unsure of myself. I barely managed to survive. The next time we faced each other, I killed him with a single thought.” Riftwing bared his teeth in a wide, draconic smile. Gods, he could swallow a ship whole. “But that is neither here nor there. What matters is that you have won, and you have more than earned the rewards you seek. However, I’m sure you have questions. I can answer a few while you finish recovering.” His eyes sparkled with mirth, two indigo suns ablaze with power. “You look terrible, and it’s not as if all of you can heal the way the werewolf and the huntress do.”

Jonathan raised a hand politely. Maximum courtesy was probably the best policy when dealing with a dragon the size of a mountain. Riftwing chortled with amusement and nodded regally.

“How very polite. Well, then, vampire, speak. What do you wish to know?”

“This whole labyrinth… is it your memories given form with other modifications?”

Riftwing’s smile widened. “You’re quite observant. Yes, that is its true nature – or as close to its true nature as you are able to comprehend. I have power over space and time, but I have also acquired the ability to give solid form to my thoughts, especially my memories.” He gave a low rumble that nevertheless shook the ground with the force of an earthquake. “You might want to pursue a similar direction. Your trick with the crab was fine, but creating a tangible copy of your memories that can fight on your behalf is possible. Of course, I won’t be sharing my methods. They wouldn’t work for you, and you would kill yourself trying to copy them. But there are approaches that will work for you – and you will find them if you continue to delve into esoteric and ancient lore. The places and people you have encountered in the labyrinth were all real.” His gaze grew distant. “Yet the youngest of the memories you saw is now far into the past, lost to all those who do not walk the roads of eternity as I do.”

“The place with the flying ships…” Gaius’s whisper was almost childlike in its wonder. “It was real?”

“Oh, yes. I remember my time there with great fondness. Think of the countless worlds of Creation as grains of sand on a beach that stretches out into infinity. Some are closer than others, and the rules are similar. Others are farther away, and the rules can differ greatly. There are worlds where magic – save for the powers wielded by travellers such as myself – does not exist. Anything is possible. Indeed, amongst all the endless permutations of Creation, it is possible for even a guinea pig to be mightier than a dragon.”

They all chuckled at the absurdity of the thought. A guinea pig stronger than a dragon? Impossible.

“I have been to thousands of worlds. Some were good. Some were bad.” There was a flash of sorrow upon Riftwing’s face, but it was swiftly replaced with pride. “I made friends amongst those who lived there, but there are few who live as long as I do, and they are usually more fragile. But I never forgot those people or those places. They live on in this labyrinth – and now in your memories.” He laughed again, and Eileen noticed there were creases around the corners of his eyes that suggested he had done a lot of laughing and smiling in his long, long life. “In truth, the battle for the city you participated in was settled the moment my mentor and I arrived. Believe me when I say this. His might dwarfs my own. He taught me when I was young, and we travelled together to hundreds of different worlds.” His attention shifted to Roger and Francesca, and his gaze was filled with warmth and nostalgia. “It has been centuries since I’ve met two of your kind in my labyrinth. Your peoples do not often venture into it. However, I do believe that this is the very first time that I’ve met two who were both descended from my dear friends.”

“Your dear friends?” Roger asked.

“Yes. A raccoon and a squirrel – they were my first real friends.” An image appeared in front of the dragon. It showed a smaller Riftwing talking beside a campfire with a raccoon and a squirrel. Although their words could not be heard, the way they carried themselves spoke volumes. The reptile was serving as a windbreak whilst the raccoon used the dragon’s side as a pillow. The squirrel was munching on nuts while perched atop the dragon’s snout. “I was not always so mighty as I am now. I was once a young dragon, weak and unsure of myself, with no place to call my home. Your great ancestors, Roger the Relentless and Stan the Steadfast, were my oldest and dearest friends.” The image changed. It showed the three soaring over a battlefield. The churning waters below them were scarred by dragon fire, and the titanic shapes of leviathans and krakens loomed beneath the surface of the boiling seas. “It was they who taught me what it meant to live and love. And when they passed, as all raccoons and squirrels must, it was my grief at their loss that allowed me to travel between worlds for the first time. It was there, in the twilight of the Between, that I met my mentor.” An immense shadow fell over them, so huge it dwarfed even Riftwing. It was another dragon, a mountain range come to life, above whom burned a crown in the shape of a sixteen-pointed star of twilight flame.

“Who is that?” Aria breathed.

“My mentor – and the mightiest dragon I have ever met.” Riftwing smiled fondly. “I travelled with him for centuries, learning about myself and the countless worlds of Creation. He taught me about battle… but also about life. I still meet with him from time to time although not in our world. He is such a kind-hearted dragon, my old mentor, kinder than me, I think.” Riftwing shook his head to clear away the memories. “Hard work deserves a reward, and you have all worked very hard indeed. I already know what you seek, yet I shall ask you again, just to be sure. What rewards do you wish for?”

Gaius stepped forward. “We want you to cure Vera and restore her to how she was.”

Vera came forward, and the banshee quailed as the dragon’s gaze settled upon her. Yet there was no judgement in his eyes. Instead, he looked at her as a clever man might look upon a puzzle. “An interesting case, to be sure. I recognise whose handiwork this is. I have faced him twice now, but neither battle was decisive. The fact that your group is alive tells me that you faced a mere shard of his true being. I can undo what has been done to you, but be wary. I can peer through the mists of time. Precognition is never perfect, for the future is never set, but the majority of paths I see have you encountering shards of him again. Be ready, and perhaps you shall triumph. There are few weapons in Creation that he fears, but the dawn has always frightened him. His shards are all connected, so a mere sliver of the eldest dawn can slay him in his entirety.”

