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    Dedication

    
 To the terribly secret, very hush-hush, canal of authors who reign supreme from the shadows 




     

    Upon discovering that the new gods have been using some of his phylacteries as batteries to sustain themselves and grow more powerful, Harold has decided to take back what is his. He won't be alone. Accompanied by his faithful butler and maid Alex and a limpet that just won't leave no matter how often he teleports her over the nearest lake, Harold journeys north and east.

     

The Flaming Steppes await. An untamed land where great mantises roam and where a few fiery sects have made their homes, cultivating and growing in one of the harshest environments in the Divine Kingdom.

     

    They are not prepared for Harold and his companions.
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Prologue

 

 

Rem never liked being out and about in places with lots of humans. They were always so very noisy, and they didn’t move right. 

 

Humans were always in motion, twitching and walking and running and moving their arms around to do stuff. There was none of that silent contemplation, the slow, calculated positioning that came before a strike. 

 

She didn’t like that. It made them so very annoying to deal with. Worse, when the humans saw her face, with her many-faceted eyes and finger-sized mandibles, they always had such loud reactions. They’d scream, and if she pinned them down to demand things, they would tremble and kick.

 

Her mother had said that humans were not for eating, and the word of the God Mother was absolute; the humans had nothing to worry about.

 

Rem reached up and adjusted her hood. It hid her face, reducing the amount of screaming and running that would happen. It also made her peripheral vision terrible. 

 

She hated cities.

 

Not only were they filled with humans, but they stank, and it was hard to hunt. You ate one noble’s favorite dog, and all of a sudden, life got really complicated for a while. 

 

Rem twitched her scythes, the many powerful muscles that held her arms back from snapping out tensing up. 

 

She didn’t have a choice in the matter, though. Her Divine Mother had demanded that they find that Herald of...

 

Rem brought her arm up and rubbed her elbow over an eye. She couldn’t remember. Something about science? 

 

He was a skeleton guy, and her mom wanted her and her sisters to find and kill him. Easy. 

 

So, she was in this stinking city because that’s where people went. And she’d find that skeleton guy before her sisters, and then she’d get to eat her sisters because they were so much slower than her.

 

Her mandibles worked, keeping her acidic spit in check before it spilled down the front of her robes.

 

Robes! 

 

That was another thing that was stupid about humans. They had to wear all these clothes things, and they imposed them on perfectly normal mantis girls like her. She didn’t want to wear any coverings. It wasn’t natural. 

 

Had she the right kind of face bits, Rem would have pouted. 

 

She came to a stop in the middle of the city square. It was a big place. Very square. With square buildings all around. A very functional name for a place. She liked that. 

 

What she didn’t like were all the hawkers screaming from behind kiosks and the carriages moving by, pulled by hardy horses that she wasn’t allowed to eat where people could see her. 

 

The air stank of manure and human sweat, and... she opened her mandibles a bit wider and turned to the side. Something smelled different. It didn’t take much for her five eyes to settle on a cart set off to one side, right by the corner leading off to some road with a collection of shops selling human things. 

 

The cart had a fire on it, in a sort of stone device, and a young man was turning a spit on which a small, skinless bit of meat was skewered. The fat from the meat landed in the fire with a sizzling hiss that sounded as good as it smelled. She noticed a bag next to him, filled with more meat.

 

Rem skittered over to the man and the cart and the meat. The problem with cities—one of them—was that the hunting was awful. But they sometimes had food just set out like this.

 

She stopped before the stall and paused. 

 

Humans had this thing where they traded small pieces of metal for food. She wasn’t stupid; she understood currency and all of that. She even took the little pouch of coins that her mother’s servants had offered her to help on her mission.

 

The problem was that scythes were really not suited to fiddling inside of a pouch to pull out a single coin. 

 

No matter. If the meat-selling person wanted his coins, he’d have to figure it out.

 

She leaned forward before the cart until the man turning the spit paused and looked at her. “Can I help you, ma’am?” he asked. “We have some excellent beef here today. Fresh from the field.”

 

Rem hissed and screeched at him that she was, in fact, very interested in his stock of meat. She even slid her hood back to better communicate.

 

Of course, the stupid human didn’t speak the language of insects, and he fell back, gibbering stuff about how his emperor would save him. The stupid human. 

 

Rem shifted her mandibles in frustration and focused as hard as she could. She, of course, knew how to speak human. Not all the human tongues, because humans being humans, they had to make things complicated and have more than one language, but she could manage with the local dialect at least. 

 

“Stupid,” she said, addressing the man. “I’m hungry. I want this meat.”

 

The man picked himself off the ground and swallowed hard as she eyed him. “You’re one of those... ah, I mean... of course?”

 

“Good. Good stupid,” she praised the human. She carefully slid one of her scythe-tipped arms out from under her robe and tapped the cart before her. “Now.”

 

The man nodded quickly, pulled the meat off the spit, and stuck the whole thing onto a long piece of wood.

 

Rem eyed the skewer, then her scythes.

 

Scythes were great for many things. Cutting, stabbing, pinching things against the spines jutting out of her arm.

 

They were not great at grabbing things. That was one area where humans had it better than her. 

 

Carefully, she aimed at the piece of meat in the man’s hand, and then her arm shot out and stabbed through it, one of the little spines on the back of her arm holding it fast so that she could pull it to her widened mandibles.

 

The human’s face went pale as he watched her other arm come up to hold the meat in place as she chewed it apart, her mandibles tearing pieces out and tossing them to her acid-covered palps. “Oh, Emperor,” the man whispered.

 

When she was left with nothing but a piece of wood sizzling with her saliva, she tossed it down and then leaned over the cart. “How much?”

 

“P-pardon?”

 

“How much money was that?” she asked.

 

“I...” he swallowed, then pointed to a sign.

 

She looked at the scribbles on it, then back to the man. Did he expect her to know what any of that meant? “Tell me, stupid.”

 

“It’s two copper pieces?” he tried.

 

She had silver pieces in her pouch. Opening her robes a little more, she exposed her belt, which was a piece of leather strapped around her waist, then pointed to her money pouch with a scythe. “The money is here.”

 

“It’s okay, totally okay,” the man said.

 

“Take the money!” she hissed.

 

She didn’t need anyone accusing her of being a thief. Again. It was too much trouble dealing with all those stupid cultivators. Sure, they tasted better, but they also put up more of a fight.

 

“It’s fine?” he tried.

 

She tilted her head down so that she was meeting each of his eyes with at least two of her own. “Take the money.”

 

The map’s tongue darted out and licked his lips. Carefully, he reached out and brought his trembling hand over to her money pouch. He fumbled with the drawstring for a moment, then pulled out a silver coin.

 

“I want change.”

 

The man jumped a foot into the air, almost fumbled the coin, then clutched it close. “Of course!” he said.

 

“And another meat.”

 

“They’re not ready yet,” he said. He sounded like he was about to cry. 

 

She didn’t like it when humans cried. Especially the young ones. They always threw tantrums when they found her eating their dogs.

 

If humans didn’t want her eating their dogs, they just had to find less delicious pets. 

 

“I don’t care,” Rem said. “Give me another meat. And no wood.”

 

The man fumbled with his own change pouch, then placed some coins on the top of the cart next to a piece of fresh meat from his meat bag. “Th-there you go!” 

 

“Put it in the pouch, stupid,” she said as she grabbed the meat and started chewing through it. It was much better uncooked, but she did miss the warmth a little. Of course, actual fresh meat wouldn’t have that kind of problem.

 

Once the shopkeeper... the cartkeeper, had put her change away, she thanked him by not eating him, then stalked off while picking at her mandibles with one of the spikes on her arm joint. She’d have to try eating at other stalls, to try our different sorts of meat. It wouldn’t beat hunting, but it would at least entertain her for a little while.

 

She didn’t know how long she’d be in the city. Seven Hills, which was a stupid name for a city, was right on the border of the Flaming Steppes and the rest of the Empire. She wasn’t allowed in the rest of the Empire, of course. 

 

People like her were always accused of being beasts and hunted by cultivators if they moved too far from the Steppes and the influence of her Divine Mother. 

 

This was the city nearest the border, so if that bony guy came here, he’d have to pass by this city.

 

Most humans moved from city to city and used roads to move around when they could. It was because they didn’t like hunting, which was always best far from the roads. 

 

Like a good ambush predator, she just had to find a place to stalk the bony man from, and then she could chop his head off and be rewarded for all of her efforts. 

 

Not that Rem particularly cared much for rewards and such. She was a simple kind of mantis. 

 

She was halfway to the edge of the city square when she noticed something that caught her eye. A splash of white in the sea of blandly dressed humans. Her eye twitched to the side to follow the motion.

 

It was a person, a human, moving through the crowds with an elegant, almost dance-like gait. They wore a black dress, with a white lacy apron and a headdress atop their head. 

 

Their movements weren’t the motions of a normal human, though. They were too precise, too perfect. Even with the wide skirt, they avoided so much as brushing anyone, all without slowing down their step. 

 

She thought she recognized them. Then it clicked. The person that was traveling with the bony person she had to kill.

 

Her mandibles clicked together in joy, and she lowered herself down before darting ahead. 

 

So lucky! Her prey came to her.

Now, all she had to do was find a place from which to catch this person in an ambush, and she’d not only have another meal, she’d get a lead to the bony man. 

 

Being the patient hunter that she was, Rem didn’t merely rush toward the woman in the black dress. She instead moved to the edges of the square and climbed up the walls of a building until she lay flat atop the roof. 

 

From there, she could wait, saliva drooling out of her mouth as she watched the black-clad woman going from cart to cart and from shop to shop. She had a basket which she filled with all sorts of foods and cloth and other such things. 

 

Once, Rem thought she was seen, but that was unlikely; she was in the shade cast by a taller roof, and her robes were of a similar color as the tiles on which she rested.

 

She lay there, completely unmoving, for some time.

 

And then, the woman slipped into an alley nearby.

 

Rem’s mandibles twisted into a contented grin.

 

It was time to strike!

 

***


 

Chapter One - Rem’s Revenge

 

 

Rem jumped across to the roof next to the one she was on, and then she ran with only the faintest pitter-patter to the edge of the next roof. 

 

The homes here were mostly covered in thick tiles, the better to protect them from the ashfall in winter. They tended to be a little noisy when stepped on, though, unless one knew exactly where to put one’s feet. Rem knew because it was an ambush predator’s duty to know just where to step so as not to be heard.

 

If the maid person was going to take the alleys, then in all likelihood, they’d need to exit...

 

Rem found the right place, and with one leg over the edge and her body bent forward just so, she waited around the corner. To any onlooker, she would look like some sort of cloth-covered addition to the side of the building, maybe something hanging out to dry. 

 

It wasn’t the most stealthy position to be in, but the maid would only have an instant to catch her before Rem struck. She could afford to use less-than-ideal camouflage this one time.

 

Footsteps came, clicking lightly on the cobbled ground, and Rem tensed.

 

The maid appeared, face placid and bored under her little white bonnet, basket pressed up against a hip and filled with stuff. 

 

Rem hissed as she shot out, legs pushing her down, scythes swinging for the maid’s neck.

 

The maid looked up, and their eyes locked for just a moment before the maid’s arm swung upward so quickly that even with all five eyes locked on her, Rem couldn’t quite follow the motion.

 

There was a mighty smack, and then Rem felt herself tumbling through the air. 

 

Fortunately, the world went dark before she landed.

 

***

 

Rem woke up in someone’s living room.

 

That someone, and their family, were all gathered in the corners of the room, staring at her. 

 

She twitched. Her everything was in an incredible amount of pain. It took a moment for her to recall what had just happened, then she hissed.

 

The humans scattered away with terrified screams while Rem worked herself out of the wreckage of a table. There were bits of roof all around her, busted and cracked from her landing. She felt a little busted and cracked herself. 

 

A bit of motion confirmed that everything was where it was meant to be. She hadn’t lost any limbs, at least. Still, everything hurt. 

 

“What was that!” Rem spat. That maid had been strong! No one told her the maid would be strong!

 

The maid looked like a maid. Not someone strong. Strong humans wore gaudy robes with gold and medallions and smelled like incense and sweat. The maid had smelled like soap! Soap wasn’t strong.

 

Rem grumbled and tried to ignore the ache in her back. That’s where it hurt the most. Probably from landing on the roof.

 

She shook her robes to free them from some of the dust that had landed on them, then skittered out of the house before guards could show up and start asking questions. 

 

Jumping up, she landed on the roofs again and looked around. The sun didn’t look like it had changed positions much, so it couldn’t have been a long time. The maid was probably still around the same area. 

 

Rem wouldn’t be fooled this time. Her last ambush was rushed, and she had made a noise on striking a beginner's mistake. She could learn from that and do better next time. No one needed to know. No one would know after Rem ate all the witnesses. 

 

It was a perfect plan!

 

She found the maid sometime later; the woman was talking to another maid-like person carrying a broom and cleaning out the entrance to a large estate near the center of the city. 

 

Rem avoided those places because they often had cultivators, and they would get very angry if she disturbed their meditation or whatever. Making them angry didn’t bother her, but some of them were tough, and they were human, so Rem wasn’t allowed to eat them unless no one could find out.

 

Moving carefully, Rem predicted that the maid would continue down the same road. She circled around and, much to her luck, found a beggar leaning against one wall not too far away and just around a bend in the road.

 

It was a nice spot for an ambush. 

 

Rem hissed at the crippled man until he ran away, then shuffled under the stinking pile of rags he was using as bedding. From there, she peaked out from under the covers and watched the road, scythes at the ready.

 

The maid came around, shoes clicking and clacking on the cobbles, the same as before.

 

Rem moved her mandibles, acid building up in anticipation of eating the stupid maid once and for all. 

 

The maid came closer, and closer and closer...

 

Rem struck, rags flying out of the way and scythed spreading wide to chop down into the maid’s tender, tender flesh.

 

She caught a close-up glimpse of the maid’s basket a moment before her face scrunched, and she blacked out again.

 

***

 

“Stupid!” Rem screamed as she woke up.

 

The beggar, who had been sneaking up to her, screeched and ran off again.

 

She was still in the same corner. She didn’t go flying this time, which was good, but now her face hurt as if someone had rammed a wicker basket against it really hard, like some sort of oversized fly swatter.

 

Rem spread her arms and made herself big to show just how angry she was. “Stupid maid!” 

 

She shook herself, then jumped up to the nearest rooftop again. 

 

This time, she found the maid inspecting fruit in a crowded little corner of the city. There were a few carts with baskets and boring humans selling apples or whatever. Rem didn’t care. All she could see was the stupid maid smiling over some fruit and placing some in her stupid basket.

 

Rem couldn’t just run up to her. She’d be spotted. She had to find a way to get close. 

 

There was a building nearby with a little garden in the back and a line of clothes drying with a woman placing them there. She jumped over the fence and landed next to the woman who squeaked.

 

“You,” Rem said. “I need to look different.” 

 

The woman looked around, confused for a moment, before locking eyes on Rem. “Pardon?”

 

“I need to look different,” Rem said. “To get close to someone.”

 

“To... get close to someone?” the human repeated.

 

She was a very stupid human, Rem figured. “Yes. Here.” Rem sliced the cord off her money pouch and flicked it to the woman, who caught it in both hands. 

 

“Oh, oh, Emperor, that’s a lot of silver.”

 

“Yes, yes,” Rem said. It didn’t matter. “Give me your dress.”

 

“Why do you need my dress?” the human asked.

 

Rem didn’t want to have to explain things to the human. She waved her arms around, but that didn’t seem to help any because humans didn’t understand anything. “I have someone I need to get close to. I can’t like this because...” Rem looked for the right words for a moment. “Because these robes are ugly at hiding.”

 

“Oh,” the woman said. “Is it someone important?”

 

“No!” 

 

“Important to you?” she guessed.

 

Rem nodded. “Yes, that’s right, stupid human.”

 

“Oh, oh my. I have some make-up, too, if you want.”

 

“What?” 

 

“Boys appreciate it when a girl puts some effort into her looks,” the girl said.

 

Rem didn’t know what the stupid human was talking about. She just needed a disguise, that was all. Although... make-up could maybe help. “Do it fast, stupid human!” 

 

***

 

Rem felt strange. The human woman had gotten very excited about dressing Rem up in layers of cloth, which was fine. It hid Rem’s body a lot, which was what she wanted. What was less fine was the veil over her face and the reddish goop slapped onto her cheeks. Mantises didn’t blush.

 

No one looked at her as she stepped through the crowd in her flower-pattern hanfu. The veil clung to the surface of her big eyes in a very annoying way. She looked forward to ripping it off so that she could better bite into the maid. 

 

She found her target just off to the side of the fruit carts. The maid was squatting over and rearranging things in her basket when Rem stepped up behind her and struck.

 

The maid turned, reached out and caught Rem’s scythe with a smack.

 

Rem grunted and pushed harder, but it was like getting caught in a stone. “Let go, stupid maid, so that I can kill you!” 

 

Rem raised her other scythe and brought it chopping down. She didn’t get dressed up just to miss her chance so soon.

 

The maid caught Rem’s other scythe and then frowned. “You are very rude,” she said. “If Daddy hadn’t told me not to make a big fuss, you would be dead by now.”

 

“Stop talking and die already!” Rem said.

 

“No,” the maid said.

 

Rem tilted her head to the side. The voice... “You’re a boy maid!” 

 

“I’m a maid maid,” the maid said. Her ears went flat on her head.

 

“You’re a cat!” Rem said. “Humans don’t have ears like that.” Cats were one of Rem’s favorite snacks, right after dogs. “I’m going to eat you! Then I’m going to kill you!”

 

“No,” the maid said. “You’re too weak for anything like that. So please stop bothering me.”

 

Rem struggled in the maid’s grasp, especially when the maid started to spin around in circles so quickly that Rem’s feet rose off the ground. “I’m going to eat you!” Rem screamed as she was flung over the nearest rooftop, her dress unraveling a moment before she crashed through another roof.

 

*** 

 

Rem decided that the best thing to do for the moment was take a moment to sit back and think.

 

That was always a good option. Predators like her were meant to take down prey, and sometimes, that prey could fight back. Thinking about things and coming up with clever ideas were good ways of not dying and ending the day with a stomach full of fresh prey meat.

 

Not today, though. Today, she ended the day with a stomach empty of maid meat. 

 

Rem wiggled her scythes in frustration and hissed at the bright blue sky above, visible through the roughly Rem-shaped hole in the ceiling. 

 

She had to come up with better ideas. 

 

Asking for help was right out. Her sisters would just betray her. 

 

Ambushes hadn’t worked. But there were other sorts of ambushes to try. 

 

Maybe she could frame the maid? Eat some dogs and make it look like the maid did it?

 

No, that was foolish.

 

Rem shook her head and, with a shove to the side, pushed herself out of the pile of detritus that had cushioned her fall. She was in a warehouse filled with boxes of stuff that she didn’t really care to inspect. As good a place as any to take a moment to recoup.

 

The maid would be leaving soon, no doubt, which meant that maybe she... he? Would be joining the bone person Rem was also supposed to kill. 

 

If the maid was that strong, how strong was the bone person? 

 

Rem didn’t like that line of thought. For now, she’d track the maid and find out where they were hiding, and then she’d find another way to eat the maid. And the bone person, too, maybe. 

 

Mostly, it was the maid that angered Rem. 

 

“I’m going to find out how to eat you,” Rem promised with a hiss. 

 

Shifting around, she tossed off her dress and then started to look for a way out. 

 

***


 

Chapter Two - Shelf-ish Shopping

 

 

Seven Hills was a small community just on the edge of the territory known as the Flaming Steppes. It was, for all intents and purposes, a trading town.

 

I found it vaguely amusing that some things have remained the same, even after all these years. The way humanity progressed, at least on the level of cities and towns, seemed to have stayed the same.

 

This was, as far as I could tell, once merely a stopping point along the road. A place for travelers to pause and rest. Then, soldiers garrisoned here, and they required more infrastructure and attention. And with that, the stop became a little village. 

 

Constant traffic, the steady flow of gold, and the need to supply everyone passing by turned that village into a town, and now it was on the cusp of becoming a city. 

 

The same story repeated once more. 

 

I suspect that if whatever resources coming from the North dried up, the city would soon crumble. It didn’t have the air of a place that was able to sustain itself. 

 

I ruminated upon all of this while sitting in a rather comfortable seat at one of the busier intersections. Across from the little table I was sitting at sat the limpet, nose buried in an old tome I’d translated for her about the art of evocation, and between us, some light foods and some teas. 

 

Eating wasn’t something an old pile of bones like myself was keen on, but it helped to keep up pretenses. For the moment, anyone looking my way would see a rather well-dressed but not too well-off merchant, possibly with his daughter or a young assistant.

 

Nothing out of the ordinary in such a place. 

 

My goal, for the moment, was two-fold. 

 

One, I was seeking out any stories and tales about something I had heard of in passing. Notably a ‘Dread Knight’ or a ‘Dead Knight.’ 

 

I had a few hypotheses about what that might be, but true discovery was more fulfilling than baseless speculation. 

 

Two, I was on the hunt for some of my phylacteries. Not all of them. Leaving some hidden was perfectly fine. Even hiding them from myself was wise. But if the new gods had turned some of my soul containers into tools to increase their own power, then I would have to kindly ask that they return them to me.

I sensed that one of these, the items they called the Five Fonts, was in the Flaming Steppes even now. 

 

“Limpet.”

 

The girl across from me raised a hand in a ‘one moment’ gesture, then finished the line she was reading. “Yes, Master?”

 

“Now that we are effectively within the Flaming Steppes, I think it would be a good time to learn about the region, wouldn’t you say?”

 

The limpet patted down her dress, then fished out a bookmark from within and carefully slid it between the pages of her book before closing it. “The Flaming Steppes... I hear that there are actually parts of the Steppes to the north that are constantly on fire. The ground is cracked and filled with boiling earth, but that’s mostly where the undead reside, so no one goes there. Other than that, the Steppes are known as one of the most dangerous areas in the Empire.”

 

“It’s considered dangerous after taking into account the undead and what seems to be the presence of some volcanic activity?” I asked.

 

The limpet nodded. “The area is filled with beast people. Dangerous ones that will try to eat travelers. The cultivators from this region, from the four sects here, are all considered kinda crazy. But they’re also really strong.”

 

“I can imagine,” I said. “Constant practice does lead to increased strength.”

 

The limpet made an agreeing sound as she took a sip from her tea. “I guess so. None of them wanted me, though. They said I was too skinny and weak.”

 

“I see. Is there a place here where the local gods gather?”

 

The limpet tapped her chin. “I don’t know? Maybe?”

 

“Not knowing is fine,” I said. Pulling a silver coin from my pocket, I placed it atop the table as I stood. “I do believe it’s time we do a little bit of investigating ourselves.”

 

“Will Alex be able to find us?” 

 

“Alex will be fine, I’m certain.” I gestured deeper into the little city, and the limpet hopped to it, following along as I took a leisurely walk toward the markets. 

 

“So where are we going?” the limpet asked.

 

“Most cities of this size will have a library or at least a shop that sells books,” I said. I snapped my fingers and pointed to a likely suspect. A smaller storefront, not too gaudy and very discrete. The sign above the door read ‘The Word Playce.’ “Like that one.”

 

“I’ve been to a lot of bookstores,” the limpet said. “I don’t think I ever found anything with information as good as the books you already have. I mean... they don’t have that much, but they’re, I guess, laid out? In a way that’s easy to understand.”

 

“There’s a certain gift to writing guides,” I said. “It’s important to present the information you want to teach someone, but it’s more important to lead that person toward that information in a way that they’ll understand.”

 

“Um,” the limpet said. “I think I understood that?”

 

I chuckled. “I could give you something like this,” I said as I tugged a book out from my breast pocket. It was a simple thing, old, well-worn leather, with silver-gilded letters across its spine.

 

“What’s that?” the limpet asked.

 

“One of my spellbooks,” I said. “Twenty-two variations on the Apocalypse spell, each able to exterminate all life and occasionally unlife on this fair planet.’

 

“Um.”

 

“The details are quite precisely laid out. Unfortunately, without instruction beyond the recipe, I doubt you could actually cast anything from this book. It’s filled with raw information, not guidance.” I slid my book away. We’d reached the front door of the shop, and I opened it to allow the limpet in first.

 

She bowed and then scampered in. 

 

I followed. 

 

There was a certain feel to bookstores that I enjoyed on a purely emotional level. They tended to be quiet places where knowledge, or at least the receptacle of knowledge, was cherished and loved. 

 

The shops from back in my day that held scrolls and magical tomes tended to give off that impression in the weave itself. I didn’t feel that now, but... I supposed it was a certain level of nostalgia that I felt.

 

“Hello,” said the gentleman behind the counter at the far end of the room. “Welcome to my humble shop, great customer. How may I assist you?”

 

“We’re looking for books,” I said.

 

“I may have seen some,” the man said. “You seem like the sort of person that took one look at my shop and booked it over.”