Riftwing gestured, and a glowing gemstone appeared. “This is an image of the gift my two friends gave me. The real gem is elsewhere, but I can call upon its power.” His magic stirred, and he gestured at Vera. “Reversing time could undo what happened to you, but I prefer to simply purge the corruption and restore you to your best. [Paragon Restoration].” Radiant white light enveloped her, and Vera’s twisted banshee form gave way to her human self. Her cheeks were rosy with health, and she all but shone with vitality. “That is the power my friend Stan wielded thanks to his Logos.”

“Thank you!” Gaius pulled Vera into his arms as the rest of their group crowded around them. There were tears and laughter, and it ended with Dorothy clinging onto Vera like a monkey while Francesca leapt onto Vera’s head and buried her face in her hair. “Thank you!”

“You are most welcome. Treasure the love you have for each another – all of you. Creation can be a dark and lonely place at times, but love can bring light and hope to even the deepest shadow.” The dragon chuckled. “Or so my mentor said. He was always more sentimental than me. There were those who thought it made him weak. If you ask me, it was the source of his strength.” The dragon turned to Aria. “And your group?”

Eileen glanced at them. They all nodded, and she stepped forward. There was no need for a sign. Dragons could understand other creatures easily although they seldom bothered to speak to them. “I too have been cursed. I want to have the curse removed.”

“Hmm…” Riftwing’s gaze cut through her, sharp and knowing. He seemed to be looking through her rather than at her. “I could remove your curse, shapeshifter, but I must warn you. Doing so at this time may not be wise.”

Eileen trembled. “Why?” She was so close to being free!

“It may have slipped your notice due to how long you’ve been cursed, but ever since you were cursed, you’ve been able to take on other forms more easily and for longer.”

Eileen nodded slowly. Taking on the monstrous shapes of hydras and their ilk had been possible before her curse, but she could vaguely remember it being harder. She had assumed that years of practice had simply made her stronger and increased her skill, but did the curse have something to do with her ease of transformation. “What do you mean?”

“It was an unintended benefit of the curse that afflicts you, yet you may need it in the future.” He spread his wings slowly and majestically, and they had to fight to keep their footing. Had he moved them swiftly, they would have been tossed aside like kindling in a hurricane. “As I have already said, I do not perceive time as you do. If the future is an ocean, then each wave that breaks upon the shore is a possible timeline. You and your friends merely ride the waves, unable to see the greater picture. If I restore you now, there will almost certainly come a day when you regret that I did.”

Eileen bristled. Who was he to lecture her? He didn’t know how it felt to be unable to take on her own shape. It was –

His magic washed over her. She saw –

The vision faded as abruptly as it had come. She sagged and nearly fell to the ground. Fortunately, Blue Scales and Eric were there to steady her.

“Do you understand now?” the dragon asked. His voice was not gentle, but it was not unkindly either. “Unless I have sorely misjudged you, you would not be willing to allow what I have showed you to occur.”

Eileen swallowed the bile that burned at the back of her throat. What she’d seen… “I understand.”

“When the right time has come – when the danger I have foreseen has passed or your skill and power have grown enough for it to not matter – then seek me out.” A jewel appeared, weaving itself out of the rock and stone around them. “I owe you a favour for what you and your group have achieved this day. When the time comes for you to regain your original form, break the gem. I will bring you to my realm and keep my promise.”

Riftwing regarded the rest of them with an expression halfway between pride and amusement. “This is where we part ways. In accordance with the rules of the labyrinth, you will not be allowed to enter again this cycle. You are, of course, welcome to enter during the next cycle, provided you’re still alive.”

“Isn’t that a depressing way to put it?” Aria asked quietly.

“Perhaps, but I have learned that the truth is better than a lie, at least in matters such as these. I have outlived all but a handful of my dearest friends. Their shorter lives only made me treasure my time with them more. Yet to ignore the passing of time would be foolish.” He pointed, and a door appeared. It was a simple thing, not unlike the door to a cosy room at a well-to-do inn. On it was a picture of a young dragon, a squirrel, and a raccoon. “You should get going – and here is a final gift for each of you.”

Medallions appeared in the air in front of them, one for each person. “These are proof that you have completed the labyrinth, should any seek to doubt your claims. They cannot be taken from you, only given freely. If you ever find yourselves in trouble with my descendants, show them the medallion. Provided you’re not being too obnoxious, they’ll let you go.” Riftwing paused, and his eyes were iridescent stars. “They also contain a vision of a future you might attain if you work hard and stay faithful to your friends and the ideals you hold. Do not think of them as certainties. Think of them as goals to work toward.”

“Is it really that simple?” Jonathan asked. Eileen could tell that he had more questions, but it seemed unwise to try Riftwing’s patience.

The dragon’s smile was almost sad. “If staying faithful to your friends and ideals was easy, vampire, then everyone would do it.” His ancient gaze settled on Jonathan with all the weight of a mountain. “One day, you’ll have a choice to make. You’ll know it when you meet it. Will you choose to do what is safe or what is right? Will you live and forsake your ideals or die for them? Will you put your life first or give it freely in defence of those you love?”

Jonathan swallowed thickly. He was not so arrogant as to claim he would always do the right thing.

The dragon favoured Roger and Francesca with gentle pats on their heads – an impossibly controlled movement, given his size and strength – and then vanished. Gaius took a deep breath and stepped toward the door with Vera’s hands in his.

“Shall we?”

The door opened, and they walked through it.

* * *

Jonathan waited with the others in the best room the union had. They were in a smaller branch in a town along the border, so it was far less opulent than the finest rooms in Bloodmark. Aurelius had arrived in person to meet with his brother and to see to their payment. Jonathan and the others would meet with him, but Aurelius planned on meeting separately with Gaius and his group. Jonathan was certain the two brothers would also meet privately. Surely, they had words for each other that were not for others to hear.

He had a sneaking suspicion the majority of those words would involve Aurelius scolding Gaius in the way only an older sibling could.