 

I grinned. “The building interested me. It’s not every day you see one with so many stories.”

 

“Glad you came over then,” the man replied. “And with such good timing. Sometimes, we have too many people over and become overbooked.”

 

“Even with all this shelf space?” 

 

“Indeed. Lots of customers at times. It can be stressful. Perhaps I ought to treat my shelf.”

 

I nodded. “Perhaps you should open a library instead? It would be better for your circulation.”

 

“Master,” the limpet said. She sounded as though she was in some degree of pain. “Please stop.”

 

“Oh hohoho!” I cackled. “I think I can stop. We were just prefacing our business. I hope I wasn’t being too forward?”

 

“Nonsense,” the gentleman said. “It was a perfectly warm welcome, which is handy. This place has a few drafts.”

 

“Master!” the limpet whined.

 

I patted the limpet’s head. “Do forgive her; she doesn’t have a mind for humor. I was looking for books on the Flaming Steppes.”

 

“All of my books are on the Flaming Steppes,” the man said. He seemed appropriately proud of that one.

 

“Oh-hoho! Indeed. Do you have anything on the local gods?” 

 

“Only some gossip and a few tomes,” he said. 

 

“I’m glad we’re on the same page. I’ll take both.”

 

The limpet moved out from under my hand and shuffled to the corner, hands over her ears. 

 

The shopkeeper stood up and waved me over. “We do actually have a few books that touch on the subject of our local deities. None of them are strictly about them, though.” He moved toward one shelf in particular and tugged a book off. “This is an account of a general in the army to subjugate the region. It’s a great historical text from the point of view of a very methodical cultivator. Not much in it about the general’s secrets about his power, but there are detailed retellings of meetings with some of the gods that inhabit the region.”

 

“Interesting,” I said as I took the book. It was leather-bound and surprisingly thick. “I assume that’s not all it’s about?”

 

“No. There are some tales about battles and troop movements. Some praise for officers and nobles who participated in the subjugation. It’s why the book was reprinted so often; a lot of noble clans can trace their ancestry back to the people mentioned here.”

 

“Propaganda?” I asked,

 

“Plenty, though not much on the subject of the gods.”

 

I tucked the book under my arm. “Anything else?”

 

“A few odds and ends,” he said as he moved to the front of the shop and opened a chest. There were stacks of scrolls within, and he picked one from the lot. “This is a detailed map of the region. It should help. There are some locations marked on there that have temples to some of the local deities. Some are a little more secluded, I’m afraid.”

 

“I’m mostly looking for the more powerful ones,” I said.

 

“Then you’ll probably want to visit the Ashen Forest. It’s a large temple just to the north. The sect there is relatively polite.”

 

I thanked him but was interrupted as the door to the shop opened, and Alex stepped in. “Thank you,” I said as I fished out a couple of gold coins. “I’ll keep on perusing things for a while. Give me a moment?”

 

The man nodded, eyes widening just a little as the book and scroll he’d given me both fit into my jacket’s too-small pocket. The widening increased as he inspected the coins. “Certainly, honorable customer.”

 

Alex waited quite patiently until the shopkeeper moved back before joining me. “Hello Daddy,” he said.

 

“Hello Alex. Did you find everything you needed?”

 

“Not yet,” my butler admitted. “I found a place where we can stay, and a few of the supplies we’ll need. I came back sooner because I will need to start preparing lunch for the limpet, and I was ambushed three times.”

 

“Oh? What do you plan on making?”

 

“They have a sort of chicken here that’s very small and delicate. I think I’ll make a chicken kiev with some of the local herbs. They seem a little bitter, but they also have a sort of lemon that grows nearby that is very strong. I think the contrasting flavors will be nice.”

 

I hummed in agreement as I scanned the books. “And the ambushes?”

 

“Oh. I was attacked by some sort of mantis person.”

 

“A... mantis person?” I asked. That was curious.

 

“Yes. She was green, with long scythes for forelimbs. Fairly strong. I didn’t kill her since Daddy told me to be subtle.”

 

“I see. If she attacks you again, do capture her. It might be interesting to see something so strange.”

 

Alex nodded. “Of course. Are we going to be staying here for long?”

 

“A day or so,” I said. “We’re not in any hurry, are we?”

 

***

 


 

Chapter Three - Bath Battle

 

 

Rem was more than ready to face the stupid maid this time. She had sharpened her scythes by rubbing them together to hone their edge, and she had washed her eyes with her acidic spit to see things more clearly. She had even eaten some cats in preparation.

 

The problem was, that she couldn’t find the stupid maid. The stupid maid had gone off and run away like a stupid coward maid! 

 

She was so angry she felt like spreading her arms and hissing at the sky. 

 

But that wouldn’t do, not at all. Instead, Rem had a cunning plan. She would run across the city, going from shadow to shadow spying upon everyone until she saw the stupid maid again.

 

And when she did, she’d pounce and eat the maid’s head!

 

She’d start with the maid’s stupid ears, then swallow the rest of him up.

 

Saliva hissed down her chin at the thought.

 

The problem was, she couldn’t find the maid. Her tracking skills were never the best. She was an ambush predator. Prey came to her, not the other way around. Now she was caught looking all over, zigging and zagging through the streets in the hopes that she’d spot the monochrome maid. 

 

Someone tapped her shoulder.

 

Rem paused and turned her head a little to see behind her. She was on a quieter road, with a lot of houses where people lived with their delicious pets. 

 

Behind her, standing tall and proud and stupid, was the maid.

 

“Please forgive my interrupting,” the maid began.

 

“You!” Rem spat. She spun, scythe arm swinging for the maid’s head, only to miss as the maid tilted back. 

 

She wove forward, arms stabbing forward to spear the maid through, but the maid kept juking to the side, always just barely avoiding Rem’s stabs. “Could you stop doing that for a moment? I have to ask you a small favor.”

 

“I’ll stop when you’re dead!” Rem said.

 

“It’s a little late for that, I’m afraid,” the maid said.

 

“Stupid maid!” Rem swore. She redoubled her efforts to skewer the maid, but he just moved faster to compensate. 

 

Her stabs weren’t entirely without effect. Each one blasted through the air, punching holes in the walls of the houses around them, and her slashes left gigantic claw marks on the ground. 

 

Rem hissed and pushed herself even more. Her strikes started to snap and bark as the air went around her, she started to feel the strain of moving so quickly in her joints, but it was working. She felt herself catching up to the stupid maid’s movement. 

 

The pair of them shot across the road, the maid moving backward in little hops and skips, Rem lunging forward with huge strides. 

 

The maid’s placid smile turned into a slight frown.

 

Rem gave him a mandible grin. If the stupid maid was worried, that meant that Rem was doing good.

 

And then the maid moved. One moment the stupid maid was frowning a little at Rem, then next Rem’s scythe arms twinged in pain. 

 

The maid had slapped her arms aside, leaving her sprawled out with her arms wide mid-lunge. He stepped up, and with a huff, struck out with his palm to smack Rem right in the sternum.

 

Rem gasped around the blow, her body bending in the middle even as the dust in the road behind flew away under the pressure made by the blow.

 

“That was rude of me, but you wouldn’t listen,” the maid said. He removed his hand and held Rem up by the shoulders while she fought for breath. 

 

“Kill... you,” Rem groaned. She poked the maid in the chest with her scythe, but it didn’t so much as cut the maid’s stupid apron.

 

“My daddy wants to see you. He thinks you’re curious. Usually, a guest wouldn’t have to be told that they should be polite, but I think maybe you should be warned. Daddy is very particular about politeness. So try not to be mean.”

 

Rem coughed. What she wanted to do was curse the maid to hell and back, but she couldn’t quite manage that right then.

 

“I guess I should carry you over. That way you’ll be able to catch your breath.” 

 

Rem was about to insult the maid some more when he moved to her side and bent down. Was he presenting his head for a nibble? But no, the stupid maid grabbed Rem with both arms, one under her knees, the other by her back. 

 

She started to kick and twist, but then the maid lowered his head, a head that was very close to hers, and locked eyes with her. She swallowed.

 

“Please don’t squirm that way. I wouldn’t want to drop a guest.”

 

“Stupi—” Rem’s insult was cut off as the maid took to the air and landed on a rooftop, and then they were off, skipping from roof to roof, with barely a tap as the maid launched himself up at the end of every leap.

 

The voyage was awful, even with Rem squirming as hard as she could. She didn’t want to fall, but she also didn’t want to do what the stupid maid told her to.

 

They landed in a little courtyard soon enough, just a lot at the back of an inn that Rem had probably walked past a dozen times already while looking for the maid.

 

“Hello Daddy,” the maid said. “Hello Limpet.”

 

“Hey Alex,” a girl said. Rem spun around in the maid’s—Alex’s?—arms and looked over to the corner of the courtyard. There was a table there, with a pile of books atop it. Next to that was an old man sitting and reading. A few steps over was a human girl who was in the middle of setting up a dummy.

 

“Do you need help with that?” the maid asked.

 

“This?” the girl asked. “Nah, I’m fine. Thank you. It’s just a bit heavy, but I’ll figure it out. What about you, who’s that?”

 

“I’m Rem, and I’m going to eat all of you!” Rem declared.

 

“This is Rem,” the maid said. “She’s a guest.”

 

“Hello,” the girl said.

 

Rem hissed at her.

 

“Alex, can you bring the specimen over here, please?” the old man by the table said.

 

“I’ll eat you too!” Rem swore.

 

The maid carefully set Rem down on her feet. 

 

The moment she was out of his grasp, she backed up and spread her arms wide while hissing as hard as she could.

 

The maid seemed entirely unfazed. “Please sit,” he said while pulling a chair out in front of the old man. 

 

“No! I don’t want to,” Rem said. 

 

The old man cleared his throat. Rem looked at him, and her arms, in the process of wiggling for dominance, froze. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt her very soul shudder. The man wasn’t a man at all. It was all a disguise, a lie. 

 

She couldn’t see under the lie, not even with all five of her eyes. No, but she could sense what the creature there was, and it was horrific. It stank of death and despair, of the destruction of worlds and the trampling of nature. Not some senseless violence. No, it was worse than that. It was the little human boy, pulling the wings off a mantis because he wanted to see how they worked.

 

“Please sit,” the man said, gesturing to the seat across from him.

 

Rem hissed, but when that failed to do much at all, she carefully moved over to the seat, then hissed at the maid standing behind it until he went away a little. She sat.

 

“Do you have a name?” the man asked.

 

Rem’s mandibles worked. Telling this thing her name felt like a mistake. 

 

Not telling it her name felt like more of one. “Rem.”

 

“Rem? That’s certainly a name, yes,” he said. She had the impression he was disappointed. “I would have named you something like Manny.”

 

That was a stupid name, and he was a stupid... thing for thinking of it. But Rem wasn’t stupid, so she wouldn’t tell me that she thought that.

 

“I have questions for you, Rem.”

 

Rem hesitated. “I don’t want to answer them,” she said. It was the truth. If she learned one thing about living with a god for a mother, it was that lying was unwise. Too many sisters had been eaten for being clever.

 

In fact, being too clever was generally an edible offense. 

 

“If you wish,” the man said. “There are other ways of obtaining knowledge. Besides, I only really want to know about you, not about what you know.”

 

“What?” Rem asked.

 

The man reached into his pockets and pulled out a vial. “Could you fill this with your blood, please?”

 

Rem hissed at him and raised her arms higher. That trick didn’t seem to be working very well lately. The man rolled his eyes and muttered something. The vial filled with a dark red liquid while Rem stared. She felt just a tiny bit weaker at that.

 

“I suppose that’ll be all of it,” the man said. “Are you certain you don’t want to answer my questions?”

 

Rem’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t wanna tell you anything.”

 

“If only I had more time. Oh well. I doubt you’re the only one of your kind, right?” he asked. Rem slowly shook her head. “There will be other opportunities later then!” He faced the maid. “Take care of it, would you Alex.”

 

“Of course, Daddy.”

 

Rem understood then. This was the stupid maid’s stupid father. Just like how her mother was the Goddess Mother of all insects, the stupid maid’s daddy was the stupid Daddy of Bones or something.

 

She squirmed and protested as the maid grabbed her from behind. She didn’t squirm as hard as she could though.

 

Somehow... she felt defeated. 

 

It wasn’t something that had happened often. Sometimes, she failed to catch some prey. Sometimes, a spar with a sister went wrong. But she had never felt so depressed before.

 

This was it. The maid would take care of her. She was done with.

 

Then, the maid brought her to a luxurious bathroom and placed her in the middle of the room before moving toward a large tub in the corner. The maid spun some taps, and steamy hot water started to pour into the tub. Only the nicest places had that kind of feature. 

 

Rem started to eye the window, but the maid asked her a question before she could jump out. “Do you feel comfortable undressing before me, or would you rather I obtain the limpet’s help?”

 

“What?” Rem asked. “What are you thinking, stupid maid?”

 

“Have you ever taken a bath before?” the maid asked.

 

“You’re going to drown me?!” 

 

“Of course not,” the maid said. “Would you rather I help or the limpet?”

 

Rem hissed at him. “Who’s the limpet?”

 

“The young woman you met outside.”

 

The woman looked weak and edible. Rem could probably take her out.

 

“She’s Daddy’s apprentice.”

 

Rem hissed some more. If the girl was that thing’s apprentice, then it had to be strong, stronger than the maid even. But she had felt weak... a ruse! “You!”

 

“Me?” the maid asked.

 

“I’ll take the bath with you.” 

 

“Brilliant. Do you want a bathing suit?”

 

“What? Why?” Rem asked.

 

“Some women find that more comfortable?” the maid tried.

 

“Stupid maid! I am a mantis! Mantises don’t have stupid human things like tits.”

 

The maid nodded. “As long as you’re comfortable.” He bent down and shut the tap. “The water’s ready, please get in.” The maid bowed and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

 

Rem rushed to the window but hesitated. The maid wasn’t killing her... maybe she’d made a mistake? 

 

And what were the chances she’d get away if she ran?

 

Hissing, she threw off her robe, then plunged into the water, splashing it all over until she was crouched in the tub.

 

The maid returned and paused in the doorway to look at her. He had a basket in his arms, filled with all sorts of dastardly bottles and items. So, it was torture, then? She should have tried the window.

 

She spread her arms wide. “What do you want?”

 

“It’s nothing,” he said as he approached. Soon, he was adding more water, and then he extracted a round bristly ball from the basket and brandished it at her. 

 

“What’s that?” Rem asked.

 

“This is a loofa.”

 

“Torture! I won’t tell you anything, stupid maid!” Rem said as the vile thing came down on her. 

 

The maid sighed. “Taking care of you will be a chore.”

 

***

 

 


 

Chapter Four - Clean Clothes

 

 

Rem felt clean. She felt clean all over, and it was awful. She wiggled a bit, water dripping down her chitin to the bathroom floor. She was so clean. 

 

Too clean.

 

Rem decided that she would jump in the first mud puddle she saw. 

 

It would anger the stupid maid, which made it a doubly good idea.

 

The stupid maid walked into the bathroom and somehow stepped over every puddle and stain on the ground without even looking; his shoes, with their little bows and heart-shaped cutouts, not once getting wet. He stopped before Rem and raised a black-and-white thing before him.

 

It was a maid outfit. “I got you this to wear.”

 

Rem stared at the outfit, then up to Alex. “Are you stupid?” 

 

The maid tilted his head to the side. “You don’t like this outfit?” he asked. “I did some resizing. It should fit you well enough.”

 

“I don’t want to look like a stupid maid!” Rem said. She slashed at the outfit, expecting it to be chopped in half, but the stupid outfit didn’t even get a nick. 

 

The stupid maid nodded. “That’s okay. I understand your reluctance. Being different is fine.”

 

Rem hissed at him. He was being stupid; she just knew it. 

 

“You can wear something else in the meantime. Do you prefer pants to skirts?”

 

Rem hesitated a moment. “Yes. Those are better.” Pants didn’t impede her motions as much as skirts. Not that she’d ever worn a skirt. Skirts were for those plumper humans and stupid maids. 

 

The stupid maid nodded. “We don’t have anything tailored for you, I’m afraid. We will need to make something entirely from scratch. I suppose there’s no harm in taking you out for shopping right now. I’ll go get those robes of yours.” Alex bent down, picked up Rem’s clothes, and was soon out of her antenna. 

 

Rem didn’t quite know what to do. She was naked, which was fine, and in the bathroom of a place with someone so terrifying she was certain even her mother would hesitate to eat him, which was considerably less fine. 

 

Standing up on the tip of her feet, she looked out the bathroom window to the yard behind the inn. 

 

The one called the limpet was there, chanting something and moving her arms in strange ways. A bolt of necrotic energy shot out of the air before her and hit a dummy head-on. 

 

The magic was weak, but it was obvious to Rem that the girl was only practicing her aim. And that had been necromancy, the magic of the undead. Very forbidden and dangerous. Even Rem disliked fighting the undead. Mostly because she couldn’t eat them once she was done, but also some were just dangerous. 

 

The stupid maid returned, this time with the loose-fitting clothes Rem had been wearing. They weren’t the same color anymore. “I cleaned your outfit,” he said. “It was in quite a state. I also patched some of the holes in it. Can you put this on and join me? I’ll be waiting in the corridor.”

 

Rem grumbled as she slithered into her outfit. The stupid maid had made it all starchy and clean. It was awful. 

 

She kicked the door aside and stepped out into the corridor where the maid was waiting with his fingers interlaced over his stomach and his back board-straight. “Wonderful! Let’s just confirm things with Bone Daddy before we head out.”

 

Rem’s mandibles worked, but she followed after the maid to the backyard.

 

The limpet one was still practicing her illegal dark magics on the dummy, occasionally pausing to take notes in some book, and the skeleton was still reading without a care. He looked up when they approached. “Alex.”

 

“Yes, Daddy?”

 

“Did I not tell you to take care of the mantis?”

 

The maid nodded. “I did. She’s clean now. I wanted to go buy some materials to make her a proper outfit, if that’s permissible. We can start training her after.”

 

“Oh hoh! I see. Well, if it will keep you amused, I suppose there’s no harm. Do you need any money?”

 

The stupid maid shook his head. “I have enough gold in my purse to take care of anything we may need.”

 

“Hmm, very well then. Do return on time to prepare the limpet’s meals. Or I suppose she could eat the inn’s food.”

 

The stupid maid straightened. “The food here is sub-par. I will return and make her something healthy and nutritious that tastes far better.”

 

“As you wish.” The skeletal man returned to his books, dismissing them as the glowing pits in his face refocused on the page before him. 

 

The stupid maid bowed at the waist, then he reached out and tugged Rem after him by the sleeve. “There will be all sorts of things for you to learn,” the maid said as they left out the back. “But it’s okay. We have plenty of time to teach you.”

 

“Learn what? I don’t want to learn anything!” 

 

The maid shook his head. “Papa said that I had to take care of you. Right now, you’re unemployed, right?”

 

“I don’t work for nobody,” Rem said. She looked around the back alley they were heading down, but really, there wasn’t much she could do to escape the stupid maid. She’d wait until he was asleep first, or distracted.

 

“Exactly. Taking care of you means making sure you can take care of yourself. I only know one profession, so I’ll teach you that.”

 

“What?” Rem asked. 

 

She had the impression that terrible things were happening to her without her realizing it.

 

“Yes. I’ll teach you to be an excellent maid.”

 

Rem hissed, arms snapping out to make herself as wide as she could in protest. “I don’t want to be a stupid maid!” 

 

The stupid maid shrugged. “A butler is fine, too. I won’t judge.”

 

“I don’t know what that is, but I don’t want it either.”

 

The maid shook his head. “Don’t dismiss it so soon. Butlering is a noble profession.” 

 

“I bet it’s a stupid profession,” Rem grumbled. She still kept up with the maid as he dragged her along. Soon enough, they were back to the merchant’s district where she’d first attacked the maid. 

 

Alex went from stall to stall, never stopping where there were clothes to sell, but instead looking at bolts of cloth and poking at pieces of fabric. 

 

“What are you doing, stupid maid?” Rem asked.

 

“Before you can become a good butler, you need to look the part. I’ll make you a proper uniform. Are there any symbols or styles you’d like to incorporate into it?”

 

Rem hissed. “I don’t need a uniform. Why don’t you just leave me alone?”

 

“If I leave you alone, what will you do?” the maid asked.

 

Rem dismissed the question, but the maid just continued looking at stuff, so she unwillingly spent some time actually thinking about it. What would she do if she wasn’t being tortured by the maid and dragged around? 

 

She supposed that it meant that she had failed her Mother-given mission. She’d have to go back home to be eaten. Or if she was clever, which she was, she’d run away and go live somewhere else until her Divine Mother found out and chased her down for sport.

 

Rem didn’t like this.

 

So her options were... dying or working with the stupid maid?

 

Rem screamed, unleashing her anger into the sky and scaring off a bunch of dumb humans that were hanging around. The stupid maid turned around, a bolt of black cloth in hand, and stared at her until she finished screaming.

 

“You might want to curtail that. Big displays of emotion are generally frowned upon as a maid or butler.”

 

“Shut up stupid maid, I’m having a brain problem!” 

 

The stupid maid shook his head and tucked the bolt of cloth into his too-small purse, then he placed a golden coin on the counter of the stall. The lady behind the stall was no longer behind the stall. She had run off when Rem was busy screeching at the sky.

 

“Do you need help?” the stupid maid asked. “One of a maid’s duties is listening to people rant and complain so that they can relieve some stress.”

 

“No! I want to eat you!” Rem said.

 

“But you won’t do that, because I’m helping you,” the maid said.

 

Rem jumped at him and tried to gnaw his head off for that, but the maid shifted out of the way and bonked her on the head with the side of his hand. “That is also very rude. No eating clients or fellow housekeepers.”

 

“Now you’ll tell me that I can’t ever eat anyone!” Rem hissed.

 

“Of course I wouldn’t say that. Killing for your master is one of the greatest duties that all maids and butlers are tasked with. After all, you can’t be a maid or butler without a master, and so you need to protect your master by killing anyone that would threaten them.”

 

Rem blinked. “You get to kill people?” 

 

“Yes?” the maid said. He tilted his head to the side. “It’s why Papa made me so strong.”

 

“Do you get to... eat them?”

 

Alex tapped his chin. “I suppose I could. Usually I just stack the bodies after taking anything precious they have and storing it for later. Sometimes Daddy wants some corpses for experiments or to turn into undead. I don’t think he’d mind you eating any.”

 

The job was suddenly sounding a little bit appetizing.

 

“Even if you offer me food, I still won’t like you, stupid maid!” 

 

“I am being a little selfish,” Alex said. He smiled big and bright at Rem. She hissed back. The stupid maid had no business trying to look cute. “I want a friend to help me help Father, and I think that the limpet could also use more people around her. It’s my duty as a maid to make sure that the master and mistress are well taken care of, and that means being surrounded by interesting people, and you’re very interesting. Even Papa said so.”

 

Rem didn’t know what she felt about that. Mostly hungry, she decided. “You’re an idiot,” she said.

 

“Don’t worry! One day, when you’re the world’s greatest butler, you’ll look back on this moment and be happy that I took care of you.”

 

Rem glowered as the maid grabbed her by the scythe and pulled her along. 

 

“There are so many things to teach you! How to make tea and greet guests! How to patch clothes and make beds and how to cook a delicious meal!”

 

Rem wanted out, but she couldn’t slice her way out of the maid’s grip, so she had no choice but to follow him all the way back to the inn. 

 

“We’ll start off slowly. I’m sure you know how to cook at least a little?”

 

“Cooking is for idiots! Smart people eat food raw!”

 

“Okay, well, I can write down some instructions for you to follow. We’ll start with how to chop and peel vegetables.”

 

Rem scoffed. “I don’t know how to read.”

 

The maid stopped, then turned toward Rem with his big eyes welled with an emotion she couldn’t place. “You can’t read?” 

 

“Reading is for stupid humans.”

 

“Oh, oh no. Please don’t say anything like that around Papa. He would be... so disappointed. Okay. Change of plans. I’ll begin your instruction on how to read as soon as we arrive. Perhaps the limpet can help a little?”

 

“I don’t want anything to do with the limpet! And I don’t care what the bone person thinks!” 

 

“That’s alright. You sometimes need to learn to ignore a master’s habits as a maid or butler. I guess the very first thing will be making you a proper suit!”

 

“You are the worst person,” Rem said. “Stupid maid. I’d say you stink, but you don’t even have a smell. What kind of person doesn’t have a smell?”

 

“A clean one?”

 

“Shut up, stupid maid!” 

 

***

 


 

Chapter Five - Belligerent Butlering

 

 

After a tortuous evening spent being ‘taught’ how to chop vegetables, Rem was given a room in the inn to sleep in. She spent the first hour in her room hissing and stomping around, angry at the stupid maid and his stupid insistence that vegetables had to be cut a certain way.

 

She had been cutting and slicing things her whole life; she knew what she was doing!

 

After bleeding off some of her anger with some well-earned throwing of stuff and some destruction of property, Rem tried to sneak out. 