Jonathan ran his fingers over his medallion. It bore an image of Riftwing on one side and a lonely mountain rising over a forest with four rivers on the other side. However, careful inspection of the image had revealed the presence of a raccoon and a squirrel hidden amidst the trees. The medallion had shown him a possible vision of his future. He had a feeling it would not be easy to reach, yet the thought of it warmed his heart and strengthened his resolve. Was this what Riftwing had intended?

He had been back in his castle with a new pair of bunny slippers and a comfortable dressing gown. There had been a book on his lap and a goblet of blood on the table beside him. Miles had been there too, and his loyal friend had been polishing silverware and musing about the newest productivity reports from the lands around the castle. Martin had been on the road to the castle with the others, and they had been chatting excitedly about what they would do when they arrived. They would be spending a fortnight there relaxing, and then Jonathan and Miles would accompany them on another mission with Martin tagging along for the first time. They all had a standing invitation to the castle, and they split their time between the castle and Bloodmark. A meal had been prepared for them, and Jonathan was about to get dressed. They were his friends, but it would hardly do to greet them in a dressing gown and bunny slippers.

In his mind, the Blood Emperor expressed his approval.

Take it from a man who carved out an empire. It is often the simple things in life that make it worth living. I remember my triumphs, but I also remember the nights spent around the campfire with my comrades. He paused. It has been a long, long time since she passed, but I remember sitting with my mother at night. She would tell me stories of her adventures and teach me the names of the stars. I thought she would live forever – she was so strong – but, of course, she didn’t. She was human, for all that she was a huntress. The dragon was wise to tell you to treasure your time with your friends.

Aye. The dwarf king rubbed his beard. I have had plenty of time to think since I died. While I lingered in Mordrath, it was not thoughts of its riches that sustained me and kept me from becoming a cruel, twisted wraith. It was the thoughts of my family and friends and the days I spent with them. We dwarves cannot take our gold with us when we die, yet we hoard it like few others. Perhaps that is why we hate dragons. We see what is worst in ourselves when we look at them. Their pride, greed, and selfishness are traits we dwarves have in spades when we are at our worst – and they are the same traits that led to the downfall of my kingdom.

The Blood Emperor chuckled. I’m sure their predilection for eating people and burning cities doesn’t help either.

The dwarf king laughed. There’s that too, I suppose, and I can honestly say that not even the greediest dwarf would ever eat somebody else.

Aurelius arrived, and the meeting began. Jonathan was quiet for most of it. The vision was fresh and vivid in his mind. The others carried contemplative expressions too, and he wondered what they’d seen. But he didn’t ask. If their visions had been similar to his, they would be personal. If they wanted to discuss what they’d seen, he would be happy to speak with them, but he wasn’t going to impose.

Jonathan didn’t have any stomach for the usual empty pageantry and pointless pleasantries, but Aurelius, mercifully, was not in the mood for it either. No doubt, Gaius had told him about the medallions, so he knew what to expect. In truth, the other vampire was simply overjoyed to have his brother back safe and sound, and he was content to speak less formally with them.

“There are no words for the service you have done for me and my House,” Aurelius said as he brought forward their payment. “As a brother… I do not know how to put my thanks into words that can fully express my gratitude. Instead, I shall simply say this. Now and forever, you have a friend in me. If there is any aid I can offer, then you need only ask.”

Aurelius clasped arms with each of them and then left with a spring in is step. Rather than return to his lands immediately, he planned to linger on the border to spend time with his brother and to get to know Vera and the others better. It would not take long for the others to accept him. Gaius had likely spoken of his brother often, and Jonathan was certain that he had only spoken well of him, such was the bond between the two. Indeed, it wasn’t long before Dorothy was calling him Uncle Aurelius, and Jonathan had to bite back a smile when the stoic vampire almost tripped over upon hearing the words.

Jonathan and the others had also acquired an impressive level of infamy. Their group and Gaius’s had been the first to emerge from the labyrinth triumphant, and their climactic battle against the lava dragon had captivated everyone at the fair. Aeonwing had made so much money from people eager to view the battle multiple times that he had given them a chest full of gold as thanks. Aria was certain their new fame would translate to better work from people eager to hire a group who had completed the labyrinth and slain a dragon to boot. It was a shame they hadn’t been able to keep the body. According to Baladin, Jonathan’s share of the scales and other body parts would have made a significant dent in his debt to the tax people.

A few days after their meeting, Jonathan and the others began to make their way back to Bloodmark. They spent the first day on the road with Jonathan in his familiar crate and set up camp as night fell. It was risky travelling at night near the border. Bandits were a constant threat, but Jonathan’s magic – to say nothing of Eric, Eileen, and Susannah’s keen senses – should see them coming from miles away. A better reason to travel during the day was the great beasts that stirred when darkness came, venturing out of the overgrown woods that threatened to swallow the road whole in search of prey. They were not to be taken lightly, and it was wiser to make camp and keep watch than to blunder into their territory in the middle of the night. If their party had been composed solely of vampires, it might not have been an issue. But only Jonathan and Eric were truly suited to moonlit nights.

“Do you want to know what I saw?” Susannah asked as she stirred the stew. It was made from rabbits she’d brought down with pebbles and several precise flicks of her wrist. Jonathan had tried his hand at it. His throws had been forceful, but his aim had been awful. A particularly audacious rabbit had actually stopped to mock him before realising its mistake when Susannah dropped a pair of its fellows in a matter of seconds. The stew smelled delicious, and Jonathan hoped Fluffy never found out.

“I will admit I’m curious, but you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

She smiled. “I saw my death.”

Jonathan blinked. “Oh. Um… I hope this doesn’t come off as rude, but you seem oddly happy for someone who has seen their own death.”

Her smile widened. “I met a seer once – a very reputable seer from a group my clan has aided many times in the past. She told me I would die without my cloak with no sword in hand and no enemy before me. My mother was enraged. She believed it meant I would die in a way unbefitting a true huntress.”

“But you don’t seem unhappy. Was the prophecy wrong?”

“Maybe or maybe not. It’s like my Granny Clarissa used to say. Prophecies can have different meanings, and the trouble usually comes from favouring a single interpretation to the exclusion of all the others. If what I’ve seen is true, I may indeed die without my cloak and with no sword in hand and no enemy before me.” She added spices to the stew. “But the death I saw… it wasn’t a bad death. If anything, I’d be lucky to go out that way.” She waved to Roger, and the raccoon used a Word to adjust the heat of the fire. “What about you?”

“I was in my castle.” Jonathan blinked back tears. “I got it back, and I was there with Miles. The rest of you were about to arrive. We were going to eat together, take time off, and then go on a mission. It was wonderful.”

She gave him a thumb’s up. “You’ll get there, Jonathan. If a dragon thinks you can do it, it must be possible.”

The others weren’t quick to bring up what they’d seen, so Jonathan let them be. Dinner was a pleasant affair. The food was tasty, and everyone was relieved to be out of the labyrinth. Jonathan noticed that Blue Scales had a bracelet of beads around his left wrist. It was similar to the necklaces Turesh wore. Was it a gift? Perhaps. Turesh’s elementals had spoken favourably about the merman.

As they were about to turn in for the night, Eric spoke up.

“I saw pups,” the werewolf said. His lips curled. “They looked like me. I don’t know what sort of father I’ll be, but I wouldn’t mind settling down after I’ve had a chance to see the world. I’m a werewolf. I’ve got plenty of time.” He poked the fire with his spear. “They were a handful, so I’ll have to stay on my toes. It’s a pity I didn’t see who their mother was. That would have helped.” He snickered. “I should throw them at Ulric for revenge. I’m sure he’ll have fun wrangling another generation of pups.”

Miles nodded sombrely. “My teacher once told me that the future is always uncertain. We cannot fathom the true nature of the gods’ designs. By trying to avoid our fate or guarantee it, we may end up changing it. I do believe that is why Riftwing’s advice was so general and simple: stay true to our friends and our ideals. I think these visions are a way to give us hope rather than a means of providing direct advice.”

“All things considered, Riftwing and his descendants weren’t half bad for dragons,” Aria said. “Nobody got eaten.”

Eileen held up a sign. She was slouched next to Aria in her bear form, and the former paladin was giving her a backrub. I’m glad he warned me, and I’m… I’m sorry I wasted the wish.

“You didn’t waste it,” Jonathan said firmly. “You merely put it off for a better time.” He took a sip of blood from a gourd. “There will be other missions. We can always earn more money, but Riftwing might be the only person who can cure you.” There were nods of agreement from around the campfire. “As a scholar, getting to see those ancient ruins and experience another world – albeit via the memories of a dragon – was definitely worth it. What I found out about the Kalerans and the Daleri could fill half a dozen research papers.”

“I wouldn’t mind a flying ship,” Eric said. “It would make getting around easier.” He smirked. “I’ll have to tell Ulric the next time I see him. I might have finally stumbled across something he hasn’t encountered before.”

Blue Scales tightened his hold on his trident. “I know it wasn’t the same dragon. It was simply a memory given form by magic. But slaying that beast… I am at peace. I could not kill the dragon that slew my comrades, but the labyrinth… it helped.”

“Well, if we ever run into that dragon,” Susannah said. “You all know what to do.”

Aria shuddered. “No more dragons, please. Just fighting one is enough to last me for a lifetime.”

* * *

Jonathan had first watch, but his thoughts drifted back to the meeting he’d organised between the dwarf king and Baladin before they’d parted ways. It was the least he could do for the dwarf king for all his help, and Baladin had been eager to speak with the long-dead monarch.

“Tell me about him,” the dwarf king had asked. Baladin was his kin, albeit distant, yet he closely resembled a younger version of his grandfather. The nose was the same, and although the hair wasn’t quite the same shade, it was still red. “What became of my son after he fled Mordrath? He was a boy when I bade him flee. Deep down inside, I knew we were doomed. I did not want him to die for my mistakes.”

“Your son reached the mainland safely although many of the ships with him took losses due to the cunning of our foes and the cruel nature of the sea. Fearing the darkness that had consumed Mordrath might continue to pursue them, his counsellors led your son’s followers further inland. They built their homes in the mountains to the north that border the lands of the elves. There were men who lived there, and they had been at war for centuries with vicious mole-people who dwelt within the mountains. We allied with them and claimed the mountains for ourselves, driving the mole-people far to the north. The men were given the outsides of the mountains whilst the insides of the mountains were claimed on your son’s behalf.”

Baladin stroked his beard. “After that brief war, what followed were years of peace and plenty since the elves were mighty and on good terms with both us and the men of the mountains, having clashed with the mole-people in years gone by. Your son grew into a man, and he spent much of his time with the elves, learning their smithing crafts and lore. He was dearly loved by them, our records say, and it is because of this affection and his later actions that we have always been friends with the elves. Our capital was built upon the greatest of the mountains, the peak we call Starforge, for its summit is so high that we once thought it brushed the stars themselves. For most of his reign, your son ruled over a kingdom that knew only prosperity. There was peace too, save for occasional conflicts with the remaining mole-people who tried, now and again, to sweep in from the frozen north to reclaim their old territory. We defeated them easily. To this day, they have never held one of our halls. Yet when he was an old dwarf with sons who had sons themselves, those long days of peace came to an end.

“A mighty force of orcs, goblins, and beast-men marched upon the forest, for they had long been enemies of the elves. We would have marched with the elves to meet them, but the mole-people had made a pact with them. They launched an assault upon us, and we met them in a great battle called the Battle of the Broken Mountain. The battle takes its name from the magic and weaponry that was employed. The mountain was torn open, but we routed the mole-people and drove them back into the bitter cold of the north. The elves, though, were not so successful. They met their enemies but were driven back with great loss. They called for aid, and Aradin, your son, marched south with all the forces he could spare. Our people had sworn oaths to aid each other, and he had many friends amongst them. Indeed, the elf king had personally taught Aradin the elfin manner of smithing.