 

That’s when she discovered that maids didn’t need to sleep. 

 

Every time she opened the door to leave, the stupid maid would appear and taunt her by asking if she needed to use the washroom—she had bathed once already that month thanks to the stupid maid—or he would wonder if she needed something to eat! 

 

She had eaten already. The stupid maid had cooked some meat with the vegetables she had cut and had done things to that meat with sauces and fire and spices. 

 

It was the best thing she had ever eaten.

 

It made her so angry! 

 

How dare the stupid maid be good at cooking stuff! It was a trap, obviously. 

 

He was going to fatten her up so that she was easier to kill. One of her sisters had died that way. Some clever human had fed and fed her until she couldn’t fight, then he chopped her up. Rem could almost respect that kind of ingenuity. 

 

That was if it wasn’t coming from such a horrible, stupid maid.

 

Then the sun rose, and she discovered that she’d only slept a few hours. That had to be part of the maid’s twisted plan too. Make her tired so she was more pliable, then feed her delicious meals until she became the maid’s little puppet.

 

She’d show him!

 

She’d throw all of his meals on the floor!

 

The maid knocked on her room’s door and stepped in a moment later, a tray held out before him covered in steaming meats and juices and little puddings that smelled like something her mother would eat when the very important sort of guest was around.

 

Maybe she’d throw the next meal away instead. 

 

“I brought breakfast,” Alex said. He smiled at her, then placed the tray onto the edge of her bed. There was a table, but she had wedged it into one of the walls. “I see that we may need to pay for damages. Unfortunate, but it happens.”

 

“Shut up and move back from the food,” Rem said. She took one of the plates with the tips of her scythes, then tipped it back into her open mouth. Her mandibles grabbed onto the meat and forced it deeper in. 

 

When she was done with the main part, she moved on to the other little plates. She had never been a fan of bread, but this bread was warm and crispy and somehow sweet. 

 

When she placed the last plate down, she noticed that the stupid maid was only just returning, this time with a stack of cloth folded over one arm. “I have your clothes,” he said.

 

“I don’t want them,” she said.

 

Alex smiled patiently. “It’s a butler’s duty to be a good representative for their master. You wouldn’t want to make Daddy look bad?”

 

Rem hesitated. Was that a threat? Probably. 

 

She glared at the outfit, then had an idea. “I can’t put that on; I don’t have hands. You idiot.”

 

The maid’s patient smile never let up. “It’s okay. Dressing people is sometimes part of a maid’s duties. I can assist you.”

 

Rem realized she shouldn’t have said anything when the stupid maid started to help her into the outfit. It was all tight and uncomfortable and awful. Black pants that were very straight, a white shirt with another strangely cut shirt over that, and then a jacket on top of that! 

 

It was far too many layers. 

 

“What is this thing?” she asked as she poked at the black thing around her neck.

 

“That is a cravat,” the stupid maid said. “I think it makes you look very handsome.”

 

“I don’t have hands! Can’t you see that, stupid!” 

 

Alex blinked, then he giggled. “Daddy would appreciate that bit of wordplay.”

 

Rem stared at him. “What are you talking about? Get this thing off me!” 

 

Alex ignored her and started pinching things here and there and patting her back and shoulders. “The fit seems to be nearly perfect. I’ll keep in mind a few minor changes for your next outfit. But I think this will do for now.”

 

Rem hissed and spread her arms wide. Somehow, despite the jacket and the vest and the shirt, nothing got in her way. 

 

“Here,” Alex said. He darted out of the room, only to return right away with a mirror almost as tall as he was. 

 

On it was a strange sight. Rem, but clean, her green chitin looking healthy and robust, and her mandibles only a little bit stained from breakfast. 

 

She was wearing a long black jacket over dark gray pants, the waistcoat under the jacket making her look slimmer, while her very white shirt stood out in stark contrast to the poofed cravat around her neck. 

 

“I look...” she took a moment to find the right word. “Stupid.”

 

“I think you look very nice,” Alex said. “Could you come with me? We’re heading out in a moment. The carriage is already waiting out front, but it’s not entirely loaded yet.”

 

“I don’t want to help you!” Rem said.

 

Alex tapped his chin. “Maybe you could help by intimidating the drivers and such? That is also part of a butler’s duty.”

 

“You want me to scare people?” she asked. She liked doing that. She had once waited a full day in a haystack just to burst out and hiss at a boy who liked to urinate there every morning. 

 

Alex nodded. “Butlers and maids are very intimidating. See, they are an incredible luxury. To a noblewoman, another noble’s maid is a threat, someone else in her surroundings that she can’t be rid of and who can assist their master at a moment’s notice. A maid is a status symbol. Someone whose entire life revolves around helping their master. If that means poisoning an enemy or killing someone discreetly for their master, then so be it. 

 

“A butler, on the other hand, is a servant who stands close, knows many secrets, and who can often act with impunity. The butler is the stalwart defender of the master’s abode. There are few things more difficult to change than a butler’s mind. I think you have the potential to be a great butler.”

 

Rem lowered her arms. “Stupid,” she muttered.

 

“Could you help me with the luggage? There really isn’t much.”

 

Rem didn’t pout. She didn’t have cheeks to pout with. But she did sulk a little as she followed Alex out of the room and helped him lift heavy boxes up and place them atop a wheeled carriage waiting just outside. 

 

The terrifying bone man was there, sitting in the carriage in the guise of a normal, boring human. No one around her could sense the depth of fathomless evil around him, but she could. 

 

Maybe the stupid maid could as well, and he was just too stupid to know better?

 

She didn’t know.

 

Soon, everything was packed away, including a dog which was placed in the carriage and which she was forbidden from eating. 

 

And then Alex shoved her into the carriage and made her sit across from the one they called the limpet.

 

“Hi!” the girl said. She pushed her glasses up, smiled, and extended a hand across toward Rem. “I’m Fenfang Fang.”

 

Rem looked at the hand. She was tempted to chop it off, but the undead man was right next to the limpet. Cutting off his apprentice's hand might annoy him. She extended a scythe over to the girl who stared at it for a moment before pinching the end and waving it up and down.

 

“I’m pleased to meet you,” the limpet said. 

 

“Yes,” Rem said. “I’m Rem.”

 

Alex looked into the carriage, then nodded to them all. “I will be riding with the driver, to keep an eye on things. But before I go. Limpet, would it be possible for you to do me a favor?” 

 

“Sure thing,” the girl agreed.

 

“Can you teach Rem here how to read and write?” He gestured toward Rem.

 

The girl spun around and gasped. “You don’t know how to read? Oh, who am I kidding, of course I don’t mind. I’m sure if we both work hard we can have you reading like you were born with a book in your hands... claw... things.”

 

Rem was about to protest, but Alex closed the door and left, and she noticed that the terrifying skeleton man was eyeing her from his seat in the corner. “Fine. I will learn your stupid reading, stupid limpet.”

 

“That’s rather rude,” the limpet said.

 

“Being so stupid is rude.”

 

The limpet sighed and reached into her back, pulling out books one at a time until it seemed to deflate. “I... don’t have anything that would be good for teaching with.”

 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rem asked.

 

“Well, these books are all theory, or spellcraft, or notes. I think you’d usually want to start someone with a story, that way, there are more context clues they can use to fill in the gaps, and they can learn through that.”

 

“I may have something,” the bone man said. He reached into a pocket, then removed a book which he placed atop the limpet’s pile. It was a large book, with a big painting on the front of a clumsy-looking man in a black suit and a woman in a maid’s outfit picking up after him.

 

“Butter the Butler and the Maid Brigade?” the limpet read.

 

Rem hissed. He was mocking her!

 

“Well, it’s as good a start as any.” The limpet shifted over and sat next to Rem. Far too close to her, in fact. She wouldn’t be able to stab the girl from her current position, not without twisting around in a strange way. “Oh, this is filled with rhymes. I suppose that’s one way to learn phonetics.”

 

Rem grumbled. “I don’t want to learn any of this. This is that stupid maid’s fault.”

 

The limpet looked up to her, head tilting a bit. “You don’t like Alex?”

 

“I don’t! He’s stupid, and he keeps doing things to me.”

 

“What kind of things?” the limpet asked.

 

Rem shifted her scythes, slicing the air for punctuation. “He made me bathe. And he took me out shopping for stuff. Then he fed me. And now he made me dress up like this. I don’t like him, and he’s stupid.”

 

The limpet blinked, then her face turned a strange shade of red. “Oh... oh my.”

 

“What?” Rem asked.

 

“Well, when a boy pays that much attention to a girl, it might mean... some things.”

 

“That he hates her?” Rem asked. That made sense.

 

The limpet shifted. “How do you feel about Alex?” 

 

“I hate him.”

 

“Do you think about him a lot?” 

 

Rem nodded. She was thinking about killing him all the time.

 

“And do you want to be... close to him?”

 

Close enough to eviscerate.

 

“I see, I see,” the limpet said. “And would you mind being with Alex until... well, one of you passes on?”

 

“Yes, that would be nice,” Rem said. Seeing Alex die would please her a lot. 

 

The limpet’s face was still very red. She adjusted her glasses and breathed out. “And you’ve only known each other for a day?”

 

Rem counted. “No. Two days. I’ve been trying to grab him for that long.”

 

“I see. Do you have any experience with... romance?”

 

Rem stared. “No. What’s that? Is it a thing for killing men?”

 

“Well, I mean, technically.” The limpet placed a hand on Rem’s knee and patted it. “I don’t want you to worry, Miss Rem, but I think... you might be in love.”

 

Rem didn’t know what to say for a moment. “You’re just as stupid as the maid!” she screeched.

 

Still, she couldn’t just let the thought go.

 

Was Alex in love with her?

 

***

 


 

Chapter Six - Sparring Stupidity

 

 

My goal in the Flaming Steppes was to retrieve one of my fonts. It was near the area of the Hungering Inferno sect. At least from the bit of triangulation I did, that’s where I figured it was.

 

To get it, I would need about half an hour’s time to prepare a properly accurate set of runes to teleport over. Then, I could retrieve it and perhaps negotiate with whoever had it. It would all be done in an hour, perhaps a little less if I hurried.

 

But I didn’t do that. 

 

The reasoning wasn’t all that simple. Few things were. Essentially, as things stood, I had no reason to rush, and I had a few reasons not to.

 

Looking up from the manual I was leisurely perusing, I looked at the two others in the carriage with me. The limpet was leaning over the book I’d leant her, pointing to some of the worlds within. “See, this mark here? That makes the ‘a’ sound. And this one makes the ‘t’ sound. So, by changing the first letter, you can change the word. This one goes ‘c,’ and this one goes ‘hhh.’”

 

The mantis girl bent over double to see the page with all five of her eyes. “These are just scribbles.”

 

“Well, yes, but they correspond to sounds.”

 

“That’s stupid. Who decided which scribble made which noise?”

 

“Well, uh, it’s evolved a lot over time, so they might not make the same sound now as they once did,” the limpet explained.

 

“What?” the mantis girl drew back. “The scribbles change on their own?”

 

“No no, we just write them a little differently now. And we got rid of some letters and replaced them with others.”

 

“So you changed what the scribbles do as noises? How am I supposed to trust this if you can just change the scribble noises?”

 

The limpet looked like she was having a hard time with that one. “Linguistic drift is pretty slow,” she said. “You can still read very old texts. It’s just sometimes you need to know which letter meant what some time ago.”

 

“So there’s more than just the ones you showed me,” the mantis girl said. “You lied!” 

 

“No! Well, technically, there are more, but you don’t need to know those unless you’re going to study old texts. Look, do you want to study iconographs instead? Those... are easier to understand, I guess.”

 

“There are more kinds of scribbles?” the mantis asked. “Why?”

 

I stifled a chuckle at the limpet’s expression and returned to my reading. The book was on the history of the Flaming Steppes, more propaganda and exaggerations than anything else, but nonetheless interesting. 

 

It had me thinking. 

 

What would happen once I left once more? 

 

The current state of the world was, as far as I was concerned, entirely un-optimal. The problem was that it had come about after literal centuries of small, incremental changes. The rise of the current emperor, the new pantheon, and a few other factors contributed to the current society’s existence. 

 

How would I fix that?

 

The obvious response was to bring the system back, but I suspected that that wouldn’t change the current culture, not entirely. Things as they were advantaged those at the top too much for them to merely settle back and allow large, sweeping changes.

 

That meant that to optimize the world, there had to be some changes on a massive scale, societal changes.

 

I looked at the limpet, huffing as the mantis girl next to her failed to understand anything. 

 

There was some potential there. 

 

What if, instead of tearing everything down, I introduced an entirely new factor. Something that could play the game in such a way that they could force changes to come about? 

 

It would be slower, but it might also be quite a bit more solid. And those who brought those improvements could, in turn, train the next generation to do the same. 

 

The scientific method required small, incremental leaps in knowledge over decades in order to work. Failed experiment after failed experiment to prove what didn’t work until, eventually, a concept was understood in its entirety. 

 

What would that look like as a form of governance? As a culture? 

 

I was curious, and I just happened to have all the tools I needed to test that right here. The mantis was interesting, certainly, and she might come in handy if she could be trained. But the real crux was the limpet. 

 

How would the world act when a scientifically-minded Empress took hold of it? One that knew enough magic to spread that knowledge around, and who was trained in the logical arts? 

 

The prospects were exciting. 

 

Then again, as I watched the limpet sputter her way through an explanation of how letters worked, I realized that it might take some time before we reached that point. This trip would maybe buy that time. A few months spent traveling and learning, perhaps with a little bit of excitement along the way....

 

The carriage rumbled to a stop.

 

I closed my book and looked at the door a moment before it opened and Alex poked his head in. “Papa, there’s a dead man in the middle of the road,” he said. Someone screamed. “A nearly dead man.”

 

“Interesting,” I said. “Perhaps the more mortal among us can stretch their legs while I take a look? Or is the person not interesting enough for that?” 

 

“Yes,” the mantis agreed. “Enough reading. It’s time to eat the dog.” She stabbed down toward the limpet’s dog, who had gotten up when the carriage stopped, but Alex picked it up before her blow could land.

 

“Please don’t eat the dog. It is emergency supplies.”

 

“Hey!” the limpet said. “Fang isn’t food!” 

 

“Of course not,” Alex said. “The skin could be tanned and used to make a pillowcase. And the bones have their uses too.”

 

The limpet jumped out of the carriage with a huff and grabbed her rather confused dog from Alex’s arms. The mantis followed her out, hissing and spitting and generally quite angry about missing out on a meal.

 

I took my time exiting. The day was bright and cheery, the skies a vibrant blue, and the mana strong and fresh. 

 

The earth around us was parched and cracked, warm from the thrumming magic just beneath the surface. Here and there, across the arid lands, geysers of steam spat out into the air next to scraggly bushes. 

 

The road was little more than a path of stamped earth where the cracked ground was less common. Occasionally, there were wooden planks along it where it dipped, presumably to make passage possible when it rained and turned everything to mud. 

 

The lack of any sort of infrastructure said much about how little the locals cared. 

 

In the middle of the road was a younger man. Bent over double around a harsh wound across his torso. He was screaming. 

 

Our driver seemed a little spooked, and the limpet seemed concerned, but the others in my party didn’t seem to mind. “Alex, could you watch over our things?” I asked.

 

“Of course,” he said.

 

Nodding, I stepped up and began walking over to the young man. 

 

He rolled over as I came closer, still screaming and hollering. “You can stop that,” I said as I stopped above him.

 

He placed both hands over his wound, then arched his back up and screamed even louder.

 

“Really?” I asked. “You’re just going to scream more?”

 

He screamed more.

 

I sighed and knelt down to be at his level. “I’m Harold,” I said. “Pleased to meet you and all that. You're in the way of our carriage, and your noises are somewhat irritating. Could you perhaps stop screaming and tell me what’s going on?”

 

The man stopped and pressed a hand over his chest as he panted. “I’m... I’m from the Flame’s Heart sect,” he said. “An acolyte. We... we were ambushed. I ran. You must deliver this to the Lava Fist sect, please.”

 

So saying, the man pulled a rather blood-stained envelope out from the folds of his gown and dropped it by my feet. 

 

“Please. I beg you with my dying breath. Deliver... this... please...”

 

He slumped to the side, breathing going still.

 

I stood up. “Limpet! I found someone to practice your necromancy on,” I called back.

 

The man’s eyes shot open. “What?” he asked.

The limpet skipped over and, ignoring the man’s repeatedly desperate questions as a good apprentice ought to, looked at me. “Yes, Master?” she asked.

 

“This man is dying. I think it’s a wonderful opportunity to practice some spellwork.”

 

“None of my spells would help,” the limpet said. “Unless I use Prestidigitation to burn his wounds shut?”

 

“You’re going to what?” the man shouted.

 

I shook my head. “No, I think it’s time to learn a new spell. This is merely a cantrip. Call it a test to see if you can learn something in a relatively short amount of time. You have until this man bleeds out to learn the spell.” I glanced over to the man, then frowned. “You have maybe half an hour.”

 

“I’ll do my best, Master!” the limpet said. “What’s the spell?”

 

“It’s called Spare the Dying. It’s a necromantic spell of the zeroth tier.” I searched through a pocket and came out with a pamphlet. It was quite old, at one time given to clerics to teach them the rather simple spell. “This has the instructions on it, but I’ll be here if you need assistance.”

 

“Brilliant!” the limpet said. She took the pamphlet and read it off to the side.

 

“Hey! Hey, old man, you’re not serious, right?” the man asked.

 

I stared him down. “Please shut up. The limpet is focusing.”

 

“She looks fifteen!” the man yelled.

 

“Hey! I’m an adult,” the limpet defended herself. “In most regions of the Empire I’m considered a mature adult.” 

 

“Most?” I asked.

 

She reddened and looked away. “Most,” she agreed. “I think I’m ready to try this.”

 

“What?” the man said. “It’s only been, like, a minute.”

 

“If I mess up, I’m sure Master won’t be too angry. And we can always find other dying people.”

 

“D-do you have any idea who I am?” the man asked. “I know people! I’m a valued acolyte of the Flame’s Heart sect!” 

 

“They kicked me out because they said my heart was too girlish to join,” the limpet said. She arranged her robes before kneeling down next to the man. “Now, don’t squirm. This spell looks a little bit tricky.”

 

“You might want to hurry,” I said. “He had been bleeding a little faster than I predicted. I didn’t factor in all of his raving and wild motions. Take this lesson to heart: many-a-plan can be foiled by the stupidity of your adversary and-or test subject.”

 

The limpet placed her hand on the man, only for him to push it off. She tried again, but he slapped her hand away. She glared and jabbed him in the wound over his chest with two fingers, then placed her open palm onto his chest as he howled.

 

“When the reapers come buying

And the departed are still crying

To save from death

And keep the last breath

Demand of the soul: Spare dying!”

 

She finished the last somatic gesture in time with the final word, and the magic in the air around her formed the spell. 

 

It was a little misshapen on the edges, and I could tell that it was done with little practice, but it was entirely functional. “Well done,” I said.

 

The man slumped back, breath leaving him in a sigh. 

 

“Uh... is he dead?” the limpet asked. “Did I mess up?”

 

“No, merely in a vegetative state. He’ll be fine as long as we get him to a healer within the day.”

 

“Can’t we heal him?” the limpet asked.

 

“I’m afraid you’re not ready for that kind of magic, and I won’t waste my efforts on loud idiots. Speaking of which.” I turned. “Alex, could you and... The mantis drag this one atop the carriage?” 

 

Alex bowed and was soon coming over with a tarp to wrap the body in.

 

I scooped up the scroll the man had tried to give me and hummed as I turned it this way and that. There was, perhaps, some potential here.

 

***

 


 

Chapter Seven - Savoring Strength

 

 

“So,” the limpet said. “We’re going to bring the dead guy back to his sect? What about his letter?”

 

I hummed and rubbed at my jawbone. “Letters are private things. I wouldn't read one without permission. Curiosity is one thing, civility another. In most cases, the latter ought to be considered before the former.”

 

The limpet gave me a bit of a shrug. She didn’t seem to care all that much about things, one way or the other. 

 

Our carriage had made it past the rather lax security at the entrance of the very small city of Lava Fist. It was another place named after the sect that was set next to it. A little uncreative, but from the looks of it, the city’s economy mostly relied on the sect. 

 

The walls around the city were tall and well-maintained, with guardsmen patrolling the top with long pikes by their sides that could reach all the way to the ground, and the part of the city adjacent to the coast had an open port currently empty of boats.

 

Those boats were out to sea, nets being cast and pulled up with bounties of writhing fish. 

 

A lively city, for all that its surroundings were barren and rough. There were dusty winds pushing up dunes against the walls, but they were even now being brushed aside by a crew of young men.

 

I would have expected more scrutiny on entering, but the guards took one look into the carriage, saw our new mantis friend, and blanched before letting us pass.

 

“You seem quite popular,” I said to the mantis.

 

“Stupid humans around here know that they can become food if they get handsy and stupid,” the mantis said. She hissed in a way that I suspected was laughter. 

 

I chuckled as we continued to move into the city. The streets were dusty, and the people I saw wore plain cloth, but things seemed well-maintained, and the people had a bit of fat to them under their undyed clothes. Not a prosperous city, but not a poor one either.

 

The carriage slowed a little, and Alex poked his head in. “Papa, where do you want us to go?”

 

I considered the question for a moment. “I think we should head over to the local sect. We have a body to deliver. And a letter, I suppose.”

 

“Understood, Papa,” Alex said. “Rem, Limpet, are you well? Do you need food?”

 

“I don’t need your food, stupid maid,” the mantis hissed. “But if you have some, give it to me.”

 

Alex nodded sagely. “In that case, when we arrive somewhere calm, I’ll prepare something quick.” With that said, he hopped back, closed the door, and soon the carriage was taking off again.

 

“What can you tell me about the Lava Fist sect?” I asked the limpet.

 

The girl tapped her chin, much in the way I did when thinking. “They’re alright. Probably one of the nicer sects I was kicked out of. They only accept people who can break this thick plank by punching it. When I broke my knuckles, one of the sect elders made some ice with some sort of skill and reset my fingers for me before throwing me out.”

 

“How generous,” I said.

 

To be completely honest, it was generous to a degree. I could well remember some academies and magical schools in my youth having some rather challenging tests. Both of a mage’s character, and of their knowledge and skills. If this sect wanted people capable of punching things hard, then maybe it only made sense that that was the metric by which they judged potential disciples. 

 

It was a foolish metric, but at least it made some sense. 

 

We rolled across the city for a little while, the limpet yawning a bit, and the mantis growing increasingly restless until, finally, we slowed to a stop.

 

Alex opened the door for us and smiled. “We’ve arrived. I made sandwiches.”

 

The mantis was the first one out, scrambling in a way that was quite a bit shy of polite until she was standing next to Alex and bugging him for food.

 

Bugging.

 

“Oh hohohoho.” I chuckled as I stepped out.

 

The Lava Fist sect had an impressive building. A large pagoda-style edifice. Perhaps three floors tall, but with a huge footprint. Flags hung from the front, great heavy banners with a symbol of a flaming fist on them.

 

“How generic,” I muttered.

 

“What was that, Master?” the limpet asked as she hopped down. 

 

Alex handed her a sandwich with one hand while keeping the mantis off with the other. 

 

I stretched my old bones and then eyed the young men approaching us. The sect’s uniform seemed to be a pair of baggy pants and a tight armband. That was it. The men were shirtless and seemed quite proud of their physiques as they strutted over. 

 

“Yo,” the one in the lead said. He had two cloth bands around his arm, both a striking red. “Can we help you, old fella? You got a broken wheel or something? We know a guy that can fix that? Or are you lost? Know the city like the back of my hand.”

 

“No, neither of those,” I said. His parlance was a bit crude, but he was surprisingly kind. “We found someone from what I presume to be an allied sect on the road. We thought we ought to return him.”

 

Alex let go of the mantis, the limpet having given the leftovers of her meal to her dog despite the mantis’ protests and threats. Alex jumped up to the roof of the carriage, picked up a large, wrapped bundle, then landed next to me. “This is yours,” he said as he deposited the body next to me.

 

“Ah man,” the greeter said. “He’s dead.”

 

“He’s only mostly dead,” I said. “A talented enough healer ought to be able to help him.”

 

One of the young men knelt next to the dead man and pressed a hand to his neck, then bent forward and brought his ear close to his chest. “He’s still alive,” he said.

 

The one I presumed was the leader of the little band nodded. “You two bring him in. Get him to the infirmary. Quick, he’ll only be mostly dead for a while.” He watched his companions grab the mostly dead man and haul him off before turning to me. “Thanks, yeah. Looks like a fella from Flame’s Heart. They’ve got those silly clothes.”

 

“It wasn’t an issue,” I said. “I have this letter as well. The man seemed to believe that it was important.”

 

“Hmm,” he said. He eyed the scroll I raised and then looked at my companions. “You lot are pretty strong, yeah?” He seemed to pay particular attention to our mantis in her butler outfit. 