“The elves and the dwarves, along with the men of the mountains, met the horde in a place the elves now call Turen’Valad, the river of tears. It did not go well for us, for our foes were numerous indeed, and their leaders possessed a cruel cunning not seen before or since. Our forces were split in two, with most of the dwarves and mountain men being forced to retreat north toward the mountains whilst the elves were forced south, back toward their capital. By chance, Aradin and his royal guard were with the elf king who had been gravely wounded, leaving the elves in disarray.

“Aradin saw their peril at once. There was no easy way for the dwarves and mountain men to reunite with him and the elves. Instead, they would have to take a long route. However, the enemy was swift, and the elves’ capital would be ashes before they arrived, so heavy were the losses the elves had taken. Thus, Aradin bade the elf king and his remaining soldiers retreat to their capital to fortify it as best they could, evacuating the towns and villages along the way, so they could concentrate all their strength. Then Aradin took an elite force of elves, dwarves, and men with him to fight a bitter delaying action. Only death awaited them, but he knew that he had to buy time for the elves to fortify their capital and for the rest of the dwarves and mountain men to arrive in force. We have hundreds of stories about those brave warriors who fought at Aradin’s side, and none of them have been forgotten despite all the years that have passed. But for now, I will speak solely of Aradin, your son, the dwarf the elves call Galan’Gandir.”

Jonathan was quite familiar with the languages spoken by the elves. Many scholarly texts existed solely in variants of elvish, particularly in fields like history and herbology. “The Hammer of the Mountains,” he murmured. “For the elves to give him such a prestigious name…”

“Is no small thing,” Baladin agreed. “As I said, he was loved by the elves, and he would repay that love a thousand times over to earn that name. One by one, the great heroes and warriors fell until, at last, Aradin alone remained. He had with him his mighty hammer, which had been forged in the depths of Mordrath before its fall. It had been sent with him when he fled. He also had a shield wrought by the finest smiths of our people upon the very summit of Starforge with only the gods and stars as witnesses.”

“I know the hammer of which you speak,” the dwarf king said. “I asked one of my captains to bring it with him and give it to him when he came of age. It was my grandfather’s hammer. He never named it, for he believed it was not his to name – that it would be passed, someday, to the person the gods had meant it for.” The dwarf king’s lips curled. “I never understood, but perhaps he knew what awaited us. There was a measure of foresight in his mother’s line although the gift never took in my father, nor in any of my aunts or uncles.”

“Aradin made his final stand where the river named Valasin had a narrow crossing. There, the numbers of his foes could not be brought to bear against him. There was another crossing, but it was far, and the horde had already been greatly delayed. Some of their number counselled the second crossing, but Aradin yelled insults for all the enemy to hear, mocking their cowardice that they would flee from a single dwarf. Shamed, the enemy decided to force the crossing.

“As they drew near, Aradin beat his hammer upon his shield and gave voice to the cry that our people have used ever since Mordrath fell. ‘The sons of Mordrath remember,’ he cried. ‘A second dawn for the dwarves! A High King will sit again in those hallowed halls!’ he yelled. We have never forgotten Mordrath, and though we have not the strength to retake it, the dream of reclaiming it has been passed down. Father to son. Mother to daughter. That is why your journey into Mordrath is so important to us, Jonathan. It gave us new hope that the evil within it could be beaten. Over and over again, it has taken and taken from those who dared to venture in. But finally, a group emerged with a prize. Finally, the evil there was forced to relinquish one of its treasures.”

“My boy…” There were tears in the dwarf king’s eyes.

“Your son was a boy when you had him flee doomed Mordrath, but he became such a man that the elves continue to revere his name to this day.” Baladin’s eyes shone with pride. “The enemy sent their warriors to drive him from the crossing, but Aradin was strong despite his many years. His hammer struck true, and no weapon could pierce his armour or overcome the Shield of the Stars. He would not be moved, and the waters of Valasin ran red with the blood of his enemies, and their bodies clogged its flow, so many did he slay. But dwarves are mortal, and all mortals tire.

“At last, as Aradin stood unbeaten but exhausted, the greatest and mightiest champion of the enemy came forth. He was a towering minotaur called Blood Horn. He was a full twelve feet in height, and he wielded a terrible club wrought of dragon bone and a shield bigger than Aradin himself. Ten blows they exchanged, each so great the ground shook. Blood Horn’s strength was such that when he finally landed a blow, it would have felled a dozen captains of the dwarves, yet Aradin was beyond his captains. The strike was crippling instead of fatal to the king. As Blood Horn moved to finish him, Aradin broke the legs of his foe with his hammer. The minotaur fell, and Aradin struck a final time. Rising to his feet, he mocked the enemy again, promising them death if they dared to face him. Seeing their champion fall, terror took their hearts, and his foes fled despite the calls of their commanders to stand fast.

“Aradin laughed – long and loud – and stayed on his feet until the last of the enemy had gone. Only then did he allow himself to fall, for his wounds and his exhaustion together were beyond what any mortal could endure. However, no magic could heal him. We know this because a unicorn watched the battle from the safety of the forest, and she went to aid him. Realising she could do nothing, she bid him climb onto her back, in hopes of carrying him to the elves. Alas, Aradin passed before they reached the capital, but his will was so great that even in death, he did not slip from her back nor relinquish his hold upon his hammer and shield. It was the unicorn who shared this tale with our people and the elves.

“By the time the enemy regained their courage and marched upon the capital of the elves, the rest of our forces had arrived. It was a cruel battle – undoubtedly worthy of its own telling – but, in the end, our enemies were destroyed and put to flight. It would be centuries before they had the strength to try again, and they have never come so close to victory in all the years since than they did so long ago. For his deeds, the elves gave Aradin the name Galan’Gandir, and in time that name came to mean his hammer also, for it has ever been carried into battle by the kings that succeeded him.”

The dwarf king took a deep breath. “I could not be prouder of the man my son became.”

“Aye. That is the first king of my people, the ruler we followed until his dying day. It is his blood that flows through my veins. Your other children founded their own kingdoms, but I believe in my heart that none of them were quite so noble as Aradin.”

“Thank you.” The dwarf king began to disappear. “I have much to think on.”

Jonathan returned to the present as Miles sat down beside him. The dwarf king had been quiet since then, but he could feel the weight of his thoughts. Pride warred with sorrow. How could it not? The dwarf king had died when his son had been a boy. He had missed the chance to raise him, had missed his first hunt, his first battle, so many firsts. But his boy had become a legend, a man praised in story and song. What father would not want that?

He lived a better life than me. The dwarf king’s voice was a whisper. And died a better death too. Yet I wish I had been there. I wish I could have lived a life with him. I wish he did not have to die with no kin beside him.

“We’ll talk to the other dwarves,” Jonathan murmured. “We’ll find out about your other children. I promise.”

* * *

“You had quite a trip, it seems.” Martin and Jonathan were enjoying cups of blood in their new home while Miles savoured a glass of wine. He would have stayed ready to serve them, but Jonathan had insisted. After their jaunt into the labyrinth, a good drink was all but mandatory.

“It was… interesting, to say the least.” Jonathan grinned. “But how has business been? Better, I hope. No dragons too, surely?”

Martin laughed. “No dragons, my friend. And business… it has been a lot better than I’m used to. Simply owning a shop here is proof that I am now… acceptable, and my wares have always been equal or better than my competitors’.”

“Oh.”

“Bah!” Martin waved a hand. “They’re fools, the lot of them, so I won’t object to parting them from their money. If they want to judge me hastily, then I will happily profit from their ignorance. And, to be fair, they’re not all bad. I’ve met several who seem decent.”

“That’s the spirit.” Jonathan set his cup of blood aside. “Do you want to see the memories I have? We’re meeting with the others later, but there’s still time to show you a few.” He would definitely be exploring the dragon’s suggestion. Tangible projections of his memories would be incredibly handy.

“I would love to.” Martin leaned forward. “You said something about a merchant dragon, right? I’ve never heard of such a thing! I need to see it with my own eyes.”

* * *

Aria sat next to Eileen and leaned against her friend’s flank. The shapeshifter’s breathing was steady and reassuring, and her bear form’s bulk was a familiar comfort. However, it wouldn’t surprise her if Eileen changed into something smaller, perhaps a cat or a dog, so she could enjoy a cuddle or two.

“What did Riftwing show you? Why did you refuse his offer to be cured?” They were alone now, so maybe her friend would finally be willing to speak of it.

Eileen said nothing for a long moment, and then a sign appeared. A shadow imp held it up with a toothy grin. He showed me that everything in the world has a price, but there are prices I am not willing to pay.

“Eileen…”

You die. Eileen wrapped a big paw around Aria and held her close. That’s what he showed me. I don’t think he was lying. We’ve cut it so close multiple times. This… edge my curse gives me, it’s not huge, but it’s there all the same. It’s easy to imagine a situation where being just that little bit slower to change or not being able to hold a shape for longer proves decisive.

“We always find a way to make it work,” Aria said.

I’m not willing to take that chance. I can wait a bit longer.

“I wish you didn’t have to.”

So do I, but it’s my choice. You’re my best friend. I can wait.

Aria got up and patted Eileen fondly on the back. “Come on. We’ve both brooded enough for today. We’re hosting Jonathan, Miles, and Martin for dinner to celebrate the opening of Martin’s new shop.” Rather than go to the tavern, they’d prepared a meal themselves in the house they owned, and Jonathan, Miles, and Martin had brought food too. It was a potluck, a tradition common to many parts of the world.

The two of them made their way downstairs, and Aria smiled as she took in the scene. Jonathan was speaking enthusiastically with Miles, Blue Scales, and Martin. Eric was playfully fighting Roger for fruit while, unnoticed by the pair, Susannah was making off with the fruit from both their plates. They finally noticed, and they rounded on the huntress with indignation. Eric circled her with fake menace while Roger unashamedly leapt onto his friend’s head and tried to bite her.

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” Aria murmured.

Eileen gave a low rumble of agreement. As memorable as all of their adventures had been, especially recently, these were the moments she treasured the most. What was wealth without someone to share it with? What was a home if it was silent and empty? As Susannah bobbed and weaved away from Eric while trying to pry Roger off her head, Eileen padded forward. Those two might need some help. Nearby, Jonathan suggested they start setting the table, so they could move from snacking to the main meal, only to fall silent as the squabbling trio stumbled past. Martin threw his head back and laughed, and Blue Scales offered advice to Eric and Roger. Miles, ever the perfect butler, began to set the table.

“Okay,” Aria said as she plucked Roger off Susannah’s head and handed him to Eric. “How about we all help Miles set the table?”


Epilogue

The Blood Emperor was not a man given to rash action. His mother had seen to that. Growing up amongst huntresses, he had learned early on in his life that losing his head in an emotional sense could very easily lead to losing it in a physical sense. Besides, there was little else for him to do but think as he lingered in Jonathan’s mind. Admittedly, he now had some unexpected but welcome company, but he’d never been content to sit idle for long even if he was a shadow of his former self.

“Events are moving too swiftly.” The vampire thought back to the missions they’d taken recently. The pattern of escalation was clear and worryingly rapid. The first mission Jonathan had taken had led him to the Blood Emperor and had involved dealing with a true abomination. Somehow, the group had managed to stumble into missions that were worse. The drowned kingdom of Mordrath and the bizarreness of the Paradox Labyrinth – once was chance, twice might be coincidence, but a third time? No. There was someone – or something – at work, and the Blood Emperor hated to be caught in the machinations of others.