 

“I think so, yes,” I agreed.

 

“Yeah, then the elders will wanna see you.”

 

I considered it. I didn’t mind losing a little bit of time, and perhaps I’d have better experiences with this sect than the others I’d come across. I also had some questions. The mantis seemed to be a known quantity here, yet she was woefully uninformed about anything. 

 

Also, if I ever wanted to see the limpet prosper in any way, she would need to see some political work in action, as distasteful as it may be.

 

“Please lead the way,” I said.

 

“Yeah, come on.”

 

We pressed through the front entrance of the great pavilion and arrived in a rather plainly decorated interior. The floor was made of softly padded material, and there were quite a few pillars filling the space. Many had weapons of one sort or another hanging off them rather carelessly. Trophies? 

 

The reason for the sect building’s size became apparent as we moved deeper in and came to a courtyard set in the center. It was a large, landscaped garden. Few plants but plenty of artfully placed stone pillars and racked pebbles. 

 

Younger members of the sect, with no armbands at all, were punching at the air before them, all striking out in time with their comrades with echoing grunts. 

 

I noticed the limpet staring until her face reddened. Fortunately, the mantis girl snapped her out of it. “I bet they taste stringy. Too muscly. If you’re going to eat one, stupid limpet girl, then find a fat one. Lots of juice on the fat ones.”

 

“What?” the limpet squeaked.

 

Our guide led us across the gardens and toward the balconied pavilion at the back. There, five men sat around a brazier, wearing about one garment between the lot of them. By their sides, they had large metal mugs in hand or resting on little tables next to their seats. 

 

The five of them had bands around their arms, legs, and even their foreheads, most fixed in place thanks to the bulging muscle beneath.

 

Had I found a congregation of barbarians? 

 

“Yo, old guys,” our guide said to what I presumed were the sect elders. “This fella just saved some Flame’s Heart guy, and he’s got this letter to deliver too.”

 

“To be entirely accurate,” I said. “The man whom we found on the road here asked us to deliver this scroll to you. He seemed to believe it was important.”

 

The biggest man in the lot shifted forward, elbow on his knee and looked at me with hard, flinty eyes. “You wanna fight?” he asked.

 

“No thank you,” I said.

 

He huffed. “You feel like someone strong. And you have one of the children of the Goddess with you as a servant. Means you’re strong.”

 

“Perhaps,” I agreed. “But my strength lies more in magic and knowledge than martial ability. I don’t think you’d find a fight between us very enjoyable. Though... my apprentice here is very weak. Perhaps you have some equally weak students she could train with while we talk? She certainly seemed to give your apprentices here a keen look.”

 

The limpet shot me a look of absolute betrayal.

 

“Sure,” the large man said. He snapped his fingers, and a young man ran up to him and was given some simple instructions. 

 

I turned to the limpet and pat her head consolingly. “Don’t kill anyone. Consider it good practice. And if you die I’ll bring you back; don’t worry.”

 

She pouted but nodded. “Yes Master,” she said before trudging off. A man that I could only assume was a teacher asked her a few questions, and then she faced off against a boy of about her age. I only watched for as long as it took her to get punched once before turning back.

 

She’d learn that magic had its disadvantages. Or she’d learn to cast fast enough to negate those. Either way, a useful lesson.

 

“This is the scroll. I must admit I’m curious about what it says.”

 

The man took it. “My folk call me Saka,” he said.

 

“I’m called Harold,” I replied. 

 

Saka nodded and popped the scroll open. He glared at it, slowly reading the text before looking up at me. Then he passed it on to the man next to him. “Said your name was Harold?” he asked.

 

“Yes,” I said.

 

“Letter warns of a real dangerous guy called the Herald. Going around with a maid.” He turned to Alex and the mantis. 

 

“It could be a coincidence. I’m certain that Harold is a common name.”

 

“You’re the first I’ve met,” Saka said.

 

I shrugged. “There are first times for everything. What does the letter say about the Herald and his maid?”

 

“Says that no matter what we do, we can’t let him get to the Flaming Heart sect.”

 

I tapped my chin. “Are you beholden to them? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the politics in the region.”

 

“Nah. Don’t much care for what they say. If they wanted us to listen, they’d have sent someone to tell us. Someone strong.”

 

“I see. Well then, Saka, would you mind if I asked you a few questions? I happen to be very curious about a few things.”

 

“Might have a few of my own,” Saka said.

 

“I’m sure this will be a wonderful exchange then.”

 

***


 

Chapter Eight - Barbarian Buddies

 

 

“I want to fight you,” Saka said.

 

I stared at him for a moment. “Are you entirely certain?” I asked.

 

The man nodded, and so did his muscle-bound barbarian buddies. “I am. You can tell a lot about the worth of a man—” one of the sect members coughed. “Of a person, by how they fight. That’s how we do things at the Lava Fist sect.”

 

“Why person instead of man?” I asked, genuinely curious.

 

“We’re trying to be more inclusive,” he said.

 

I nodded. “How very kind of you,” I said. “I’m afraid that a fight between us wouldn’t end very well for you. I don’t doubt that you’re a spectacular pugilist, but that would place you at a disadvantage when fighting me. Would you perhaps like to fight my maid instead? He’s more of a physical combatant.”

 

“You think I’d lose against you?” Saka asked as he leaned forward. He seemed excited at the prospect, and I could understand why. Men like him tended to learn a lot from a loss.

 

“I am fast and strong,” I said. “But I am predominately a wizard. I suspect that even your disciples have better technique than I do.” I gestured to where the limpet was currently being baptista bombed by a boy that had to outweigh her three times over. 

 

She made a very strange gurgling sound on impact. I made a mental note to fix her later. 

 

“My specialty is large-scale destruction magics and very precise micro spellwork,” I continued. “Neither lend themselves to a satisfying battle.”

 

Saka crossed his arms, then flexed his muscles. “Fine then. What about your maid?” He pointed to Alex. “That’s just a catdude in a dress.”

 

“Saka,” one of the guys said. “Bro, we talked about being inclusive and stuff man. You can’t just forget. Everybro’s a bro.”

 

“Right,” Saka said. “Sorry maid bro.”

 

“It’s alright?” Alex said. 

 

“Would you mind terribly fighting these young men, Alex? I suspect there’s no need to hold back,” I said.

 

Alex nodded. “Certainly.”

 

Saka jumped to his feet, eager grin on and fists so tight his knuckles popped. “Alright, let’s do this!” 

 

“Actually, I did have some questions. I think that our deal was contingent on that?”

 

Saka deflated a bit. He looked like a boy who’d just learned that he had to do his chores before he could play. Then he perked up. “My bros can answer for me,” he said.

 

That was acceptable. “In that case, enjoy yourself.”

 

The space in the middle of the sect’s garden was cleared out. The disciples rushed to the side where some waist-high wooden walls were set with benches behind them, and someone dragged the insensate limpet off to a door marked ‘infirmary.’ 

 

A glance at Saka revealed him to be a fair bit stronger than Alex.

 

Saka Firefist, Brobarian of the Lava Fist, level 458

 

He was definitely the highest-leveled human I’d seen so far. Still, Alex could hold his own, and in either case, it would be a learning experience.

 

“So,” I asked the other members of the sect. “I’m here for two things. A certain ancient item of power called a font, and to learn of the location of a group called the Dread Knights. Possibly the Dead Knights.”

 

One of them nodded. “The Dread Knights are a real big problem. They’re these incredibly tough skeletal warriors from the far North. And they occupy some of the islands nearby with their army of the undead. Every few years they’ll raid down from the top of the Flaming Steppes.”

 

“They used to be able to sweep through the whole region and into the mainland,” another said. “But their raids have grown weaker, and we’ve grown stronger. Now, most of the sects in the Flaming Steppes can stop them before they get too far.”

 

“Truly?” I asked. “Even the Dread Knights themselves?”

 

“Nah, those are too tough. But that Insect God calls the Steppes her home, and when they come down she’ll often fight them herself or with her daughters.” The man gestured to our mantis friend who was fretting off to the side while Alex and Saka prepared to fight. “With them, we can push the Dread Knights back.”

 

“I see,” I said.

 

Saka shifted, one foot sliding across the gravelly ground and his stance lowering while his arms rose, fists poised to strike.

 

Alex bowed to him, then stood tall, feet together and back straight, as demure a pose as could be expected from a maid.

 

“Are you ready, maid bro?” Saka asked.

 

“I am, Mister Saka,” Alex said. 

 

Saka burst forward with impressive speed, his fist lashing out with a thundering boom and a burst of flame.

 

Alex spun around the blow and moved into Saka’s guard. One of his arms swung, the flat of his hand aiming toward Saka’s face. 

 

It was intercepted midway by Saka’s forearm. The collision set off an explosion of gravel and wind that set Alex’s dress fluttering. 

 

“You’re quite strong,” Alex said.

 

“You’re not bad,” Saka replied. He bounced back, reset his stance, then burst forward again.

 

Alex slapped the first strike aside, weaved around the next, then stuck out with the flat of his palm. 

 

Saka twisted out of the blow’s path and rammed a quick hook into Alex’s side.

 

My maid went flying, but while in mid-air, he spun and used the flaring of his skirt to slow himself down to a dead stop and came to a gentle landing on the point of a foot. 

 

The ground exploded under where Alex landed as he shot out toward Saka. 

 

“Kill the idiot, stupid maid!” Rem cheered. “And bring me the corpse. I’m hungry!” 

 

Alex and Saka traded blows at speeds that the average human would have a difficult time seeing as anything but blurs. Saka was faster and stronger; that much was immediately obvious, and his technique was brutal and straightforward. 

 

Alex, on the other hand, had an easier time ducking and weaving out of Saka’s way; his footwork, partially hidden by his skirt, was on a whole different level, and he tended to be more flexible about his angles of attack, hitting from above with little leaps, and spinning on the ground to sweep at Saka’s feet.

 

The uppersect members were all leaning forward, paying rapt attention to the fight, and cheering raucously whenever Alex or Saka landed a hit.

 

I was quite bored with it after a few moments. Saka’s ‘lava fists’ was an interesting technique, but some observation revealed it to be little more than a very odd, very wasteful casting of something akin to Fireball. It was impressive, but more so because he wasn’t lighting himself on fire than because of any additional damage. 

 

“I’ll be back in a moment,” I said as I moved over to the infirmary.

 

Alex had switched over to using a meat tenderizing hammer to fight. Each missed blow sent tremors through the ground and made the sect buildings rumble in place. The locals didn’t seem to mind all that much, and I suspected that this wasn’t the first or last fight that would occur here. 

 

The infirmary wasn’t locked, likely for obvious reasons, and held a surprising number of beds, many of them currently filled with young men and some young women. 

 

A woman in a simple white gown walked over to me with the sort of expression I’d come to expect from medical workers. “What do you want?” she snapped.

 

“My apprentice is here,” I said.

 

“Which one is that? I’ve got thirteen ‘young masters’ in here with broken arms, legs, ribs, two jaws, a skull fracture, one with a dislocated spine and one with a urinary infection.”

 

“A urinary infection?” I wondered. 

 

She scoffed. “He played the noble son routine and some idiot local bought it up. Now he’s here with his manhood aflame. Closest he’ll ever come to being a Lava Fist if you ask me.”

 

Someone groaned in the background.

 

“My apprentice is a young woman. Approximately this height. Dark hair, glasses. Checkered shawl over a kimono.”

 

“Oh, her,” the woman said. “She’s basically dead.”

 

I nodded. That sounded reasonable. “Entirely, or only at death’s door?” I asked.

 

“Eh, she’s still in one piece. And breathing even. I give her maybe a few hours.”

 

“I see, I see. You don’t seem fazed by that.”

 

“Do you have any idea how often the idiots in this place get hurt? They’re getting better about it now, but it used to be that they thought it was macho not to worry about injuries. Look at the old guard and start counting limbs. I bet that three-quarters of the missing ones were taken by infections, stories about tiger bites be damned.”

 

I nodded. “Interesting, but not something terribly new. Fools and their limbs are easily parted. Speaking of which, my nearly-dead apprentice?”

 

“Oh, she’s here.” The woman moved to the back of the room, very easily ignoring all the cries for help and pleas for mothers, gods, and other divine assistance until she stopped by a bed where the limpet was resting. Her dog was lying next to her, letting out pitiful whines with every exhaled breath.

 

“You let the dog stay?” I asked.

 

“It can hardly make it worse,” the woman said. “You going to dispose of the body?”

 

“Eventually, but she’s still alive,” I said. I placed a hand on her head and took stock of things. 
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She was making very good progress so far. If a little slowly. Still, more than a level a day was acceptable. I expected it to slow down soon, but until then that was good work.

 

I pressed a hand to her chest. 

 

“Greater Cure Wounds.”

 

The limpet’s bones snapped back into place with satisfying little snaps, and she soon gasped awake. “M-Master!” The dog barked and shoved his face into the limpet’s chest, his entire body trembling with excitement. 

 

“Yes?” I asked as I removed my hand. 

 

“I’m alive?” she asked. “All I remember is, uh, some boy grabbing me very rudely, and then, um, am I in a hospital?”

 

“That sounds correct, and yes, you are. An infirmary, at least.”

 

“Oh,” she said. “Did I mess up?”

 

“No, you did well enough, about as well as I would expect. Did you learn anything?”

 

The limpet stared at the ceiling for a moment, absently petting her dog. “I need better spells.”

 

“That is certainly one of the lessons you could have learned. Anything else?”

 

She sighed. “I need to learn how to cast faster and while distracted.”

 

“Wonderful! Now, once Alex has won or lost, we can see about getting another sparring session going. I’m certain the locals wouldn’t mind facing off against you again.”

 

“I’m pretty sure that I mind,” the limpet said.

 

I looked at her for a moment. “Power, not in this modern system-less world, and not in the greater world of the past, did not come to those who didn’t put in the effort to grasp it.”

 

“I know, I know,” she said. She rubbed her dog’s head a last time, then shifted to the side of the bed. “Alright, fine. As long as you heal me again after.”

 

“I think I’ll just teach you Cure Wounds. It’s an evocation spell. Perhaps you can help those in here or at least practice on them.”

 

She perked up. “That sounds a lot more fun.”

 

“I’d imagine,” I said.

 

I stepped out of the infirmary, the limpet following after me, and found the stony garden turned into quite a mess. The decorative stones were mostly torn apart, a lot of the gravel was melting in pools of bubbling magma, and in the middle of it all a Saka that looked like a lava elemental was swinging at a still-impeccable Alex. 

 

“They’re still at it?” I wondered. At this rate, it would take forever to get some answers.

 

***


 

Chapter Nine - Mantis Maid

 

 

Rem tried to follow the action, but even with all five of her eyes fixed ahead, she had a hard time catching all the little details.

 

It wasn’t the big sect man that was hard to follow. Sure, he was fast, and his fiery lava stuff looked annoying to deal with, but he was a loud and big human of the dumb sort. She wasn’t sure if she could take him in a straight fight, but in an ambush? She gave herself even odds. 

 

He was very impressive for a human, so much so that even her Divine Mother respected him and his sect a little. 

 

Alex was dancing around him. 

 

Rem was used to standing perfectly still and observing things for a long time. That was how a good predator did things. She had enjoyed looking at insects, fighting and working and living. They were a nice distraction, a tiny drama that she could spy upon from above.

 

The big dumb lava human reminded Rem of one of those big fat beetles that skittered across the Flaming Steppes. They were tough and strong, but clumsy. 

 

Alex was like a fire wasp. Fast, moving just enough to avoid blows, and stinging back with force disproportionate to how small they were. 

 

Rem’s eyes shot to the side as the two fighters bounced across the open space in the middle of the sect building. There seemed to be an agreement between them not to go all out. The building was still standing, after all. 

 

Apprentices and other weaker humans on the sidelines were redirecting the increasing amount of lava back toward the middle and away from the wooden walls. It gave Alex less room to work with, but the stupid maid didn’t seem to mind. 

 

He shot toward the dumb human in a flurry of monochrome skirts, twisted, and then landed a chopping kick onto the dumb human’s shoulder that spiked him into the lava-covered ground.

 

That wasn’t enough to keep the dumb human down, of course, but it did crack the ground and make everything tremble. 

 

“Whoa, maid bro! That was a rad blow my dude!” the dumb human said as he shook his shoulder. 

 

Alex landed on a stone above the boiling earth and patted down his skirts. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I appreciate you not going all out. I suspect that you’re a more formidable fighter than I am.”

 

Rem scoffed. The stupid maid was being stupidly modest. Sure, the dumb human hit harder, but Alex was dancing circles around him. The entire fight she’d been nearly hypnotized by the grace of his motions and... and she had never wanted to eat someone so much in her life.

 

Her stomach twisted in a weird new way. Rem figured she was a bit hungry.

 

The two in the middle of the arena looked to the skies, skies that were rapidly darkening toward dusk. “Could we put off the rest of the fight until tomorrow, sir?” Alex asked. “I need to prepare supper for my charges, not to mention do the laundry and suchlike.”

 

“Ah, but I was having fun, maid bro,” the dumb human said.

 

Alex bent forward while pulling the sides of his skirt up. “I understand. We could continue at another time, perhaps? We should also both reflect upon what we’ve learned here today, I think.”

 

Rem grumbled her disappointment. She wanted to see the stupid maid in action a little more. He was impressive in a way that she had never really encountered before. And, for some reason, she couldn’t quite understand; he wanted to teach her how to be a maid too.

 

Would that mean that one day she’d be just as strong as he was now? Were maids some sort of secret super powerful path to godhood?

 

Rem’s mandibles worked back and forth, and she moved to intercept the stupid maid as he skipped over the cooling earth. “Ah, hello Rem,” he said. “Did you enjoy watching?”

 

“No,” Rem said. “It would have been nicer if you had been hurt.”

 

Alex smiled. “I see. Well then, I suppose that we should prepare to call it a day.”

 

“You want me to go to sleep again?” Rem asked.

 

“Of course not. It’s time for your training to continue.”

 

Rem grumbled, but not as much as she might have. She was actually looking forward to this next lesson. Maybe with combat on his mind, the stupid maid would teach her how to fight things.

 

They found the scary Harold man, and the stupid limpet in some guest quarters to the side of the sect building. Harold was reading a book and being scary, and the limpet was studying a book of her own while idly picking at the holes in her clothes. The girl looked physically fine, but her clothes looked like she’d been beaten up again and again, which was what Rem had seen happen to her. 

 

Alex looked around the rooms they’d been given. They were simple rooms, with some furniture and windows and doors and stuff like that. Rem had never really cared about details. 

 

“Very well. If Miss Limpet doesn’t mind, I’ll prepare a nice meal to top off the day while Rem here assists her in undressing.”

 

The limpet looked up and then stared at Rem. “Are you sure she won’t accidentally chop me up or something?”

 

Rem hissed. “I only cut things I want to cut,” she said. “But I do want to cut you.”

 

“No cutting the limpet, please,” Harold said without looking away from his page. “She’s been through enough for the day. And I haven’t taught her Cure Wounds yet.”

 

The limpet sighed and stood up. “I guess. Alex, do you think you can fix my dress?”

 

“I will do my best. Rem, could you fold it up near the bathroom? I’ll perhaps teach you a bit about sewing overnight.”

 

Rem grumbled. Sewing wasn’t useful for killing things. But... Alex’s hands were very flexible looking. Maybe that was part of his secret? Like one of those really dumb sects that made people repeat the same actions over and over again to learn something? 

 

Rem followed the limpet into the limpet’s quarters. “I don’t actually need help undressing, you know,” the limpet said.

 

“Alex said to,” Rem said. It was a great excuse in her book to slice the limpet up a little. But Harold had said not to, and he was scary. She brandished her scythe arms and wiggled them in the air. 

 

The limpet stepped away. “I can undress myself; I’m not some kid. But turn around.”

 

“What? Why would I turn around?”

 

“Because I’ll be undressed?” the limpet said. She sounded confused, which is how Rem felt.

 

“And?” 

 

“I don’t want you to see me naked!” 

 

“Why not?”

 

“Because it’s not decent.”

 

Rem hissed. “I know you’re not decent, stupid limpet. You’re all flabby and ugly. I bet you don’t even taste good.”

 

The limpet threw her shawl at Rem’s face with surprising speed and accuracy. “Go help Alex with the food or something. I’ll fold my things myself.”

 

Rem raised her arms. “I don’t want to,” she said. “He just makes me cut little bits of prey food and toss them into boiling water.”

 

“But don’t you want to spend time with him?” the limpet asked.

 

Rem tilted her head to better consider the question. More time spent with Alex the stupid maid would mean more time to figure out his secrets and all the things that make him strong. “Yes. More time would be good,” Rem said.

 

The limpet giggled. “As long as it’s a good time. Oh, did you see Alex fighting?”

 

“Yes, I watched very carefully.” To see if there were any weaknesses to exploit, then to try and learn more.

 

“Alex isn’t my type. He’s a bit too effeminate for me,” the limpet said. Rem didn’t know what that word meant, but she was certain it was stupid. “Still, he is kind of handsome, I guess. Very gallant.”

 

“What’s a gallant?” Rem asked.

 

“Ah, that’s when someone, usually a man, is very brave and chivalrous.”

 

Rem hissed. “Don’t explain one hard word by using another hard word, stupid girl.”

 

The limpet rolled her little human eyes. “It means that he’s nice to people, especially girls.”

 

That didn’t sound important at all. “I don’t care about all that,” Rem said.

 

“Oh?” the limpet asked. She leaned forward, and Rem noticed that her face was reddish. Was the stupid human girl sick? Was she trying to spread it to Rem? “Then what is it that you like about Alex?”

 

Rem was confused. Unfortunately, that was becoming very common for her. She chose to answer the question at face value; it made things easier. “He... has good food. And he is strong. A good maid. I want to become strong too.”

 

“Ohh, a power couple,” the limpet said.

 

Rem knew those words, but not in that order.

 

“Okay, so, do you want to get closer to Alex?” the limpet asked. She grabbed Rem’s scythes and held them close. It was weird. 

 

“I guess?”

 

“Right, right, then I’m sure I can help. I’ve read plenty of romance novels. Um. How do you feel about being a damsel in distress?” 

 

“That sounds stupid,” Rem said.

 

“Right, right, Alex wouldn’t go for that, I don’t think. He’s too nice to see someone in need as a potential partner. What about... I think maybe if you were his equal or close, he’d be a lot more interested.”

 

Rem perked up. “That sounds good. I like that.” Being the maid’s equal was the first step to beating the maid and then eating him.

 

The limpet nodded. “Then I’ll help you. I don’t know much about maid stuff, but I know a bit about decorum. My mother made me walk around with a book on my head for a week once. Mostly because I kept taking it off to read it, but it kinda worked.”

 

Rem was lost again. “You are confusing and stupid, but if you want to help, then I won’t stop you.”

 

The limpet grinned. “Good. Now turn around. I need to change.”

 

Rem turned and looked at the limpet change while facing the door. Having eyes that could see behind her was just one of the many reasons she was better than the stupid, flabby limpet. 

 

The limpet folded up her clothes, then unfolded them and refolded them, but worse. “Here, now it looks like you did it.”

 

Rem had the impression she was meant to feel insulted.

 

“Alright, you go out there, and you impress the heck out of your man,” the limpet said. “I’m rooting for you.” She showed Rem her thumb and then pushed her out of the room.

 

Rem looked around, then tossed the clothes on the floor next to the door. 

 

She found Alex in a little kitchen space attached to their quarters. The maid was spinning from one pan to another, adding sauces here, tossing ingredients into the air there, and occasionally slicing and dicing things with a speed that made his fight earlier look tame. 

 

“Ah, Rem, glad you’re here. Can you dice those onions?” Alex asked.

 

“Yeah,” Rem said. She moved over to a cutting board set next to the rest that had some onions sitting on it, then started to stab at them with the end of her scythes. It was almost fun.

 

“Daddy doesn’t actually need to eat, so it’s nice to have you and the limpet here to practice my cooking on,” Alex said.

 

Rem hesitated mid-chop. “Is he really your daddy?” she asked.

 

Alex nodded. “Yup! I used to be... I don’t know, exactly. A mommy cat, I think. One whose kittens had all left already. But then Daddy took me and made me into a Death Maid, and now that’s what I am. I’m very happy to be me. What about you?”

 

“Me?” Rem asked. “You mean my parents?” She hissed a little as she thought. “My dad was a strong cultivator that my mom mated with before eating. And I was born with some sisters. My Mother is the Divine Goddess of Insects, the Mantis Queen. She is very strong.”

 

“Does she love you?” Alex asked.

 

Rem hissed some more. “She hasn’t eaten me yet.”

 

“I see,” Alex said. “Well, you have Daddy now. Maybe he’ll take a liking to you. I know Daddy has a big heart, so there’s certainly room for one more.”

 

Rem stared at the maid.

 

Had something knocked loose during the fight? He was even stupider than before! 