It was tempting to blame the dragon for it, but Riftwing had never been the kind of person to meddle so obnoxiously outside of his labyrinth. He preferred to let mortals choose their own paths, if only so they could learn the same lessons he had. Experience, bitter though it could be, was often the best teacher.

“You suspect events are being manipulated?” the dwarf king asked. He ran a hand through his beard. It amused the vampire that the dwarf’s beard had grown bushier since his arrival. It was a minor vanity, but it was confirmation that the Blood Emperor was not alone in being able to influence this corner of Jonathan’s mind. Their current conversation was taking place in Jonathan’s library, or rather, a facsimile of it based on Jonathan’s memories that had been modified to better suit his and the dwarf king’s tastes. “I can see why you’d think that. They run into all sorts of trouble more frequently than you’d expect.”

“Perhaps. But I am concerned it may not be a simple manipulator at work.”

“The gods?” The dwarf frowned. “The gods are great, and I venerate the gods of my fathers and their fathers before them, but there are interesting times ahead if they have decided to take an active hand in events.” He shuddered. “Hopefully, they won’t be raining fire from the sky again.”

The gods had always taken a keen interest in their creation. Paladins like Aria and warriors like Blue Scales were living proof of the favours the gods granted their chosen. Yet large-scale intervention was rare since once one god decided to interfere, it wouldn’t be long before others joined the fray. The mortal world would not survive a full-scale conflict between the gods. They had squabbled from time to time, and even started over, but they had been largely happy to let the world proceed without undue interference. If nothing else, it was interesting to them, and for eternal beings like the gods, interesting was always welcome.

Yet the Blood Emperor could also see why the gods might again show their hand. There had been an uneasy peace for centuries. Kingdoms and empires continued to ebb and flow, and nations had risen and been ground to dust, but this era was different from the age of constant, raging war that had forged both him and Alaric into legends. Nor was it akin to the age of heroes and legends from which the dwarf king hailed, and which his own son might well have been the last gasp of. It was telling that the glory of Mordrath still hung over the dwarves, a shadow they sought to both reclaim and surpass. And the less the Blood Emperor compared the present day to the epoch of Roger the Relentless and his ilk, the better. Gods. The raccoon had been truly mighty, or so the stories said. And the way Riftwing had spoken of him – the stories were likely not giving him enough credit.

“I think,” the Blood Emperor said, choosing his words carefully. “That we might be standing on the cusp of a great precipice. There is change in the air. The noble Houses of the vampires have begun to move, and the werewolves have dispatched their wandering emissaries. And from what Blue Scales has told us, the kingdoms of the Deep have consolidated and now exist in a wary sort of peace. The elves, always reclusive, have stirred from their ancient woods, to say nothing of the rumours of the orcs, goblins, beast-men, and other factions. There is a chasm before us, and I do not know if we will be able to cross it.”

“The dwarves are not sitting idle either.” Baladin had been forthcoming with information about the state of not only his kingdom but also the other lands of the dwarves. The various dwarf kingdoms had noticed the gathering strength of their enemies and had begun to marshal their own. At the moment, they were divided, but it was clear to all of them that the time had finally come to choose another High King. If there was to be another great war, then the dwarves wanted to fight it united. “I don’t know who plans to make the first move, but it will not take a lot to start a war. Once so much kindling has been gathered, you only need a spark.”

“And given how our friends have already found themselves in so many unusual situations, I doubt they’ll be able to keep clear of it.” The Blood Emperor shook his head. “I wish the dragon had spoken in greater detail. I understand his reasons for offering cryptic warnings, but I’d prefer a straightforward explanation with diagrams for added clarity.”

“At least, he was the reasonable sort. Even if both you and I had been alive, it wouldn’t have changed a thing. The whole lot of us wouldn’t have stood a chance against him. A dragon lord is a foe beyond mortal comprehension, and he is a lord amongst dragon lords.”

“And who is that mentor of his? It’s the first I’ve heard of him.” The Blood Emperor’s brows furrowed. “I suspect he might have mentioned him because Roger and Francesca were there.”

“I will not lie. There was something about the mere shadow of his mentor that frightened me.” The dwarf king shook his head. “I am no coward, but any creature so mighty that Riftwing speaks of him in such a manner is not a foe I ever wish to face.”

“At least his mentor seems to have no interest in this world. We would have heard about it by now if he had. Dragons are mighty creatures, but they are rarely subtle. A being beyond Riftwing would be legendary, known to all the world, if he had ever bothered to come here.”

“What do you think we should do?” the dwarf king asked. “Although it pains me to say it, I cannot see any path for us but to stay the course.”

“I agree. There is little to be gained by worrying the others excessively, and I’m sure they’re already aware of the growing tensions. Still, we can ask Jonathan to make private inquiries on our behalf. His name now has the deeds to back up its ancient origins. Few will object if he asks questions here and there. There are also other ways to keep watch – the price of basic goods, the availability of certain materials… all of these will change as war draws near.”

“Aye.” The dwarf king had altered the height of his chair to better suit his stature. He was tall for a dwarf but still shorter than the Blood Emperor by far. “I may have to ask Jonathan to seek out my descendants when the opportunity arises. They may be of aid to us, and I’d not see them ill-advised or divided at such a crucial time if I can help it.”

“Dwarves and vampires?” the Blood Emperor chuckled. “Not quite what I expected, but it may work. The northern reaches of the vampire realm do border the lands held by the elves and Baladin’s kin. Better still, there is no real bad blood between our peoples. Since the days of old, vampires have been sensible enough to offer full, prompt payment when working with the dwarves.”

“True. And Susannah could also call on her connections.”