 

***


 

Chapter Ten - Learning Limpet

 

 

The limpet—no.

 

Fenfang shook her head. She was a little tired, but that was no reason to forget her own name, no matter how many times her master called her the wrong thing. 

 

She had a great excuse for why she couldn’t focus, of course. Her arm was currently quite broken. One of the bones, the radius maybe, was poking out at an angle that she was pretty sure it wasn’t meant to. 

 

It was quite painful, but she had had worse. Mostly over the last couple of days. Still, for all the pain she had been in lately, she knew that she was getting much better, and at a great pace. A bit of suffering was worth the lessons she was learning. 

 

Across from her, sitting on a simple wooden chair that he had conjured from nothing at all, was her master. Fenfang sat on a very ordinary, non-conjured rock before him, legs folded under her and a broken arm laying gingerly across her lap. 

 

Her master smiled. He didn’t seem to take any malicious enjoyment from her suffering. Nor did it seem like he cared all that much. 

 

If she had learned one thing about Harold, it was that he was infinitely fair in his apathy. He didn’t coddle her, and he expected a lot from her. When she did good, her reward was more work. 

 

He was the best master she could ask for. 

 

“Now, Cure Wounds is a somewhat simple spell. The results aren’t spectacular, but they are practical. The spell lacks some versatility. It has one main use, that is all it is good for, so finding new and interesting ways to apply it is difficult. Nonetheless, the thing it does makes it incredibly valuable.”

 

“It heals,” Fenfang said. 

 

Harold lifted a hand, index raised. “It cures.”

 

“There’s a difference?” she asked.

 

He nodded. “There is. Small as it may be. It’s an important distinction though. To heal is to remove all ailments and ills. To return something to a state of greater health. To cure is to remove the symptoms of an ailment. Similar, but not quite the same.”

 

Fenfang frowned at the dusty ground between them. Harold had brought them to a spot just outside the Lava Fist sect building. Just a quiet patch where they wouldn’t be interrupted. That was great, because she had a lot of thinking to do.

 

“So, there are some things you can heal but that you can’t cure?” she asked.

 

“Essentially, yes. Healing is a broader thing, whereas to cure is somewhat lesser.”

 

“Should I be learning some sort of healing spell then?” she asked.

 

Harold smiled a little wider. “You will be. But master this first.”

 

Fenfang nodded. If he said she should do things in a certain order, then he was probably right.

 

Then again, he did encourage her to question everything... “Um. Why?”

 

Her master tapped his chin. “It’s mostly a matter of application. Cure Wounds is actually better in many situations. Faster and more effective at healing what it can. On the other hand, it is cast by touch and mostly involves fixing physical ills. Healing Word, the simplest healing spell, is cast at range and is somewhat more esoteric in its application.”

 

“So you want me to learn the easier of the two?” Fenfang asked.

 

“I want you to master the easier of the two,” he corrected. Reaching into the pockets of his jacket, he removed a small booklet.

 

She carefully grabbed it, then opened it one-handed to look at the illustrations within. She had given up on wondering why he had this kind of booklet on hand. “I need to take notes,” she said. “Ah, but I can’t hold my notebook.”

 

“Then learn from that and apply the knowledge within to curing your wounds.”

 

Fenfang got to reading. The sun overhead beat down on her head, and after an hour or so, she felt more than a little sweaty, but still, she pushed on. Not just reading the text before her but working as hard as she could to understand it. 

 

She set the booklet down some hours later and looked up. Her master was leaning back into his seat, a position that she knew was comfortable, but that would definitely hurt after a while. Then again, he was undead, so back pain was probably not a concern. 

 

Knowing better than to interrupt when someone was reading—it was very rude—she waited until he seemed to reach the end of a chapter before clearing her throat. “Master?”

 

“Hmm, yes?”

 

“Uh, I’m done. Also, what are you reading?”

 

“An old book. Fiction, I’m afraid. I am not that keen on re-reading things, but it has been a millennia or two, so I’ll allow myself the indulgence.”

 

Fenfang relaxed a little. “I like fiction too,” she said. “I wish I could bring my library with me wherever I go. Can you teach me how you put so many books in your jacket?”

 

“Hmm,” her master said. “That kind of spellwork is far above you and not aligned with your current schools. But I suppose I could enchant a garment or bag for you. Having a large selection of books on hand is quite wonderful.”

 

Fenfang nodded. She wanted to learn the spell, of course, but having her master gift her such a powerful thing was a nice compromise. “I think I’m ready to cast the spell,” she said.

 

“Oh hoh? Well then, let’s see.”

 

She licked her lips, then straightened and gingerly placed her hand over her wounded arm. 

 

The break was fairly clean, she thought. The boy who had punched her had pulled back a bit at the end. It was quite annoying to have to fight all the Lava Fist apprentices. They seemed really nice, and some of them were quite attractive, but it was hard to get along with someone who beat you up. 

 

The spell didn’t call for many gestures, probably owing to how it needed contact with the target to work. Still, she had to wave her arm around while collecting magic into her hand in a very specific way. This spell was about as complicated as Detect Magic had been, but in entirely different ways.

 

“When your life is doomed

When death has bloomed

Blow on the ember

And restore every member

When your injury needs healing, Cure Wounds! “

 

Magic seeped into her broken arm, and with a clunk, the bones shifted and set.

 

Fenfang felt her eyes rolling, and for a moment, she was afraid she’d lose her dinner at the sensation of things moving under her skin. 

 

She lost her focus for a bit, and the spell came apart. 

 

“Hmm,” Harold said. “Nearly, but not quite.”

 

Fenfang looked at her arm and winced. It was cured, mostly. The bone was reconnected; it was just a bit crooked still. “I lost focus,” she admitted.

 

“I suppose it’s easy for me to forget about pain and its impact on casting. Though learning to cast past an injury can be incredibly useful.” Harold leaned forward and tapped Fenfang’s arm. The bone snapped into place with a dizzying wave of pain, and then that faded. 

 

“Oh,” she said as she wiggled her fingers. “You fixed it? What spell was that?”

 

“If spells are the application of careful and precise magic, then what I just did was the equivalent of ‘winging it,’ as the youth would say. Fortunately, I’m good enough that your arm didn’t... take off. Oh hoh!” 

 

Fenfang held back a groan. If one bad pun was all she had to pay for a fixed arm, it wasn’t so bad. “I still didn’t cast the spell right,” she said.

 

“Then practice. There’s an entire infirmary here.” He shooed her off. “And use some Prestidigitation on yourself; you’re quite dirty. I don’t need you infecting anyone in the local clinic.”

 

Fenfang jumped to her feet. “Yes, Master!” 

 

Reaching out and giving her master a hug would have been a huge breach of propriety, and her master was nothing if not serious about that kind of stuff. So she held back, but it was a little reluctantly. 

 

Stretching, she suppressed a grumble from her belly and then waved to her master before heading toward the sect building. Their little party was waiting here. At least, she thought they were waiting. It had been three days now since they arrived, and her master didn’t seem ready to move on just yet. 

 

The Lava Fist people were nice enough, though, so she really couldn’t complain. As she walked into the sect building she was greeted by a few of them who recognized her on sight. She was the only person wearing a shirt in the entrance hall, which made her stand out a fair bit. 

 

The greetings—usually ‘hey, sis’ or ‘what’s up, broette’ were nice, though. Not nearly as formal as any other sect she’d seen, but friendly and given without any sort of malice. 

 

She wondered if they would be staying here for long.

 

On her way to the infirmary, she found Alex and Rem walking across the courtyard. 

 

Alex was smiling guilelessly at the mantis who had her arms splayed out and was balancing a stack of bricks on her head. 

 

Fenfang moved a little closer, ignoring the apprentices watching the show to stand next to Alex. “What’s going on?” she asked.

 

Rem turned her head a little to glance her way, and then she wobbled to keep the bricks atop her head in place.

 

“Rem and I are practicing how to walk,” Alex said.

 

“Stupid maid,” Rem muttered. “I know how to walk. This isn’t walking, it’s stupid walking.”

 

“Rem’s movements are well-coordinated, but she lacks some of the grace that a proper butler needs to display,” Alex said. “Are you hungry?”

 

Fenfang nodded, used to Alex’s sudden switches to concern. “I am, a little. But I have some work to do in the infirmary.”

 

“I can bring you something easy to eat while on your feet,” Alex said. “I could bake some meat and sauces into a fresh loaf of bread, perhaps?”

 

“That sounds a little strange,” Fenfang said. “But I’m sure it would be delicious if you make it.”

 

“I don’t require any flattery, but it’s appreciated,” Alex said. “I’ll feed the dog as well if you’re too busy for that.”

 

Fenfang grinned. “Thanks. Maybe I’ll repay you with some advice.”

 

Alex blinked slowly. “Advice?”

 

Fenfang patted him on the back and started off toward the infirmary. “Yup,” she said. There was a bit of a skip in her step as she opened the door to the clinic and bounced in. The—frankly terrifying—doctor women accepted Fenfang’s request to experiment on her patients/subjects without batting an eye. 

 

She started practicing, though in reality her mind was wandering a little. 

 

She had a lot of things to think about. Their purpose for being in the Flaming Steppes. How she could improve herself and become strong enough to murder her rival. Alex and Rem’s budding romance...

 

She couldn’t do much about most of those concerns, but she was determined to try her best. 

 

Alex was such a sweet... cat...boy... maid person. He was always looking out for her, and he definitely seemed to enjoy spending time with Rem. 

 

Rem was a bit rude, but she was pretty, in a sort of extremely exotic way. 

 

Fenfang had to tighten the restraints on the beds as her test subjects started to squirm.

 

They really didn’t like it when she started to giggle before using magic on them. 

 

***


 

Chapter Eleven - General Grievances

 

 

“Hypothetically,” I said to the leader of the sect. Saka raised an eyebrow but didn’t move from his seat at the head of his sect. It wasn’t so much a throne as a rather comfortable-looking lounging chair. “If I were to start a small war in the Flaming Steppes, where would the Lava Fist fall?”

 

Saka flexed in thought. “That depends,” he said. “What’re we starting the war over?”

 

“Someone took something that belongs to me; I want it back. And while I could merely take it back, I think it would be a good learning moment for my warlock to lead an army. Logistics are best experienced instead of merely read about.”

 

What I didn’t say was that I would find it a lot more entertaining to see an army running around than skipping ahead and just taking my font. Not only that, it would be a valid way of seeing how the locals fought and how they treated grand strategy.

 

Saka twisted and grunted as he flexed his biceps. “I don’t know, bro. We’re meant to protect folks, you know?” He raised his hand, three fingers lifted. “We have three pillars here. The first is ‘hit things hard,’ the second is ‘always get gains,’ and the third is ‘keep folk safe.’ Wars and stuff, they’re pretty good for the first two but awful for the third.”

 

“I see. And what if this hypothetical army only fought against other sects? That is, avoiding civilian casualties when it can.”

 

“Well, that’s a bit different. It’s not a war; it’s more like a fight between sects, you know? That happens all the time.”

 

“I’m not part of any sect, so it would be somewhat different, I think.”

 

“Nah, new sects happen. You get a couple of tough people together, and they decide to make their own little group, then they go around beating everyone up until the Empire tells them to settle down somewhere.”

 

“You seem surprisingly knowledgeable on the subject.”

 

“It’s how I started the Lava Fist sect,” he said with obvious pride. “You planning on beating people up to start your own sect?”

 

“Not quite, no,” I said. “This is meant to be more of a lesson. There’s a lot to learn from war. It tends to drive innovation.”

 

“Where’re you going to get an army?” Saka asked.

 

“I thought I’d have the limpet raid the local graveyard, see what comes up... Oh hohoho!” 

 

“Necromancy’s pretty illegal,” Saka said. He leaned back, then grunted as he made his abdominal muscles harden. 

 

“I don’t particularly care. Do you?”

 

“Nah. Just don’t go killing folk for more, yeah?”

 

I agreed. The Lava Fist sect had been courteous and polite. It was only fair that we respect their wishes in this matter. “I’ll make sure not to hurt any of the locals.”

 

“This means you’re heading out?”

 

I nodded. “It does. The day is still young, and I think it would be as good a time as any to go exploring. We’ll be heading southeast first. Toward that rumored army of the undead.”

 

“Ah, yeah, the undead bros are due soon. Some of them put up a good fight.”

 

“I’m rather curious about them myself.”

 

Saka gave me a thumbs up, and then he closed his fist even harder until I could hear it creaking under the strain. “You do your best, bro.”

 

I extended my hand to shake. “It was a pleasure meeting with you, Saka.”

 

Sake extended a closed fist. “Yeah, bro, you were pretty cool.”

 

I hesitated, then bowed to the local custom and bumped his fist with my own. It was immensely awkward. 

 

Our goodbyes completed, I headed out toward the infirmary, where I found the limpet frowning at a page while taking a break next to the front door of the clinic. She looked up at my approach, and while she looked tired, she still lit up on seeing me. “Master!” 

 

“Hello, Limpet,” I said. “How goes the practice?” 

 

“Well! I can cast Cure Wounds five times in a row now without too much stress. I still need to rest after that. We’re out of patients that have physical injuries. A few have magical diseases, and the matron told me not to cure the one with genital warts because he had to learn a lesson, but other than that, it’s clear for now.”

 

“Impressive,” I said.

 

“Not really. There will be a lot more injured idiots here soon. I think they’re treating this as an opportunity to do dumber things because they’re getting healed faster.”

 

“That sounds very much like the locals,” I agreed. “I’m somewhat impressed by your growth so far. You took to Evocation quite well so far.”

 

“Thank you!” 

 

“I think it’s time to challenge you a little more.”

 

The limpet looked up to me, curious and just a little apprehensive. “How’s that, Master?”

 

“You will be learning a new spell soon. I think... Inflict Wounds. It’s a first-tier necromantic spell. Similar, but opposite to, Cure Wounds. It should give you a bit of versatility when using offensive magic.”

 

The limpet nodded. She seemed excited by the prospect. 

 

“You will also be given a quest.”

 

“A quest?”

 

“Indeed. There is something that I want, and I want you to retrieve it. I will be somewhat preoccupied. Not to say that I won’t be equipping you properly. But that will be for later. Today, we’re heading out to meet some undead.”

 

“Ah, okay?” the limpet agreed.

 

I reached into a pocket and pulled out a well-worn book, which I gave to her. “This is a book on small to mid-scale tactics, with some margin notes I took some time ago. You should study it.”

 

“What am I meant to learn from it?” she asked. “Other than, you know, small to mid-scale tactics.”

 

“Focus on the parts where a smaller, weaker force can defeat a larger one by out-maneuvering it. That will come in handy for you.”

 

“Okay,” she said. “Can I get more hints about that quest?”

 

“That book is a great hint already,” I said. “You will need a few necromantic spells in the third tier to be able to accomplish the quest. Those are still beyond your capabilities. I’ll give you a week or so to catch up.”

 

“That doesn’t feel like long enough.”

 

“It truly isn’t,” I agreed. “You will be given the tools to succeed, no worries. Whether or not you manage will be entirely up to you.” I patted her head to alleviate some of her worries. “Now come on, we’re going to be heading out. You can’t expect Alex to pack away all of your things for you.”

 

The limpet nodded, and I watched her run off. Then she seemed to remember something and ran back into the infirmary. 

 

I hummed a content little tune and started toward our rooms in the guest quarters. I found Alex and the mantis there. They seemed to be working on some clothes. At least the mantis was trying.

 

“Ah, hello, Daddy,” Alex said.

 

“Hello,” I replied. “We will be leaving in a few hours. Could you prepare the carriage and whatever things you don’t wish to leave behind?”

 

Alex jumped to his feet. “Of course. Rem, do you want to come help, or do you want to continue practicing?”

 

The mantis threw... whatever it was she was making to the ground and stomped out of the room. “I’m going to go get the stupid horses!”

 

Alex smiled as he watched her go. “So diligent.”

 

“Yes, I’m sure,” I said. “How’s her training coming along?”

 

“A few more decades, and she’ll be an adequate butler,” Alex said. He hummed for a moment before asking a question. “Daddy, could you teach Rem how to cast a spell?”

 

“A spell?” I asked. That request was unexpected.

 

“Yes. She doesn’t have hands, and her scythes are very bad at doing things other than cutting and stabbing things. While those are useful, there are other things that a butler needs to be able to do that don’t involve either.”

 

“I see,” I said. “So, a spell like Mage Hand, perhaps?”

 

Alex nodded. “That would be wonderful, yes.”

 

“I have some guides on the subject. Perhaps you could use them to help her learn how to read? Giving magic to someone illiterate feels like a rather poor idea.”

 

Alex smiled, seeming quite pleased. “I’m sure that will encourage her to learn even faster. By the way, Bone Father, where are we going? I need to make sure we have the right things packed for the trip.”

 

“Ah, yes. We will be visiting some local undead. Afterward, I will be giving the limpet a quest to raise an army of the undead to essentially take over parts of the Flaming Steppes.”

 

“Oh,” Alex said. “We’ll need to buy some cloth then. Maybe I can make the limpet a poncho? That would keep her warm while she pillages and burns. We will also need a shovel to unbury the dead.”

 

“Ah, yes, I hadn’t considered that. Perhaps you can buy one off the Lava Fist sect? Or find one in town before we head out.”

 

“I’ll do what I can.”

 

I gave my maid a firm pat on the shoulder, then went and found myself a place to sit down and enjoy a good book while I waited. I’d long ago learned how to be patient as things unfolded. So many experiments took years to come to fruition that it was quite foolish to not make the most of the downtime between results.

 

Seeing as I had no labs and no ongoing projects that needed my immediate attention, I decided to read some more about the local politics and the formation of the local sects. 

 

The Lava Fist were quite young as far as sects went. Most were nearing or past the century mark, and some of the older ones were nearly millennia old, with generations of traditions keeping them afloat. 

 

The Flaming Steppes were perhaps unique in the local Empire. The region had been a dangerous place for a long time, and its colonization was still an ongoing effort. 

 

There was little of value here to be sent to the rest of the Empire. And yet, the region spawned dangerous beasts and the occasional tide of undead. Not settling it wasn’t an option, not if the rest of the Empire wanted to avoid having to combat tides of undead and rampaging beats. 

 

So the sects here, with one exception, were all quite young. 

 

The Ashen Forest sect was actually quite old but seemed to have kept their numbers relatively low for some time. Perhaps their particular training was dangerous, or they could only teach so many new disciples at a time? 

 

I was somewhat, but not terribly, curious.

 

The Hungering Inferno and Flame’s Heart sects were younger and far more prosperous.

 

Now, the question remained: if one of these held my font, which one was it, and what would be the best way to face them?

 

I could think of a few ways to approach the situation, but I had the advantage of years of experience behind me. The limpet did not.

 

Perhaps she would go for a flood technique? Or try to use more infectious sorts of undead. Perhaps she would try for a defeat in detail, using subterfuge and assassinations to take out bigger foes?

 

There were also the creatures like the mantis to watch out for. If Rem was any indication, then there might well be creatures stronger than the local cultivators, at least on average. 

 

I continued skimming through his book, taking it in but not digesting it entirely. Instead, I wondered, allowing my mind to wander a little.

 

The limpet was a warlock, and I was her patron. 

 

What did that mean about her capabilities? 

 

She seemed too soft to have taken on anything of his and too immature besides. 

 

But perhaps she would surprise me when pressed? 

 

I was certainly looking forward to it.

 

***


 

Chapter Twelve - Underwater Undead

 

 

After a morning of brisk riding across the rather barren lands to the east of the Lava Fist sect’s headquarters, we eventually reached the ocean. The land dipped down, and though it was rough in places, the path had been trodden upon enough that there was something of a road leading all the way down to the beaches and to the edge of the waters. 

 

“Interesting,” I said as I stepped out of our carriage and moved over to the very edge of the waters. The tide was lapping in and out, foamy water splashing just short of my feet before receding back. As far as I could see, there was nothing but blue-green water. 

 

Magical sight didn’t reveal much more. There were little traces of motion in the distant depths, no doubt some magical fish or ocean-dwelling beasts. 

 

There were more, though, hints of necromantic magic, not over the water but beneath it. I walked some ways down the beach, then knelt down over a stony outcropping and pressed my hand against the stone. It was faint, washed away by the shore and time, but something had passed here that was long dead. 

 

“Did you find anything, Master?” the limpet asked.

 

I glanced over my shoulder and found the limpet following after me. She was barefoot, shoes poking out of her book bag. “I think so,” I said as I gestured to the ocean. “Something undead came from there. Not over the waters, though.”

 

“Not over the water?” she repeated as she glanced that way. “There’s an island way over there. It’s on all the maps. I think that’s where some of the undead are.”

 

“Is there a fortress, perhaps, or some sort of undead settlement?”

 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I remember something about a lot of cultivators going to the island and searching for them but not finding anything. Some of the boys at the Lava Fist sect mentioned it.”

 

I stood. “There might be a good explanation for that. The undead don’t need to breathe.”

 

“Huh?” she asked.

 

“Let’s return to the carriage, shall we?” I walked past her on my way back to the carriage. Rem was pacing around the side of the carriage. Occasionally, she jumped up and down on the sand and kicked at it with her bare feet. Alex, meanwhile, was caring for the horses. 

 

“Have you found them, Daddy?” the maid asked as I approached.

 

“I believe I have,” I said. I pressed a hand to the carriage and let loose a few basic enchantments. Hardening, mostly. The terrain we would be crossing would be difficult. “I’m afraid I will have to kill the horses.”

 

“Oh,” Alex said. “That’s alright. Do you want me to do it?”

 

“Certainly,” I said. “Limpet, Rem, could you come over here, please? Oh, and bring the dog, I suppose.” 

 

The mantis and the girl looked at each other, but they complied soon enough. The limpet winced when Alex stabbed a hand into the side of one of the horses and no doubt crushed its heart. “Ah, what’s going on?”

 

“The living can’t breathe underwater, so we’re killing the horses,” I explained.

 

“Um, are you going to kill me too, Master?” she asked.

 

“I certainly could, but the process of resurrecting you later would make you lose some of your progress.” I pat her on the head. “Don’t worry. I’ll merely give you three the ability to breathe underwater. It’s a simple spell. Third tier Transmutation.”

 

Rem hissed. “I hate being wet,” she said.

 

“How unfortunate. Please stand still.” I made an abbreviated somatic gesture in their general direction while the second horse neighed behind me. 

 

“Water Breathing.”

 

Rem and the limpet blinked as the magic settled onto them. “I didn’t feel anything,” the limpet said. 

 

“That’s because the spell was cast properly,” I said. “Poorly cast, and you’d either be unable to breathe entirely, or you’d only be able to breathe underwater. Regardless, for the next day or so, you should be unable to drown. I would advise emptying your lungs before the spell wears off, though.”

 

“Uh, how do I do that?” the limpet asked.

 

“I don’t have lungs, ask someone else,” I said before I left to join Alex. Our carriage had four horses at the front. Now, they were four slumped-over corpses that were slowly bleeding out onto the ground. “Ah, I see you’re done.”

 

“Yes,” Alex said. He was busy wiping his hands clean on a handkerchief. “Will you be turning them?”

 

“I will, yes,” I said. “Limpet, you might want to observe this. I don’t know what you might glean from it, but it could be valuable.”

 

“Oh! Can you wait just a moment? I want my notebook, and I need to cast Detect Magic on myself.”

 

I nodded and gave her the time she needed to prepare herself. It was slowing us down a little, but I figured it was for the sake of better understanding and learning things, which was always a fine excuse for a delay. 

 

Once the limpet was ready, I cast Raise Undead upon the horses, one at a time, and by going through each step with no shortcuts. I skipped the incantation, seeing as how she wasn’t quite ready to try herself, but I did let her observe how the magic settled into the corpses. 

 

Soon, the animals were standing once more, glassy-eyed and a little less lively (Oh hohoho!) but ready to pull us into the deep.

 

“Couldn’t you have just made them able to breathe water, too?” the limpet asked.

 

“I could have, but while you can lead a horse to water, you can’t convince it to drown itself.”

 

 The limpet blinked at that one. I jumped back into the carriage, quite proud of myself, then waited for the others, save for Alex, to join me.

 

There were other ways to dive to the bottom of an ocean with a carriage. I could have split the ocean up in half, but that would have led to the wheels getting stuck in the mud in the middle, and it was always rather poor form to destroy environments like that. It was fine to do it once to see what would happen, but it was a scientist’s duty to keep the area where they experiment more or less stable. Large-scale ecological disasters tended to go counter to that. 

 

I could have turned the carriage into some sort of contraption to move through the water or merely teleported us all down, but those methods either took too much time or lacked appropriate flair. 

 

After all, there was a proper way to go meet some undead in their own home, and just teleporting right in was not it. 

 

The carriage rattled forward, the wheels soon splashing through the water before they were entirely enveloped. I tucked my book into my pocket to keep it dry and saw the limpet hurry up to do the same a moment later.

 

Water started to pour in from the corners because, of course, the carriage wasn’t air-tight, and I idly noticed my pants starting to stick to my bony legs. 

 

“Are you sure that water-breathing spell works?” the limpet asked. She was hugging her gown and staring at the rising water. If she was trying to hide her concern, she wasn’t doing a good job of it.

 

“Stupid,” the mantis said. She stabbed the water. It didn’t have any noticeable effect. 

 

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” I said as the water reached my waist, then just continued to rise. I shook my head a little as the water rose above me. Having a pocket of air stuck in one’s skull was a singularly unpleasant experience. 

 

The limpet took a deep breath and held it as water rushed over her face. The mantis, far less reasonably, climbed to the top corner of the carriage and tried to hide in the last remaining pocket of air while wasting her breath with an entire panoply of swears. They lacked some creativity and mostly amounted to testaments about my own stupidity, the stupidity of everyone around her, and most confusing of all, the stupidity of oxygen.

 

Everything settled in sometime later when the mantis ran out of air in her corner and nearly fainted. 

 

Water breathing did not mean one was able to breathe in carbon monoxide. 

 

When Rem snapped out of her dazed state underwater and was still able to live, she found that she could still complain, this time about how the water made moving difficult. 

 

I leaned back and enjoyed the view out of the carriage windows. The ocean floor was always such an alien place. The first half kilonecrometer or so was all sandy ground with the occasional rocky outcropping, but that soon gave way to a colorful coral-filled landscape where darting fish swam from cover to cover and where great billowing clouds of smaller fish moving in coordinated masses. 

 

I noticed some interesting critters on the ground, scuttling about and some larger fish that seemed more predatory, moving with the slow, sure gait of something on the top end of the food chain. 

 

There was more life per square necrometer here than on the surface. More chaos, too. 

 

“Whoa,” the limpet said. It came out rather distorted on account of the water in her lungs, but I found her understandable anyway. 

 

Her wide-eyed fascination was nothing compared to the mantis’. The bug-like creature kept twitching as she saw more and more edible things moving about. 

 

The path down was made somewhat easier to follow when Alex found a sort of road cut into the landscape. Creatures, many hundreds of them if I had to guess, had moved across the same part of the landscape, turning the ocean floor into a road more than wide enough for the carriage to bump, though. 

 

The ride was somewhat smooth, possibly owing to our change in buoyancy. I would have to investigate lightening enchantments and their applications to make a carriage ride more comfortable in the future. 

 

We soon caught sight of our destination.

 

The undead of this region had, at a guess, been here for some time. Their settlement, or perhaps fortress, was a testament to such. 

 

Huge pillars of bone, made from the ribs of many hundreds of large creatures, formed a circular wall, with stacked stones cemented together at their base, holding it all in place. Towers rose up at intervals, with the partial skeletons of man and beast fused to them. A technique I had used myself to create stationary guards.

 

Within the compound were a few buildings. Stone worked together to create small castles with roofs like jagged teeth where coral and seaweed grew. I supposed that from above, the entire compound would actually be somewhat difficult to make out, especially in the darker depths of the ocean, where the bright light of day turned into a deep blue shadow. 

 

One building in the center stood out from the others. It was the corpse of a giant turtle, easily as big as some of the buildings around it. Stonework around it held it up, and windows and doors had been placed over its many perforations. 

 

There were a few gates around the compound, and Alex aimed for the nearest of those. 

 

I hsad no doubt that whoever had built this place was a necromancer of some sort. Therefore, it was only natural that I prepared myself accordingly. 

 

“Limpet, hold onto this, please,” I said as I found a mirror in my pockets and gave it to her.

 

She did as I asked, keeping it even as I replaced my brown bow tie with one that had a little skull pattern on it. Part of the official necromancer uniform, of course. I was quite happy that the union had eventually modernized away from those drafty black robes, but that was way back in my youth. I hoped that I was still at least somewhat fashionable.

 

I patted it into place once it was properly tied. There was no longer any doubt that I, too, was a necromancer. 

 

“Well then. Shall we go visit some of these old bones? I have a feeling that it will be quite educational.”

 

***

 


 

Chapter Thirteen - Colorful Creatures

 

 

It was...

 

It was...

 

Seventeen moved to the side and looked up. The ocean was lapis blue. That was good. The sky past was bright and yellow with sunlight, and in that brightness, Seventeen could make out the faintest hints of lilac and teal. It was daytime above, and from the colors... It had to be the fifth month. 

 

It wasn’t time to move out. No, he and his army could rest some more. Become stronger in their underwater tombs and wait until the call returned, and it was once more the time for war. 

 

Every year, his troops would march out into the day, and when they returned, he would listen to the tales of the place where the ocean wasn’t. Seventeen yearned for the day to see the darkened sky with its many stars, but he had a mission given to him long ago. 

 

He was a necromancer. 

 

A proper necromancer. He had paid his union dues ... Some time ago, and he wore his somewhat ratty official bow tie with pride around his skeletal neck.

 

Seventeen tucked himself against the opening to his laboratory and enjoyed the swirl of the moving waters against his torn and ragged clothes. They yanked him to and fro like seaweed caught in the currents.

 

But, as with all things, the moment passed, and soon he would need to return to his work. 

 

His scouts had found more bodies. Bones and ligaments and pieces of things that had once lived, and now he had to turn these into more soldiers for the army, more bodies for the war. 

 

On his table, held up by legs bent just so to give it the right height, were the remains of some of the larger, more predatory fish and the lower half of a man’s body. He wished he had more arms. That way, this fresh creation could have held onto some weaponry. But perhaps it would make do as another guard or a scout to fetch more material from the wastes. 

 

He was about to start working when a clatter and bang sounded out across his fortress of bones. 

 

Seventeen paused and listened. The beats of femurs on shoulder blades and drums made of stretched skin were unfamiliar. That wasn’t the call to warn of a shift in the tides nor the announcement that a school of scavenger sharks had come to pick clean the marrow of his soldiers...

 

Seventeen, were he able to, would have gasped.

 

A necromancer was approaching.

 

He rushed around his laboratory, setting things straight here and replacing things there. But no! A guest might never see the laboratory. They would definitely see him.

 

He had never had any guests before. How he wished that one of the fabled Death Butlers of yore were here to keep his fortress clean! 

 

It wasn’t the time for wishful thinking! 

 

Seventeen burst into his room and found it a mess. Barnacles had grown on the walls, and his bed had rotten away in the currents. Not that he had ever used it. In the corner was a chest, old and well-worn, a treasure found in the wreck of an ancient vessel. He opened it and shifted through the golden coins and precious trinkets within.

 

“Ahhh!” He sighed as he found his uniform.

 

During the day-to-day, it was entirely acceptable for a necromancer to wear only the minimum pieces of their uniform. After all, it could interfere with safety protocols and experiments, and necromancers were sometimes reviled and mocked when wearing their full garb; it was, therefore, logical that they only wear the full regalia when in need of it.

 

First came the pants. These were checkered in brown and green and stopped near the middle of his shins. A mark that he was a specialist in grafting and creating new undead. Then, the shirt, the pale gray of old bones. A sign that he was, himself, an undead. 

 

Next, the suspenders that looped over his shoulders and kept his pants on over his bony hips. They were the pitch-black of the void, with cute little crossbones stitched into them. Those didn’t denote any ranks; he just liked the bone pattern.

 

He slipped on his shiny oxfords, still sleek and fresh after all those millennia, and ran out of his room while straightening his tie. 

 

He was excited in a way he hadn’t been in... nearly centuries. 

 

The last time he’d had any contact with the world beyond his fortress was with the fighters of the local sect, the one that has sprouted up recently. They liked to chat with his vanguard whenever he sent them out. They treated the spearhead of his army like players in some strange game.

 

Seventeen couldn’t find it in himself to kill those humans. They were entertaining, and they would die eventually, then he’d get to play with their bodies. 

 

He had learned patience.

 

He exited the corpse of a massive turtle that he had made his home some millennia ago and moved to the open space at the center of his base. This was the parade ground, where, on occasion, his little army would form up in neat rows and lines and march about to practice. 

 

The undead required no exercise, but practice never hurt anyone. 

 

At the far end, the main gates of the fortress were opening up slowly and steadily with the clunking of bone gears and ligament chains.

 

Seventeen shifted from side to side, then noticed how empty everything was. What kind of greeting was this?

 

“To arms!” he called. “Parade! Form ranks along the sides!” 

 

His sergeants heard the calls, and soon skeletons and zombies, abominations of flesh and bones and interesting creatures he had fused together in his laboratory, came pouring out of the barracks and halls all around his fortress. 

 

He was nervous, of course. The gate was moving still, and perhaps his guests would see the mad scramble for what it was. 

 

Oh, how he wished they had sent a message ahead of time! 

 

Soon, his army had formed up along the sides of the parade grounds. Skeletons in mismatched equipment stood in neat rows. Wisps and Shades and other ephemeral undead swirled through the currents above in neat formations. 

 

To the sides, his bigger creations stood tall and proud, making themselves look large while grunts fastened armor and gear to their flanks. 

 

His squadron of man-sized spider abominations skittered about until they had placed themselves in their own untidy formation.

 

In the coming weeks, Seventeen decided they would be placing a much larger emphasis on parade ground practice. The current showing wasn’t terrible, but it was far from perfect. If only he’d known he would be receiving guests.

 

He was also annoyed that the gate was so slow to open, but at the same time, it was giving him time to prepare.

 

The doorway locked into place, and from the outside of his fortress came a carriage. 

 

It was a simple carriage, not ornate nor fanciful, but in his vision, it glowed purple and blue, enchantments buried into the wood and steel and turning the carriage into a piece of moving art. Simple, yet perfectly executed.

 

The horses at the fore were zombies, still fresh and hale, the sort of flesh that he never got to work with, and atop the carriage, in the driver’s seat.

 

Seventeen straightened as his eyes rested on the swirling magic of a creature he was not expecting to see. The grays of necromantic magic mixed with the lively greens of something tied to nature itself and the pitch-black of a Death Butler. 

 

The soul within was grafted together from two recipients. He wasn’t aware that such was even possible! 

 

He wanted that creature on his laboratory table right away! 

 

Seventeen stood a little taller as the carriage rolled around the parade ground and came to a stop a few necrometers away, its doors facing him.

 

They opened, and the first thing to exit was... a dog.

 

Seventeen looked at the creature, with its fur waving in the waters and its tongue lapping at the air. It was alive, he could tell, but still breathing. The faint hints of magic clinging to it solved one question but not the other.

 

Why was there a dog here?

 

Next came a young woman. She had the same faint glimmer of yellowish transmutation magic linked to her, and her bag glowed with tightly woven enchantments. She... had the faintest of gray glows to her. Was she the necromancer? 

 

Her outfit was all wrong, though. No bow tie—though he knew that some female necromancers disliked the bow tie and suspenders uniform for a reason he could never comprehend—and her skirt didn’t have any pattern that he could discern. 

 

Another living creature scrambled out of the carriage, and Seventeen’s caution rose. A demi-god, with a soul of gold and green, whose ties to this realm were as solid as any, but whose whole being was blessed through its own birth. 

 

She looked like a mantis, though made larger. He had heard of her ilk from his scouts. They were dangerous. 

 

All that was forgotten as another stepped out of the carriage.

 

He was magic made manifest. 

 

Seventeen trembled as the being looked about. Divination magic washed out around him in a burst of pink, and the ocean suddenly seemed brighter thanks to his mere presence. 

 

He wore the jacket of an arch-magus and the bow tie of a member of the necromancer’s union, but the little skulls were wrought of fine silver thread, and the cloth was the pitch-black of death itself. 

 

“My lord,” Seventeen said as he bowed at the waist. 

 

There was no way he wouldn’t recognize the man before him, not even after so long, not even after millennia beneath churning waters and far from anyone else. 

 

“Ah, so that explains it,” the Father of Bones said. 

 

Seventeen wished he could crumple onto the ground as a stack of bones.

 

The Harold had seen his fortress in such a sorry state and had seen how little Seventeen had advanced. Decades of laziness came to haunt him all at once. What discoveries had he made? Did he have any notes to present to his Father of Bones? Any new treaties and scientific discoveries? 

 

A thesis, at least? Even a little one?

 

No! Seventeen caught himself. He was a proud necromancer, at the very least. He had done his duty and grew a strong army that awaited for this very moment. 

 

A flick of magic, one he didn’t doubt the Bone Father saw, dipped into the fortress itself and made the entire facility awaken. It was one creature made of a million bones and corpses, and within its deep bowels were two thousand years worth of shipwrecked men and the bodies of creatures lost to the waves. 

 

Seventeen’s troops awoke, ready to serve at long last.

 

“Lieutenant of the Seventeenth Garrison Battalion at your service, my lord,” Seventeen said. That wasn’t truly his name. He was merely a lieutenant, made to serve, but he needed a way to sign his documents, and it seemed to be popular among lieutenants just like him once. 

 

“How very interesting,” Harold said. He looked across the few troops on the parade ground, and Seventeen could just make out the faint gray tendrils of magic brushing over his creations and evaluating them. “Have you been collecting resources this entire time?”

 

“Yes, my lord!” Seventeen said. 

 

“Impressive.”

 

Seventeen felt as if his soul could sing, but he reigned in his excitement and stood back up. He held onto his suspenders in the proper posture for a subordinate member of the necromancer’s union. “Thank you, my lord,” he said.

 

“Well, this certainly gives me all sorts of ideas.”

 

***

 


 

Chapter Fourteen - Boney Battalion

 

 

I gave the gathered undead a friendly, skeletal grin. It had been some time since I’d seen so many of the walking dead in one place and of such variety, too. Skeletal warriors, zombies of all sorts, and most interesting of all, grafted abominations. 

 

There was definitely some nice variation among the hundred or so undead around us, and I could sense far more below the flattened earth we stood upon. 

 

A glance revealed that many of the fish skulking about were little more than bones as well, and many of the buildings had the bleached whiteness of skeletal constructions. This entire fortress was a large, unliving creature. 

 

“Impressive work, Lieutenant,” I said. 

 

“Master, do you know this, um, skeleton?” the limpet asked. She was eyeing the many undead around us with something nearing nervousness. Perhaps she imagined they were all on a level similar to Alex or myself, which wouldn’t be a terribly unintelligent conclusion to reach. Entirely wrong, but not unwise. 

 

“I know of him, yes,” I said. I turned to the lieutenant and, before explaining, asked a rather simple question. “Do you have a name?”

 

The skeleton stood taller. “I have been addressed as Seventeen, my lord. That is the recorded name I used in my union papers.”

 

I nodded. That would make things simpler for the limpet. “I see, then I hope you don’t mind me addressing you as Seventeen.”

 

“Of course not, my lord. It would be an honor.”

 

“Now, how can I explain this,” I began. “See, some time ago, I found myself in need of an army. This is merely a few hundred years after I discovered plane-shifting and before I’d killed more than a few gods. As it turns out, some of the very interesting worlds I wished to study were somewhat hostile. I didn’t wish to clear them out on my own, so I decided to raise an army of the undead to do so for me.”

 

The limpet blinked. 

 

“Now, the issue, one that I suspect you’ll learn eventually, is that when raising the undead, you need to actually do a fair amount of work. As you gain experience and skill, this is made easier, but still, it’s not as simple as waving a hand and conjuring an army, especially when that army will be operating far from home.”

 

“Okay,” the limpet said. I wasn’t entirely sure she was keeping up, but understanding most of what I said was good enough for now.

 

“That is why I created something of a shortcut. Most traditional armies have officers at their heads, and I decided to copy this chain of command. Some sorts of undead are smarter than others and more suited to leading forces. Others can use magic of one sort or another, making them quite versatile. Seventeen here is an example of a lieutenant, one of the lower officer ranks.”

 

The limpet nodded slowly, then looked over to Seventeen. “So, mist—Lieutenant Seventeen was made by you a long time ago?”

 

Seventeen shook his head. “I’m afraid I never had that honor. The Father of Bones, hollowed be his marrow, created the major who made the captain who gave me unlife.”

 

“Self-propagating military forces are wonderful at avoiding some logistic issues,” I said.

 

“Wow,” the limpet said. “That’s really neat. Could I do something like that?”

 

I tapped my chin. “Perhaps one day, but not anytime soon. First, let’s see if you can improve to the point that you can raise one undead. We will have to see from there.”

 

“I look forward to it, Master!” the limpet said. She looked a little less nervous now that she was aware of the chain of command. 

 

Lieutenant Seventeen saluted. “Sir, if you wish, I can have guest rooms prepared for you and your companions. Or, I can marshal our forces right away. We can be ready to raid any city within the hour.”

 

I nodded. “I believe we will be staying here, at least for the night. Alex, that is, my maid here, can prepare things, if you don’t mind. Merely show him the guest quarters.”

 

“Of course,” the lieutenant said. He snapped a finger with a bony crack that let out a faint pulse of magic that traveled through the waves. A pair of skeletons slid out of the ranks to the side. They moved with a strange floatiness, and I suspected that they were more used to marching under the waters than above them.

 

Alex packed up a few things from the carriage, gave some to Rem, and then followed after the skeletons. “Um, should I stay?” the limpet asked.

 

“Follow with them if you wish. I have some things to discuss with Lieutenant Seventeen here.”

 

The limpet nodded, and soon, she and her dog were following after the others.

 

“What do you wish to discuss, my lord?” Seventeen asked.

 

I clasped my hands together at the small of my back. “A few things. Am I right to imagine that the forces arrayed here are but a portion of the army garrisoned at this fortress?”

 

“My lord is quite astute,” he said.

 

“No need for such compliments; it was little more than an observation. Would it be bounderish of me to ask if I might inspect them?”

 

Seventeen saluted, his suspenders snapping as he let them loose. “Oh, of course not, my lord. They are at your disposal. Please, follow me.”

 

I followed after the skeletal necromancer as he led me to the great turtle in the middle of the fortress. “I came here on account of some curiosity; I didn’t expect to find such a force awaiting me,” I said. “Though, it might be for the best. I was looking to raise a small number of undead very soon.”

 

“We are entirely at your disposal, my lord,” Seventeen said.

 

“Ah, but it isn’t I who needs the army,” I said. “It’s my limpet.”

 

“Your limpet, sir?” Seventeen asked.

 

“The young human female following me around.” I tried to recall her name. “Fen Fang.”

 

“Is she a necromancer? I didn’t recognize any part of her outfit as being part of the official uniform, though perhaps she wears something more casual while traveling,” Seventeen asked. 

 

He was obviously trying to be inconspicuous about his questions, but I could nonetheless feel some of the hesitation and worry he was hiding. I imagined raising an army for so long only to let someone as inexperienced, young, and occasionally dumb as the limpet was worth some worrying.

 

“She is on the path to becoming one. I haven’t yet found her good enough to join the ranks of the union. The limpet is something of an experiment and a tool. I wish to clear out some of the undesirables in the local Empire and rectify some wrongs. That, and her class has me curious. I’ve never seen it, and I wish to see it grow.”

 

Seventeen opened a door in the side of the great turtle skeleton and allowed me in. The interior was lit by glowing undead fish with will-o’-wisps captured within their skeletal ribs. The lighting was a little faint, but it did follow us as we moved in deeper. 

 

“May I inquire as to her class?” he asked.

 

“She’s a warlock,” I said.

 

“Surely the great Father of Bones has seen warlocks before.”

 

“Of course. But she’s a warlock with me as her patron.”

 

The lieutenant almost tripped. “Incredible!” 

 

“Do you think so?” I asked.

 

“Indeed, my lord. The potential alone! Please forgive me for ever holding so much as a shred of doubt.”

 

We reached the end of a corridor where a platform stood atop a hole. All along the walls to the sides of the platform were pegs jutting out at even intervals, and bony arms stuck out from beneath the platform where they held onto these.

 

Seventeen pulled a small cord, and a bell rang below. The arms started to grab the pegs below them while others let go of those above. In that way, the platform lowered itself down with only the slightest of jerks in our motion. 

 

“Interesting bit of engineering,” I said.

 

“I had a surplus of arms,” Seventeen explained.

 

The lieutenant had been creative during his time under the ocean, at least. 

 

The lift lowered and lowered, and if it wasn’t for darkvision, I would have been blind to what we were descending into.

 

As I suspected, the fortress was an unliving entity. From below, the extent of its size was revealed. Structures of bone rose around us, and massive ligaments that had to be fused together from some great undersea monsters linked together distant bones. Our lift moved along a spine with vertebrae that were nearly a necrometer tall. 

 

“What sort of creature does the fortress resemble when deployed?” I asked.

 

“Merely a very large abomination, similar to a turtle with the underside of a jellyfish. It hasn’t moved in some centuries, though. I’m certain that I can have it ready to deploy within a day or two.”

 

“Hmm. Quite tempting,” I said. 

 

The lift reached the ground below, and I stepped out and onto rocky soil. The great cavern below the fortress was filled with caves from which I could make out hundreds of undead stacked like corded wood. Not the intelligent sort of undead, of course. Merely weaker skeletons and zombies, with the occasional will-o’-wisp-filled fish illuminating things. 

 

Some shades were wavering through the stagnant waters to one side, and I noticed a row of caves within which larger undead resided.

 

“I have spent some time creating this army,” Seventeen said. “As of the latest tally, the battalion has two companies of skeletal warriors with mixed squad compositions. That is, one thousand units in each company. One company of zombies, though their numbers have been thinned a little by rot. One heavy-assault company of larger abominations and their supporting troops and one aerial-assault company composed of shades and will-o’-wisps.”

 

“So, five companies,” I said. That was approximately five thousand undead. A decent number for a beginner’s army. 

 

“Indeed. I have squadron-sized units of mummies, nightshades, and a few squadrons of more aquatic-based undead forms, though those are generally unsuited to land combat.”

 

I was quite impressed. “Very well done,” I said. “I’ll have to find and inform the union about your excellent work. You seem to have spent a great deal of time experimenting on undead forms as well?”

 

“Merely shaping them to better suit the environment, my lord,” Seventeen said. The necromancer’s bones were practically rattling with all the praise. 

 

“Perhaps a commendation is in order, that is, if you can provide detailed notes about your process.”

 

“Certainly, my lord!” 

 

I pat him on the shoulder. “Now, if we’re going to train the limpet, it wouldn’t do to give her an entire army. Perhaps a day or two spent learning about small-unit tactics, then larger deployment strategies wouldn’t be amiss.”

 

“I would be honored to assist, my lord,” Seventeen said.

 

“Do you have any officer units?” I asked.

 

“Nothing higher than a sergeant-class undead.”

 

So, nothing smarter than a less-than-brilliant human. Creating entire armies that weren’t entirely sentient was a fine way to do things, but I had always found that cleverness often trumped sheer, overwhelming force. 

 

Oh well, the limpet could figure that out on her own. I wouldn’t just hand her the reins to an entire army, of course, not until she deserved it or worked some of it out on her own. 

 

I was sure there were some small, less challenging foes she could cut her teeth on. Maybe a village or two? 

 

We’d have to see. I was certain that no matter the end result, things would be very interesting. 

 

***

 


 

Chapter Fifteen - Family Friendly 

 

 

Fenfang was growing used to her master’s way of doing things, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t open to learning in different ways. 

 

Once, she had been desperate to grow stronger, to become a woman that could defeat her one foe. Back then, she would have given anything for instruction and teaching. That’s why she had visited nearly every single sect in the Empire.

 

The fact that she was all thumbs, had two left feet and asked a lot of questions had led to her being kicked out of most of those sects. Her records were twenty minutes and three days. That was the shortest and longest time spent in any sect, respectively. 

 

Her master was awesome, though, really strong and smart, and he could do all sorts of things. Best of all, he was teaching her how to do those things, too. 

 

It was slow going so far. Even with her staying up late every night, reading until her eyes went blurry, even when she cast and recast spells until her tongue turned to mush and her hands kept going through the same semantic gestures without her thinking about it, it still felt as if she was just crawling along. 

 

She didn’t know how long it would take for her to grow even a tenth as strong as her master, but he was offering the possibility of becoming that strong. 

 

That wasn’t something she was going to get anywhere else. She knew; she’d tried. 

 

So, when her master pointed her toward Lieutenant Seventeen and told her that he would be training her on small-unit tactics, she was as ready to learn as anyone could be. 

 

She wasn’t sure what to expect from the lieutenant. He was a skeleton, like her master, but he didn’t feel quite as strong. Sure, he oozed that oily feeling she was starting to associate with necromantic magic, but it was faint when compared to her master. 

 

Not that he usually felt like anything. Her magical senses were still very weak, so most of the time, when she looked at her master, he was just a void, as if he wasn’t even there as far as magic was concerned. 

 

Some sort of sneaky ability? Or perhaps he just had really good control. That made sense. 

 

“This way, Warlock Limpet,” Seventeen said as he walked ahead of Fenfang. 

 

She had been day-dreaming a little as she followed him and was falling behind. She snapped to attention and jogged after the skeleton. 