“Ah, her.” The Blood Emperor was not sure what to make of the young huntress. He had never met anyone her age so talented in the grim business of killing, yet she was far more relaxed and laidback than the huntresses he’d known over the years. His mother, for instance, had possessed a burning intensity that she’d never been able to completely relax, even outside of battle. It could give rise to both deep affection and a cold, icy fury that terrified her enemies and allies alike. She had kept an iron leash on it, never directing it at those who had done nothing to deserve it, but it had been there all the same, a well of cold fire that threatened to rage out of control. Susannah seemed more mischievous than anything else although he did not doubt there was steel to her. She could not have acquired her red cloak at such a young age without it. “Her clan would know if war is afoot, and Alaric’s ear is a good one to have.”

“Aye. The way she talks about the Great Silver, you’d think he was some doting grandfather who spoiled her with trips to the local dressmaker and not the most powerful werewolf alive.”

“To her, he is a doting grandfather.” The Blood Emperor paused. The room around them had begun to fray at the edges as Jonathan’s mind stirred. “Night has come and our kind host is awakening. We should adjourn for now, and we can speak to Jonathan while he eats breakfast.”

“Aye. It’s usually easier to think on a full stomach. How do you think he’ll take it?”

The Blood Emperor smiled. “When we first met, I’d say he’d panic for at least a day or two. Now? I’d wager he gets over it by the time he’s done with breakfast.”


About the Author

I am a writer with an avid interest in psychology, physics, history, and economics. Writing has long been a passion of mine, and I hope to someday make a career of it. Apart from writing, I have worked in education as a lecturer in one of the aforementioned subjects.

I believe that writing is a wonderful thing and that good writing and the techniques required to develop it should be shared with as many people as possible. In that regard, I’m always open to hearing from anyone who was read my work. If you want to contact me (perhaps to praise or perhaps to put your proverbial stake and pitchfork to work), then by all means send me an email, or drop by my blog where I discuss issues related to books, writing, and my own work.

My email: lgestrella@outlook.com

My blog: http://lgestrella.wordpress.com

If you send an email or leave a comment, I’ll do my best to get back to you.


More From L. G. Estrella

If you’re interested in reading more of my stories, you can find them on Amazon.

There are also previews for each of my stories at my blog: lgestrella.wordpress.com

You can also read on to find out more about my stories.


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.


The Sheep Dragon

The Unconventional Heroes Series Side Stories Part Two

The Sheep Dragon – it sounds insane, but asking a young dragon to watch over a flock of magical sheep might just be Timmy’s ticket to financial freedom.

To earn his pardon and help Everton win the war against the Eternal Empire, Timmy – Grand Necromancer extraordinaire – has his work cut out for him. Thankfully, he’s not alone. He has an elite team of questionable characters to help him turn the tide.

There’s his pint-sized apprentice who dreams of becoming the Supreme Necromancer. It’s a pity she’s more adorable than menacing. There’s the pyromaniacal elf who isn’t into saving the innocent so much as she’s into smiting (and robbing) the wicked. There’s the ancient vampire whose penchant for getting stabbed has led to a drastic reduction in her wardrobe.

There’s the legendary swordsman who’s so legendary that he might actually die of old age instead of meeting his end in battle. There’s the timid bureaucrat whose knack for almost getting eaten is matched only by his knack for paperwork. There’s the dwarf who wants to build a golem so huge it can make a dragon cry uncle.

And then there’s the young dragon whose hunger knows no bounds. Nobody is safe. Not pineapples. Not bandits. Not even giant, mutant cows.

The Sheep Dragon is a collection of fourteen short stories set before, during, and after the first four parts of The Unconventional Heroes Series. Each story addresses questions of world-shaking importance like:

Is it possible for a young dragon to watch over a flock of sheep without those sheep ending up in his stomach?

What do necromancers actually do at necromancer conventions?

And what is the best way to deal with a surprise demonic invasion?


Cosmic Delivery Boy

The Cosmic Delivery Boy Series Part One

Simon is the best delivery boy that Mr Edwards’s restaurant has ever had. He’s on time every time, and he’s gotten nothing but good reviews. But he needs more money. His mother’s medical treatment won’t pay for itself, and his father is already working three jobs to try to make ends meet.

But it might just be his lucky day. Mr Edwards has another job for him. It’s more delivery work, but not the usual kind. You might even say that it’s out of this world. Oh well. Beggars can’t be choosers, and the pay is fantastic. Of course, it’s not going to be easy, and he does have to keep the whole thing secret. But come hell or high water, Simon is going to get the job done. It doesn’t matter if it’s warring demons, angry tree-folk, or ornery artificial intelligences, nothing is going to stop him from making his deliveries.

He’s not a normal delivery boy anymore – he’s a cosmic delivery boy.


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

The Monster Whisperer Series Episode One

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.


The Trouble With Eldritch Entities

The Department Series Part Two

You rookies really think you’re ready to fight eldritch entities? Don’t make me laugh. You’re not ready. Not even close. These monsters come from other worlds and dimensions, and just looking at some of them can drive you insane. Here at the Australian Department of Unusual Events, we don’t believe in sending rookies on suicide missions, which is why none of you are going anywhere near an eldritch entity on your own.

Of course, things don’t always go to plan. Sometimes, you don’t have to go looking for a primeval cosmic horror from another world – one comes looking for you. When that happens, I suggest using the biggest gun you can get your hands on. Unfortunately, guns don’t always help. Some of these abominations are strong enough to wipe out entire cities. If you run into one of those monsters, you’ll need something a lot bigger than a gun. How about some artillery? That tends to help. Hell, you could even use a nuke. It wouldn’t be the first time.

But let’s start a little smaller. You’re rookies. Leave saving the world to the veterans. Today, I’ll be going over one of my old missions. If you want to learn how to fight eldritch entities, then I suggest you pay attention and take notes. I’m not perfect, but I’m still alive, which means I must be doing something right.


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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