 

 

They were outside, which meant they were still under the ocean. Everything around them was painted in deep blues and even deeper shadows. Seventeen had fetched her from the guest house, which Alex was even now still fussing over with Rem’s help—if what she was doing could be called help. 

 

He hadn’t said exactly where they were going, but she expected a training field or maybe a classroom of sorts.

 

She wasn’t expecting to be brought into a long, narrow room where hundreds of articles of clothing hung on a rack, rotting away under the shifting currents.

 

“I suspect I may need to ask the Death Butler for assistance with this,” Seventeen said. “While I’m a deft hand at sewing, what with putting abominations together for so long, I fear that cloth isn’t the same as skin.”

 

“Um,” Fenfang said as she looked over the clothes. Most looked like farmer’s gear or the kind of simple clothes she’d expect a peasant to wear. Mixed in, completely at random, were pieces of cloth and robes that had likely belonged to cultivators once. Some were quite nice, if very, very dated. 

 

“Ah! Yes, I need to explain myself. Forgive me,” Seventeen said. “I haven’t had a subordinate or even a superior that could actually converse with me intelligently in a very long time. My social skills have somewhat deteriorated.”

 

“That’s alright,” Fenfang said. “So, what are we doing?”

 

“You, fine young warlock, need training in the leading of undead forces. That would make you, by definition, a necromancer. Now, you could be an un-unionized necromancer, but those are...” Seventeen made a sound of disgust. “Freelancers. Fools who think they know better and who go around in dark robes with skull pauldrons and big staffs made of bones.”

 

Fenfang nodded. That was pretty much how she imagined a necromancer looking.

 

“I would much rather give you a head start and introduce you to the necromancer’s union as a little boner.”

 

“A what?” Fenfang asked.

 

“The great Bone Father’s army had its own ranking system,” Seventeen explained. “As any proper army should. The necromancer’s union also had a system of ranks, though it wasn’t an army, of course.”

 

“What did the union do?” Fenfang asked.

 

“What unions always do: protect the rights of its members, ensure that pay is consummate with unliving standards, and the union helps you with things like additional training. At its height, we had bi-yearly meetups where we would talk about necromancy. We even had guest panels.” Seventeen sighed. “I miss the conventions.”

 

“You don’t have them anymore?” Fenfang asked. She poked at some of the clothes. She still wasn’t used to being underwater all the time, even if she could almost pretend she wasn’t. The lack of bathrooms was... something. 

 

Seventeen shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The union can’t die, of course. It’s a necromancer’s union. But, now that the Bone Father has returned, I’m certain we can restore it to its former glory!” 

 

Fenfang nodded slowly. “So, I can join this union, right?”

 

“You would need permission from at least three other certified members, and you’d need to attend a proper gathering to go through your initiation. From what the Bone Father has said, you’re not yet ready for that in either case. But, the lowest rank, little boner, is open to new, prospective members like yourself.”

 

“Little boner,” Fenfang repeated.

 

“It’s a position for someone looking for an opening.”

 

Fenfang blinked. “And, uh, what are the requirements?”

 

“You’d need a proper set of all-black suspenders, of course, and a nice bow tie. White or beige is traditional,” Seventeen said. “Ah!” He pulled an outfit off a rack. It was a beautiful gown, white with jade inlays. He shook it, then pulled a rotting hand out of one of its sleeves. “Hmm. I will have to go over the inspections again. This ought to do as material, though. I’ll give it to the Death Butler later if he isn’t too busy and doesn’t mind rendering assistance.”

 

“I’m sure Alex wouldn’t mind,” Fenfang said. She wasn’t sure if she would mind wearing suspenders, but it was a small price to pay. “Should we do some training before that, though?”

 

“That’s not a bad idea!” Seventeen tossed the gown over an arm and led her back out of the building. “We have a training area at the back. And I ordered some troops there. Practicing ordering them will help you later. Simple things, like facing, formations, and how to order your troops into specific positions, are very much required in order to control an army.”

 

Fenfang nodded along. She was truly looking forward to it. “Brilliant! So, will joining the necromancer’s union help with that kind of thing?”

 

“It will certainly give you some legitimacy,” Seventeen said. “Even if you don’t have a rank in the Bone Father’s army, you could become a respectable necromancer.”

 

“Does that happen a lot?” she asked.

 

“On occasion. We even had step-boners. That is a rank given to necromancer-adjacent people. They would help a necromancer if they were stuck with some strange and esoteric magic, but they were never truly part of the family.”

 

“Right,” Fenfang said. “What are the, um, ranks in the union?” If she could use it to get stronger, then she would. Any path that gave her more power was a good one. 

 

“The smallest, least impressive rank is little boner. Then, you can grow to become a big boner. With time and experience, you can become a master boner. 

 

“Aren’t those a little, uh, phallic?” Fenfang asked. 

 

“What do you mean?” Seventeen asked.

 

“Well... boner? What’s that mean, exactly?”

 

“Someone who plays with bones? A necromancer.” He continued as if she hadn’t asked anything. “We’ve covered step-boners... someone who supports the union is called a sugar deady, of course.”

 

“Why?” Fenfang asked.

 

“Because it’s very sweet of them,” he said as if it was obvious. “Someone who convinces a lot of people to join is given the special rank of master baiter, of course. Perhaps if you’re joining counts, I could be one step closer to that. Regardless. After master boner is the final and highest rank, one that’s very difficult to rise up to, elder boner. You need to work hard your whole life to become one of those.”

 

Fenfang nodded. “There weren’t a lot of girls in your union, huh?”

 

“Now, what could you mean by that?”

 

“Never mind.” Her master knew. He had to know. He loved wordplay, and there was no way he wasn’t responsible in one way or another. “What’s Master’s rank?” 

 

“The Bone Father? He was merely called the Bone Father. When he joined the union, he was one of those that reshaped it. Can you believe the old uniform had every member dressed in garish robes with skulls all over?”

 

“That sounds a bit more intimidating than a bow tie and suspenders,” Fenfang said.

 

“Exactly. Our goal was never to intimidate; it was to seek great knowledge of the necromantic arts.”

 

“You’ve done a great job of presenting that with your current uniform,” Fenfang said.

 

“Why, thank you,” Seventeen replied. He snapped his suspenders. “I’m merely at the master boner rank. One day, perhaps, I will rise higher, and my reach will grow longer. Though I must say that from what I recall, the early days were rather hard on me.”

 

“How’s that?” Fenfang asked.

 

“You need to perform very well. Otherwise, you risk premature ejection from the union.”

 

They arrived at the walls of the fortress, and Seventeen knocked on a few bones, which shifted aside a moment later. 

 

Beyond the fortress, at least on this side of it, was a field clear of any stones and without any coral around it. The seaweed below was no higher than Fenfang’s ankles, and she could almost imagine it was a grassy field at night if she squinted a whole lot. 

 

On said field were some two dozen skeletons, all formed up in neat rows. 

 

“There’s a stand to the side over there,” Seventeen said, pointing off toward a raised platform made of old timber and bones. “We’ll have a better view from above.”

 

She didn’t argue and followed after the skeleton as he climbed up the ramp next to the viewing platform. With the added vantage, she could see across the entire field, not that there was much to behold. A few glowing undead fish swam in circles, marking the edges, and beyond that, the ocean, which looked very ocean-y.

 

She wasn’t well-versed in that sort of thing.

 

“Ah, to think that I would one day be training the Bone Father’s own limpet.” Seventeen sounded quite pleased with himself.

 

Fenfang looked up to him. “Is that really something to be proud of?”

 

“I’m certain plenty of necromancers would dream of being in our position.”

 

“You mean under the ocean with a lot of undead?”

 

“It is perhaps a bit of a wet dream, yes, but a valid one nonetheless. Now! Enough chit-chatting; I think it’s time to train you on how to handle some old bones.”

 

***


 

Chapter Sixteen - Creeping Calamity

 

 

“That sounds like a great opportunity to teach the limpet,” I said.

 

Seventeen bowed.

 

We were in a laboratory within the corpse of the large turtle at the center of the fortress. It was a wide room with a low-slung ceiling and plenty of worktables spread across the room. It wasn’t the grandest lab I’d ever visited. There were no decorations or signs of ostentatious wealth. Rather, it was designed entirely for comfort and function.

 

The tables were at the right height for Seventeen to work at them, and familiar, well-maintained tools were all at hand. 

 

It was a plain and respectable lab. I approved. 

 

I had, up until some minutes ago, avoided making any changes. I didn’t want to reduce Seventeen’s effectiveness and ruin in-grained habits by pushing my weight around. But, with the last bit of news he brought me, that changed.

 

I had borrowed a few bones and reshaped them into a scrying bowl. A nice, necrometer-wide hemisphere that I filled with some blood. It was rather tricky to do the latter, what with the entire room being submerged, but with a bit of careful spellwork, nearly anything was possible. 

 

“It seems as if they aren’t one unified group,” I mused.

 

In the bowl was an image of a shore, lapping waves beating against sand. Deeper in were trees and some open spots where the barren lands of the Flaming Steppes grew out of the vision’s range. 

 

Seventeen had approached me to announce that his scouts had noticed a small group of people on shore. Not fishermen or travelers but combatants. 

 

Now, with the scrying bowl glowing and projecting its ethereal image, we could make out those very same people as though from above. A simple spell linked to the vision of a will-o’-wisp I’d sent out ahead. 

 

I gestured, and the image sharpened over one encampment. It was getting darker out above the waves, the sun well on its way to setting. It was only natural that the soldiers would be preparing for the night.

 

“Four... no, five camps,” I said. There were, indeed, five camps, though two of them were quite close together. Each one had a few tents and perhaps two to three dozen men in them, most wearing uniform armor and carrying similar sorts of weapons. 

“If you wish, Bone Father, I could send some of my army above to rout them? Or perhaps we can ignore their presence. It is doubtful that they know where we are, not that they would be able to reach us even if they do know.”

 

I nodded slowly. He was likely correct. That didn’t answer the fundamental question of why there was a small force gathering so close, nor why they had formed up in such a strange way.

 

Curious. Very curious. 

 

I gestured again and had the will-o’-wisp dip down closer to the camp nearest to the shore. The men there seemed jovial enough. A fire was set in the midst of them, with some bushes tossed into it for warmth and a few bits of driftwood smoking away next to the center of the flames. 

 

Someone was starting to cook, and others were resting their feet while sitting on stoney outcrops. They looked like men that had been walking for some time. None seemed that strong. About the levels I’d expect from town guards or conscripted soldiers, perhaps. 

 

A tent flap opened, and a man stepped out, soon followed by a strange but familiar creature. 

 

The man was obviously some sort of cultivator. The robes with gilding and the jewel-encrusted sword by his hip were just the sort of garish I’d expect from one of those. The creature was a mantis. Green-skinned and wearing very little. 

 

Now that I knew what to look for, it wasn’t hard to spot mantises in their other camps. For the most part, there wasn’t more than one per camp. 

 

I stood a little taller and crossed an arm over my chest, holding my opposite elbow while I tapped my chin. “Interesting, isn’t it?” I asked.

 

Seventeen nodded. “Do you perhaps know why they’re here?”

 

“I suspect they might be after our trail. Whether they’ll try to follow it or if they merely plan on waiting us out is up to them, I suppose.”

 

“I could ready a force able to overrun them in one fell swoop,” Seventeen said.

 

I considered it but decided against it. “No. Like I said, this could be a good teaching moment. How good is the limpet at directing a squadron?”

 

“She is learning quickly but lacks the practice and experience to lead,” he said.

 

“And if you assisted her? Interpreting her orders and relaying them?”

 

Seventeen considered it. “That would make her far more capable.”

 

I gave him a skeletal grin. “In that case, let’s move all of this over to a more comfortable location. Could you fetch me the limpet?”

 

Seventeen bowed, and soon, I was following him out of the room and to a place that was a little quieter than his laboratory. As it turned out, despite being underwater, Seventeen still kept a proper library on-site. The books within were all in sealed trunks along the walls, with carved plaques on their side with the book’s names and subjects. It was a somewhat ingenious way of preserving the texts against the ravages of water.

 

I found a spot near the center of the library, near some bony chairs, and set the scrying bowl down while Seventeen ran off to fetch the limpet and prepare his troops for combat. 

 

I wasn’t expecting to find that the first to visit me would be Alex and the mantis. “Hello, Bone Papa,” Alex said.

 

“Hello, Alex,” I said. “And hello, Rem.”

 

Rem narrowed her eyes at me, then raised her arms in her customary defensive gesture. Unfortunately, she didn’t account for the fact that she was underwater and soon had to wiggle all of her limbs in order to send herself back toward the ground. “Stupid water, being so wet,” she muttered.

 

“Rem,” I said. “Would you know, perhaps, why at least five of your siblings would try to come here? Or at least near here?”

 

The mantis tilted her head to the side. “Because they’re stupid?”

 

“That is a possible reason, but I suspect there’s more to it than that,” I said. 

 

Her eyes looked this way and that as she thought. “Mother sent me and some others to find you. Maybe they know that you’re here?”

 

I nodded. I had suspected as much. It wasn’t hard proof, though, just more conjecture in one direction. “I see. I suppose that’s likely. Do your siblings frequently work with others? Humans, I mean.”

 

Rem wiggled a little. “No? Some do. The weaker ones, that are newer. They were born after Mother started to like humans more. They have servants and things like that who do stuff for them. It makes them weak and careless.”

 

I gestured to the scrying bowl and, using some illusionary magic, turned the image within into a grand three-dimensional projection over the bowl. Rem hissed and backed away, but Alex merely stood there, smiling and content, as the floating landscape grew and settled in before him.

 

Now, the soldiers were no bigger than grains of sand, but they were still easy to make out as they stood next to their fires.

 

Rem stabbed at one of them, her scythe passing through quite inefficiently. “What’s this stupid stuff?” she asked.

 

I didn’t answer, not when I saw the limpet and Seventeen arriving at the library. “Hello, Master,” the limpet said. She came closer and then eyed the floating image. “Is that a... sort of projection?”

 

“It is,” I said. “This is what we used to call an MMORTS viewer.”

 

“What’s that stand for?” 

 

“Massive Magical Ocular, Real-Time Skeleton viewer,” I said. “It allows you to see where your troops are in real-time, and with the right magics, you can communicate and direct them around at your leisure. I find war far more enjoyable from the comfort of a nice armchair. Perhaps with a warm drink.”

 

Alex sighed. “I’m still working on that.”

 

The limpet nodded and started to walk around the projection. She poked at it with a pinkie to verify its transparency. “This is very cool magic,” she said.

 

“It’s one of those few sorts of magic where I would advise using an enchanted object to cast the spell rather than doing it yourself. Though you ought to learn how anyway.”

 

“Why’s that?”

 

“You often need to issue orders and cast communication spells while the projection is up. It’s difficult to focus on those while keeping the MMORTS running. These can be very distracting, you know? You expect to spend a few minutes on one, and the next thing you know, a day has passed.”

 

The limpet finished her circuit of the projection. “Who are those soldiers?”

 

“Enemies, I suspect. Here to capture us.”

 

“We’re not in any danger, right?” she asked.

 

“Of course not. Our troops here outnumber them by a factor of ten. In fact, I think they’re more of a nuisance than anything else. Which is why you will be getting rid of them tonight.”

 

“I will?” the limpet asked. “Um, Master, I’m getting okay at casting, but I don’t know if I can take on... about fifty soldiers. And are those mantises like Rem?”

 

“No, no, not on your own. You will be working with Seventeen here to direct some forces over to our enemies here. Seventeen, have you moved an appropriate force nearby?” I asked.

 

The lieutenant nodded. “I have projected the minimal number of units necessary to win a fight and have sent those ahead. If the Bone Father would be so kind as to move our view under the ocean, we should see those troops moving into position now.”

 

I sent the will-o’-wisp out over the ocean, and, with a tweak, was able to make out the soldiers Seventeen had mentioned climbing up the slow gradient of sand at the bottom. They were making good time, especially if he had sent them out just recently. 

 

There were three groups of six skeletons, one of those with long bony bows and the other two with spears and bucklers. A small squad of six will-o’-wisps trailed after them, as well as a squad of larger, many-legged abominations bristling with arms and rusted weapons. At the rear, shambling along, was another squad, this one of fleshy zombies.

 

“That’s a fair number of troops,” I said.

 

“Enough to take care of the enemies on shore, though not enough to merely outnumber them,” Seventeen said.

 

The limpet licked her lips, a habitual gesture. There was no chance that her lips were dry here. “Okay,” she said. “I think I see what I have to do. How do I order them?”

 

“I will be acting as your lieutenant,” Seventeen said. “Give me the orders, and I will relay them to your troops.”

 

The limpet turned around, searching for something. Then she ran over to a bony armchair and pulled it over with a squeal of bone on bone. “Okay,” she said as she sat down and wiggled herself comfortable. “I’m ready.”

 

Seventeen stood taller. “What are your orders, ma’am?”

 

The limpet stared at her troops, then pointed in the direction of the beach. “Can we see the land part again?”

 

I accommodate. 

 

“Okay,” she said once the image resolved. “Five camps... I think... Seventeen, how stealthy are those troops? The undead, I mean.”

 

“The skeletons can be quiet. The will-o’-wisps make no sound but are fairly bright. The abominations are quite noisy, and I suspect that a normal human will smell them coming. Likewise for the zombies.”

 

The limpet nodded. There was a glint of something feral in her eyes as she gestured before her in a grand fashion. “Okay... so, this is what we’ll do.”

 

***

 


 

Chapter Seventeen - Mem Mumbles

 

 

Mem fought with the stupid tent flaps for a moment before bursting out into the camp. She caught her foot on some rock and went sprawling forward.

 

Mem was long used to crashing on the ground face first, though, so she didn’t even curse the rocks she landed on and all of their parents before scurrying to her feet and looking around.

 

Some of the humans around the fire had seen her trip, but they weren’t laughing or anything.

 

They’d laughed the first few times she fell, but that laughter soon ended. Mostly because she tripped over nothing so often that it stopped being funny.

 

Mem found this sad. She liked it when people were laughing, even when they were laughing at her. Her sisters were always laughing at her, too, so she had long grown used to that kind of thing, and if all it took to make people laugh was Mem being herself, then that was for the best.

 

“Hello, ma’am,” the mean cultivator said.

 

He was mean because he never laughed when Mem tripped over something, or when she dropped something, or when she forgot that she was supposed to be sneaking and asked a question. Instead, he always sneered at her and muttered rude things under his breath. 

 

“Mem says hi,” she said while waving a scythe left and right. That was how the little humans said hello from far away. “Is food ready?”

 

The mean cultivator closed his eyes and sighed. “No. Food is... the food isn’t ready yet.”

 

“Oh, okay,” Mem said. She shifted from one side, then to the other. 

 

Mem knew that she wasn’t a very good mantis. That was why she accepted the offer from the Ashen Forest sect. They gave her a whole bunch of humans; all of them were nice people they had grabbed from some little villages and trained up, as well as a much stronger cultivator. People to help her hunt down that no-good mean undead that Mother was secretly worried about.

 

Mem thought that it was her chance to become a better mantis. Sure, she was bad at sneaking and hiding, and she wasn’t good at fighting, but maybe she could be good at people instead! 

 

She was sad to learn that she wasn’t very good at people after all. 

 

She tried her best. She knew a little bit about all the humans in her camp, and she hadn’t eaten a single one! 

 

Bam had blown up some of hers, and Nom said she didn’t eat any, but when Mem had asked, she had a leg still in her mouth.

 

Mem liked her sisters sometimes, but they could be a handful. And she didn’t even have hands, so that was even more than a handful. Probably. Mem wasn’t sure. 

 

Sighing, Mem squatted down and raised her head to look into the sky. The mean cultivator huffed and walked off to do mean cultivator-y things, but Mem didn’t mind. She had given up trying to be his buddy.

 

The sky was pretty. All orange and dark, with a few twinkling stars winking at her from behind the clouds. 

 

She wished that she could blink her eyes like the humans could; that way, she could wink back at the stars. 

 

“Miss Mem?” 

 

Mem looked down to see one of the younger humans approaching her. He had a little smile and was holding a steaming bowl in an outstretched hand. She recognized this human. He was one of hers, a boy they’d grabbed at some village and turned into a soldier. She wasn’t sure how that worked, exactly. It was a human thing.

 

Was it time for food already? “For Mem?” she asked.

 

The boy nodded and didn’t flinch when Mem carefully took the bowl from his hands. He smiled at her some more and scampered off to be with the other humans in the camp. 

 

She wished she could be with them, close to their little fire and to all the talking and eating. It looked warmer there. But the mean cultivator said that she wasn’t allowed to do that. It wasn’t right for someone important like Mem to be with unimportant people.

 

She didn’t really understand. Mem had never felt important before. And sometimes, the humans sang and told jokes, and Mem liked singing and hearing jokes. She laughed, even when she didn’t know why the jokes were funny.

 

Raising the bowl to her mandibles, Mem opened wide and slurped as much of the broth down as she could. Some of it ran down her mouth and onto her chest, but most of it reached her tummy, where it warmed her up a little.

 

It was a nice night, after all. 

 

A scream sounded out in the distance but cut off quite suddenly. Not from her camp but from another one not too far away. 

 

Mem looked at her humans, but they hadn’t noticed. 

 

She considered telling the mean cultivator, but he would be mean about it and... and she was allowed to go take walks. She wasn’t Gon, who often left and didn’t come back for a long time. 

 

Walking all the way around the tents, Mem kept low and skittered from rock to rock. Her sisters' camps weren’t too far apart. Mostly because the cultivators from the Ashen Forest sect that came with them didn’t want them splitting up too much. 

 

One of them was all big and serious and important in his sect, so he told the others that they would be best sticking together. Mem was alright with that. It meant that she got to stay close to her sisters. 

 

She used to follow her sisters around a lot whenever they left on adventures or to hunt. She was one of the youngest, though, and that meant that on top of being Mem, she was also very weak compared to her older sisters.

 

They always got mad when they found Mem tailing after them. Now, with the biggest, meanest sect man telling them to go together, Mem could be close to her sisters without it being her fault! It was nice.

 

She heard some people talking to each other, and as she approached the camp, she noticed some of the humans standing up and looking around. It was Gon’s camp, which meant that the camp was pretty much being led by Gon’s mean cultivator. Only... they didn’t seem to be around?

 

Mem found a nice perch on some rocks that jutted out of the ground a little. It was a quiet spot where she had enough height to see Gon’s camp. To the back was her own camp, then Nom’s and Bam’s, both closer to the water. Man’s camp was a little way to the right. 

 

Mem leaned forward as she took in the human’s settling back down. A group of them headed out into the rocky terrain farther from shore. Mem suspected that that was where the scream had come from.

 

She stretched up a little to see the men, even when they were away from the light of the camp. 

 

They stopped after a while, and the four of them gathered around something on the ground. One of them bent down, then picked up something long and narrow. An arrow?

 

Mem jumped on the spot when two of the men sprouted more arrows and tumbled to the ground. Things, thin and fast, jumped out of some bushes nearby and crashed into the other men before they had time to scream.

 

She saw weapons rise and fall, then nothing.

 

“Mem doesn’t like this,” she muttered. 

 

Jumping off her perch, she skittered down the side of the rocky outcrop and moved over toward Gon’s camp. One of the humans there saw her. “Hey there!” he called out.

 

“It’s just Mem,” she said as she came closer. With a gesture, she pointed toward where the others had gone. “There’s things in the dark.”

 

The humans around the fire looked at each other. “Nah, Wu Lan just tripped or something,” one of them said.

 

Mem didn’t understand. “There’s things in the dark,” she said. “With weapons and arrows.”

 

A tent flapped open, and Gon’s cultivator stepped out. “What’s all this racket?” he asked.

 

Mem pointed to the darkness. “Things,” she said. “Mem saw them.”

 

He stared at her, then scoffed. “Oh, it’s you,” he said. “Go back to your camp. I’ll handle whatever’s going on.”

 

Mem shifted. She did want to go back to her camp. But there were things in the dark. She considered what to do for a moment, the indecision rooting her to the spot.

 

“Emperor, why did the dumb one have to come to bother me,” the cultivator muttered. “Look, Mem, go back to your camp. Do you know where it is?”

 

“Mem does,” Mem said. “I’m leaving now. Just be careful with the things in the dark.”

 

“Yes, yes,” he said with a roll of his eyes.

 

Mem didn’t like it when the humans rolled their eyes like that. They always did it when Mem had a hard time understanding things and asked too many questions. “Okay,” Mem said. “Bye.”

 

She scurried off back toward her camp. But she was clever about it and made sure to listen hard and avoid any bushes on the way back. When she heard someone choking on something at Gon’s camp, she just kept moving. The cultivator would take care of it.

 

Mem barged into her camp and moved over to the fire in its middle. “Mem thinks we should go,” she said.

 

The humans, her humans, looked at her with obvious confusion. Her mean cultivator was the first to reply. “It’s night, ma’am. Can’t we wait until morning?”

 

Mem considered it. “No. Mem thinks we should go now.”

 

The mean cultivator crossed his arms. “And why’s that?” 

 

Mem gestured back to Gon’s camp. “There are things in the dark.”

 

“Shouldn’t we stay near the fire then?” one of her humans asked.

 

Mem thought about it. That would let them have some light, and humans needed that to fight well. But she had the impression that the things in the dark knew where they were. A mantis didn’t like being prey. It was meant to be the other way around. “No,” Mem said. “We go. Please.”

 

The mean cultivator shook his head, but Mem’s humans were faster. They picked up their long pointy sticks, and some of them started belting on armor in a hurry. It only took a minute or two for all of them to get ready. 

 

“That way,” Mem said, pointing toward the water and toward the two camps in that direction. If she was with Bam and Nom, then maybe they could find out what was happening. Her sisters were a lot better than her at everything.

 

“Spent a day marching with peasants, and now I’ll be up half the night,” Mem’s mean cultivator muttered as he rose up. “Fine, let’s go take a stroll.”

 

Mem’s mandibles twitched in a way she hoped looked like a smile. “Mem will keep you safe,” she promised.

 

They left the camp, some of her humans carrying torches, and headed toward the beach. Mem kept ahead of her group, eyes twitching this way and that to spot anything in the dark, but other than some strange bug way up in the sky, there wasn’t anything to see.

 

She was beginning to wonder if she made a mistake when she arrived near Nom and Bam’s twin camps.

 

“What are you doing here?” Nom asked as she held what looked like a rabbit close to her mandibles. 

 

Mem shifted and looked to the ground. “There’s things in the dark,” she said.

 

“Are you a mantis or a wet kitten?” Nom said. “I wish you were a kitten, then I’d eat you. Stupid Mem.”

 

Mem made herself smaller. “Sorry Nom. But I was scared.”

 

“Stupid and coward,” Nom said. “Did you bring all your humans, too?” 

 

Mem nodded. “Don’t eat my humans. It’s not allowed.”

 

Nom’s mandibles twitched. “I won’t,” she said.

 

Mem was determined to keep an eye on her humans. “We just need to stay here until we’re sure there’s nothing in the dark,” Mem said.

 

“Whatever,” Nom said. She looked like she was about to dismiss Mom again when someone screamed.

 

“Undead!” came the horrified call of someone near the shore. “There’s undead in the water!” 

 

Mem felt her blood chill, even as Nom cheered and raced back to her camp. She wasn’t ready to fight undead.

 

Still, she had humans to protect. It was her job! 

 

Mem nodded. She could do it! 

 

***

 


 

Chapter Eighteen - Cowardly Critter

 

 

Mem was scared, but she knew that she had to pretend to not be scared. Her humans were depending on her! 

 

Nom and Bam cheered as they ran off into the dark. There were things moving there, big scary things that were stomping out of the water and heading up the beach toward their camp. Mem saw the cultivators with them moving up toward the beach while Nom and Bam’s humans grabbed their things in a hurry and followed.

 

“We should move up,” the mean cultivator that was part of Mem’s humans said.

 

Mem hesitated. She saw all the humans and her sisters going to fight, and some of them were forming lines and such, but that felt wrong. She didn’t want to fight, especially not when she knew that there were more things in the dark than her sisters knew about. “No,” she said with a shake of her head like the humans did. “There are things in the dark behind us.”

 

The mean cultivator scoffed. “Yes, I’m certain. But the fight is that way,” he said with a gesture toward the beach.

 

Mem shuffled. “If you want to go fight, then go fight,” she said. “I’m going to stay here and wait. I don’t want to fight while there’s a fight behind me that isn’t an expected fight.”

 

The mean cultivator shook his head. “Coward,” he growled. Mem made herself smaller as he bumped past her. “Any of you who don’t want to be remembered as fools, follow me!” he called back.

 

A few of Mem’s humans left, and with every one, Mem felt herself growing a bit sadder. 

 

“Ma’am?” 

 

Mem looked up. The young human, the one that had given her some soup just a bit ago, was standing not too far ahead of her. He had five or six others behind him. Mem spread her mandibles wide, like a smile, but more Mem-like. “You’re staying?” 

 

“Uh, yes, ma’am,” the human said. “I believe you when you say that there are people in the dark.”

 

Mem wanted to hug him, but it was one of her personal rules that she could only be hugged and not hug others. She had too many little spikes, and her arms were too sharp for hugging. As of yet, she hadn’t received any hugs from others, but she hoped that one day that would change. 

 

Looking over her shoulder at the camp, Mem came to a decision. “Okay. We will stay here. Can we make the fires brighter?”

 

The humans, Mem’s humans, nodded and jumped to it. Soon, more wood was piled onto the fires in Nom and Bam’s camps, and the darkness around receded a little.

 

There had to be more she could do. 

 

Mem scurried over to the side of the camp closest to the beach and tried to peer into the dark. It was helped by some of Nom and Bam’s humans having torches lighting the world around them. They were mostly gathered around some big dead thing. Mem could make out Nom atop the big thing, chopping down at it with both arms. 

 

Was it already over?

 

The humans seemed to think so. Some were already making their way back.

 

Mem felt very silly. She had refused to go out and fight, and it turned out that she wouldn’t even have been needed in the fight.

 

She started thinking of excuses to give to Nom and Bam and the mean cultivator when they returned when she noticed one of the humans coming up the hill near the beach drop.

 

Had he tripped? 

 

Mem could sympathize.

 

Another human ran over to him, then screamed when something jumped out of the ground and crashed into his front. Metal glinted in the starlight as that human was killed.

 

Mem stepped back a little, closer to the cover of the tents and the warmth of the fires. There were still things in the dark. 

 

The humans charged at the one thing, but it ran off into the bushes and craggy rocks around the shore, and soon, the humans chasing after it had to spread out with their few torches held high to illuminate the dark. 

 

Mem flinched when one of them flopped down, a pair of arrows sprouting out of his side. He was one holding a torch, a torch that fell and that was extinguished a moment later. 

 

That was enough for Mem. She ran back to the middle of the camps. “Come here! Here, here, please!” 

 

Her humans came closer; they looked a little confused, Mem thought. Or maybe they needed to poop. It was hard to read human faces. They didn’t move their arms, and they didn’t have mandibles.

 

“We need to be ready,” Mem said. “There are things coming. They’re killing the other humans.” Something screeched. Something that wasn’t in the direction of the water. It sounded big. “We need to be ready!” 

 

“Right,” the human boy said. “Do we have bows? Spears? Maybe we can make walls with the tents?” 

 

Mem shook her upper body up and down. “Yes, do that kind of thing,” she said.

 

Her humans started running around, and soon, they were moving tents around, pushing rocks and lifting logs together. Their walls weren’t very big, but they were coming up quickly. Some more humans joined them, looking more pale than usual as they ran out of the dark and to the edge of the camps. 

 

Mem’s humans screamed at them, and soon, they were helping to move things, too. 

 

Mem wanted to help, but she didn’t have hands. All she had was her ability to be kinda sneaky for very short periods of time before she got bored. 

 

She would put that to good use! Scouting was supposed to be important. She’d heard some of the older soldier-humans talk about that kind of thing.

 

The problem was that scouting out in the dark was scary. 

 

Mem looked up at the stars and prayed a little. Not to her mom, who was always a bit mean and who sometimes ate the sisters that were nicer to Mem, but to anything out there in the sky that would be nice to her. 

 

She found her humans still preparing a wall of stuff. Their little walled area wasn’t very big, but the walls they were making were growing taller by the minute. They were nearly as tall as a man’s hips already. 

 

“I’m going to go in the dark to see what’s coming,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

 

The humans looked at each other and then nodded. 

 

Mem waved them goodbye, then scrambled over the wall, tripped on a cleverly placed bit of wood, then tumbled down the other side.

 

Mem was impressed. Her humans had had time to put traps on the walls already! 

 

Shaking herself off, Mem scurried into the dark, then slowed as she reached the edge where the light of the fires faded out and the true dark of the night took over. 

 

She stayed low and, instead of walking around as quickly as she could, stalked forward with slow, halting movements. Her ears were peeled, and every one of her eyes was looking this way and that to see if there was anything in the dark.

 

She found the first monster soon enough. A pair of skeletons, with long wooden bows in one hand and a little quiver at their hip, filled with bristly arrows. The skeletons were moving the same way she was, with slow gestures and backs hunched so that they could use the bushes and outcrops of rock as cover.

 

Mem hesitated and looked back. The camp was still in sight. Maybe...

 

She didn’t know how to count distances very well. 

 

The camp was maybe fifty Mems away, if all the Mems were laid out on the ground flat on their tummies and with their arms and legs outstretched.

 

She was pretty sure someone good with a bow could fire that far, which meant that her humans were in danger from these two.

 

This wasn’t scouting anymore, not if she tried to fight. 

 

Mem didn’t have a choice! 

 

She bunched up her legs under her, shuffled her rear to make sure her stance was good, then leaped forward. She hissed as hard as she could when she was in mid-air because hissing was a good way to scare things, then landed on one of the skeletons.

 

The skeleton was fast to react, but it was too late for it to guard against Mem. Mem was atop it, stabbing down as hard and fast as she could. 

 

Most of her strikes glanced off bones or missed outright, but some of them chopped into the skeleton. One lucky strike snipped the string on the skeleton’s bow, and the wood straightened with a snap.

 

Mem hissed when the bow wood smacked her in the face. 

 

She tripped back, but her foot caught in the skeleton’s legs, and instead of falling like she normally did, she crashed into the other skeleton and accidentally stabbed it through the skull.

 

Mem fought a bit more, but after a bit, she realized that neither skeleton was fighting back.

 

The mantis raised her arms and hissed victoriously. She’d done it! 

 

Screams from the camp had her turning, and she felt her blood running warm. 

 

The huge monster that her sisters had killed at the beach was back! No! It couldn’t be the same one because there were two of them lumbering toward the camp, with a bunch of strange people next to them who were walking with strange, clumsy gaits. More undead? 

 

Mem forgot stealth and ran back toward her camp. She only tripped twice along the way, but she made it there before the monsters had time to reach the walls.

 

Her humans, and a few more besides, were hiding behind the walls, spears out and poking over the rocks and bits of wood and camp stuff that they’d stacked up around them. 

 

Mem climbed up the wall and landed on the other side. She stood up and saw that the humans there were very pale, and some of them were shaking a little. There was a stink in the air, like meat that, if she ate, would give her belly the rumbles. “They’re undead,” she said.

 

“Oh no,” one of the humans said, his voice all trembly and scared.

 

“There have to be dozens of them,” another human said. 

 

Mem didn’t know about that. She hadn’t counted them. There were only two big ones coming toward them, but she couldn’t see how many smaller, human-sized undead were with them. 

 

“Down!” someone called. 

 

A few humans ducked, and one screamed as an arrow sprouted from his shoulder.

 

“Shields!” one of Mem’s humans said, and they raised up planks and bits of tent all around their little wall to make it harder for arrows to hit them. 

 

“Where are the cultivators?” a human asked.

 

That was a good question. Where was the mean cultivator? Where were her sisters? She couldn’t hear any fighting, so maybe they were on their way back?

 

Mem climbed onto the wall on the side facing the beach and then stared into the dark. A lumbering form was coming up from that way, with thinning things next to it. Most undead. And if they were coming from that direction, that could only mean...

 

Mem didn’t have much time to mourn her sisters or even the mean cultivator. They were gone, but her humans weren’t, and it was her job to keep them safe. 

 

The undead continued to approach, and occasionally, an arrow whizzed by. 

 

The tension rose. 

 

Some of the humans fired back toward the undead, but it was hard to see anything in the dark, and Mem was pretty sure they were missing more often than not.

 

She had to do something. 

 

So she did.

 

Mem climbed onto the wall before the humans, pushing aside some spears as she did so. It was cowardly of her to do this, but then, she was already called a coward, wasn’t she?

 

The mantis raised both arms as high as they would go. Not in anger but in surrender. “Okay!” she called out. “It’s okay! Mem surrenders. Mem and her humans surrender. Please.”

 

She didn’t sniffle. Her mom would be angry. So would her sisters. 

 

“Mem surrenders, please!” 

 

***
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Chapter Nineteen - Tactical Terror

 

 

It was incredibly entertaining to watch the limpet struggle with her little army at first, but perhaps the girl had a knack for command because she soon developed a strategy and employed it across the field.

 

“Right, I need them split. The archer skeletons and one group of skeletons should move around here, then over to here.”

 

The limpet pointed from the beach, then to an area out and away from the camps; finally, she pointed to a spot some hundred necrometers to the west of the west-most camp, the direction opposite the lapping waters. 

 

“They need to be really stealthy in their approach in the end. I don’t want them to be seen,” the limpet said.

 

“Understood,” Seventeen replied easily. He relayed the orders, and on the cast projection, I could see some dozen skeletons heading off and away from the main group.

 

“Okay,” the limpet said. She tapped her chin and chewed on her lip. “I need... Urgh, that leaves me with... right. Move the abominations here. See this bit with the sand. It looks like it’ll be easy for them to climb out. Maybe... send three of them there. Which direction is the wind moving in?”

 

“North to south,” Seventeen replied.

 

“Let’s split the other three abominations and half the zombies and send them south with the will-o’-wisps. Look, see these rocky bits? Are they tall enough to hide an abomination?”

 

“Some parts seem to be,” Seventeen replied.

 

The limpet started to walk back and forth next to the projection, a hand cupping her chin. “Right, let’s try it. The will-o’-wisps are fairly fast, right? We should send them farther south, way farther. They might be mistaken for torches or something... how high can they fly? What’re their effective ranges for attacking?”

 

“Wisps can use very minor magics. Shocking touches, they can also turn invisible,” Seventeen recited.

 

“Wait, really?” The limpet jumped. 

 

“Only so long as they’re not attacking, yes. They can also consume the life of a dead or dying person to regain their strength.”

 

The limpet grinned. “Perfect.” She pointed to one camp, the southernmost of the group, and one that was farther from the others. “We’re hitting this one first. I need the wisps... here and here. And I need the abominations behind this outcropping here and over here. Push the zombies over here.”

 

The limpet picked her battlefield, a small clearing not too far from the southern camp. Along the north side of it were some large stones behind which she wanted her abominations to wait, along with the zombies. Her wisps, surprisingly, she moved to the other side of the camp, between it and the other four camps.

 

It took some time for everything to move into place, time I chose to spend asking about her plan. “Why three groups?” I asked.

 

“Well, they outnumber my forces by... about three to one? A bit less than that. I’m pretty sure in a straight fight, they’d win. But they’re all split up into five groups, and I outnumber any one of those three to one. I could hit these two camps.” She pointed to the two that were further away from the others. “And then sweep in and fight on even numbers against these three who are close together, but if they notice early, then they’ll have time to prepare.”

 

“And so you split your force three ways?” I asked. 

 

She nodded. “Yeah. The archers to the east will occupy that camp, the abominations in the water... well, I’m saving those for later. If everything goes wrong, at least I can attack from three directions at once. That might confuse them a bit. But I’m hoping that I can at least take out one camp before that happens.”

 

I leaned back into my seat and let things play out as they would. The limpet had a good head on her shoulders for these types of things, it seemed. Decent knowledge of the environment, she was thinking about what her enemies would think, and she wasn’t relying on brute strength or sheer numbers. A good start. Perhaps she just needed to hone those skills. 

 

“Everyone is in place, ma’am,” Seventeen said. 

 

The limpet stopped and eyed the battlefield. “Good. I need one wisp to stay invisible and move over to... here. Inside the camp. Will the campfire be a problem?”

 

“It shouldn’t,” Seventeen said.

 

One of the six wisps meandered over to the camp, it’s faded light, only visible thanks to the projection’s magic, moving to the edge of the camp and then hovering in. 

 

“Good... attack... see that one? With the robes? He looks like a cultivator. Can the wisps hit him from behind?”

 

“The back of the head?” Seventeen asked.

 

“The bum,” the limpet corrected.

 

I chuckled. “Why there, exactly?”

 

“He probably won’t die from one shock, right? So we’ll embarrass him instead. I need the wisp to fly right back over to here.” She pointed to the clearing where her abominations and zombies were waiting. “As quickly as it can, and while being bright.”

 

“A lure,” I said.

 

The limpet nodded.

 

We all watched as a spark lit up the camp, and the cultivator, his rear now quite fried, leaped into the air and spun around. He screamed something, but his hands were too busy rubbing to point. 

 

He didn’t need to as the wisp lit up and darted out of the camp. The limpet’s plan was almost foiled as a very Rem-like creature darted out of a tent and sliced at it, but its ephemeral qualities and wavering motions saved it from being skewered. 

 

The wisp led nearly half the camp out into the near-darkness of night and to the clearing some hundred necrometers away. Some of them slowed down along the way, but the cultivator and the mantis didn’t give up the chase so easily.

 

“Okay, now!” the limpet said. “Abominations on the cultivator and that mantis, zombies keep the rest busy. The wisp can return to being invisible, but let it shock any of them that are too troublesome.”

 

Of the camp of a little over twelve, there were five humans and one mantis near the limpet’s trap when it went off. Two more were in the darkness between the trap and the camp, and the remainder were still around their fire. 

 

The trap was fairly clever, but for a moment, I suspected it might fail. The limpet’s group outnumbered their foes, but two of those were surprisingly nimble. A zombie died almost immediately to the mantis’ strike, and one of the abominations reeled back as the cultivator punched it in the chest.

 

Still, it ended almost as soon as it began, with the cultivator’s leg caught in three of the abomination’s hands and the mantis being shocked by the wisp, then crushed by another abomination. The normal humans didn’t last very long at all.

 

“Nice!” the limpet cheered as the last soldier was killed.

 

“Hmm. If you were on the field and a capable necromancer, you would have just gained half a dozen more units to fight with,” I said. “But so far, you’ve done well. Do continue.”

 

The limpet nodded. “Zombies, after those near the camp. Abominations charge right in. When they try escaping, have the other wisps hit them. Focus on their legs.”

 

The camp was stormed, and in the dark and with no leadership, the remaining humans were summarily crushed. 

 

The limpet grinned, then pointed to the east. “Okay. That group. The skeletons. I don’t think we can take out the whole camp, but we can take a few of them out, at least. Let’s have this main group.” She pointed to her wisps and abominations and zombies. “Move over to that camp. We’ll hit them from the south!”

 

The second attack didn’t seem to go quite as well as the limpet had planned. Her timing was off the moment one of the members of the camp saw something in the brush and moved to investigate. The limpet was biting her nails when she gave Seventeen the order to attack him.

 

He screamed, of course, which had others coming to investigate.

 

Someone, likely one of the mantises that moved between camps, alerted the others, and the third camp, the one nearest the westernmost camp, packed up and started to move before the limpet had even launched her full attack.

 

“Damn, damn, damn,” the limpet cursed. “Fine. Seventeen, hit that camp as hard as possible. Move one of the abominations out of the water... no, wait, send the skeletons still down there over to these rocks and make them hide in the bushes and such. We’ll ambush those that come to investigate.”

 

The western camp lost a few more members, but the rest, those savvy enough to see that they were in trouble, ran over to the next camp over. On finding it empty, they continued down to the twin camps nearest the ocean.

 

The limpet’s plan to draw attention toward the beach worked a little too well. Three cultivators and two mantises showed up to fight her one abomination, and the limpet fidgeted as it was summarily destroyed. 

 

“That’s fine, it’s fine,” she said as she shifted from side to side. “Okay... wait for the normal soldiers to be returning to camp, then spring those skeletons out and hit them. Tell them to return to cover as soon as they can.”

 

“Understood,” Seventeen said.

 

“Now, we need to move the wisps over to the beach. Invisibility and all. Just get them there as fast as they can. When the cultivators start to turn back toward the camps, have the other abominations and zombies come out of the water, then when they approach, hit them with the wisps.”

 

Things quickly took a turn for the chaotic along the side of the beach, but the numbers were in the limpet’s favor, if only barely. 

 

“We need... no, archers won’t be good there. Split the archer skeleton squad in three. One north, one south, and the third stays with the abominations here. We’re moving this main group toward the camp. Spread them out just a bit, and bring the remaining skeletons in there too.”

 

The limpet’s largest group started to move toward the final camp while, on the beach, two mantises and a few cultivators fought against the undead coming from the ocean. The footing, or lack thereof, seemed to favor the limpet’s army, but there were enough cultivators to make up for that advantage, and even the wisps swooping in didn’t turn the tides right away.

 

“Damn. Okay, send in the rest of the skeletons to hit the cultivators from behind,” the limpet said. “Wait, where’s the northern archer group?”

 

“Gone,” Seventeen said simply.

 

“Ah, damn... okay, wait, one of the cultivators is dead. Good, that’s good... what are they doing?” She pointed to the middle of the camp where soldiers were running around and pushing rocks into place in a rough circle, then tossing logs and equipment atop that. 

 

“Creating a wall, it seems,” I said. A strange choice, but it would slow the limpet down.

 

She started to lose wisps as one cultivator focused on them, but she soon died, swiped by an abomination.

 

In the end, the soldiers on the beach abandoned their leaders and rushed back to the camp, joining the two dozen others who were building a fortification there. 

 

The limpet’s forces on the beach were down to only a couple of zombies, a single skeleton, and most of an abomination by the time they finally beat the last mantis down.

 

The limpet’s forces were still, technically, outnumbered, and now her adversary was aware of her and building a barricade. The abominations could destroy that, but she only had four, really, and one was injured, and another was so far gone that it couldn’t move from the sands where it lay. 

 

The humans started to fire bows into the dark and even landed a lucky shot that took out one of the limpet’s zombies. “Urgh, I might lose this,” the limpet lamented.

 

And then a mantis climbed onto the top of their barricade and raised her scythes.

 

“Is that Mem?” Rem asked. “She’s stupid, what’s she doing here?”

 

“She seems to be surrendering,” Seventeen said.

 

The limpet blinked. “Huh?!” 

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty - Introduction Interrogation

 

 

“Do you have any systems in place, protocols, for handling prisoners?” I asked. 

 

Seventeen crossed one arm across his chest and rubbed at his chin with his opposite hand. “I do. I’m... reluctant to admit this, but there are two distinct protocols in place. One is standard. Observe the prisoners, extract knowledge from them, and then, if they seem pacified, abandon them to their own devices. The other protocol is for dealing with members of the Lava Fist sect. If captured, they’re brought to a little island with a small boat and a poorly guarded prison. They usually escape within the week.” He bowed. “I’m aware that this isn’t normal, but I have something of a relationship with that sect.”

 

“It’s fine,” I dismissed his concern. “As long as you took note of things, then it can still be valuable data.” 

 

Seventeen and I, as well as the limpet, Alex, and my butler-in-training Rem, were all making our way out of the command center and toward the middle of the underwater fortress. If we were to care for our prisoners properly, we would need to see them first.

 

Besides, our time under the ocean was soon coming to an end. The limpet had proven more capable at strategizing than I had predicted, and perhaps a greater level of challenge would be appropriate for her in the future.

 

“So what will we do with the prisoners?” the limpet asked. “Just let them go?”

 

“We will separate their leader from the rest, then question them and any officers they may have. After that, I suppose it would be up to you. Killing them would eliminate a threat and assist in replenishing your stock of undead. On the other hand, letting them go does wonders for lowering morale among an enemy population.”

 

“Lowering morale?” the limpet repeated. “I’m not sure I get it.”

 

“Hmm. Imagine that you’re a simple villager, a person with a simple but harmless life tilling fields and minding your own business. Then, you are conscripted and given some week’s training in an armed force. You go to war, and your army loses its battle against the horrifying undead. Your commander surrenders.”

 

The limpet nodded along. “Okay, I’m understanding things so far.”

 

“Now, after that surrender, you’re questioned and left to go free. Do you rejoin the army? If so, will you fight as hard next time, or will you surrender, knowing that you’ll be allowed to live if so? What do you tell other, newer soldiers about the undead? Allowing a captured enemy to leave is allowing knowledge of your forces to spread.”

 

“The enemy could counter the undead better that way,” the limpet said.

 

“Yes, that’s true. It’s part of the risk. But it also means that the enemy will know more about the horrors of fighting armies of zombies and ghouls and abominations. Sometimes, battles are won before a single step is taken.”

 

Seventeen chuckled. “I recall tales of entire cities surrendering without putting up a fight or of commanders being killed by their own foot soldiers when they demanded that they face the undead hordes.”

 

“Ah,” the limpet said. I suspected she had finally caught on. “They knew that surrender meant that they’d live, so the only way to die for sure was to fight.”

 

“Exactly,” I said. “You make fighting you a losing option. It helps if cities and towns under your control prosper and grow wealthy. That way, the citizens of enemy nations will wonder if they are perhaps better off under your care than under their own leader’s.”

 

The limpet’s face twisted a little. “That won’t work on cultivators.”

 

“Oh?” I asked.

 

“They’re very, very obstinate. They have to be. It’s part of what makes them cultivators. So even if surrendering means living, they’ll likely just want to fight you more. I think that they’ll think that there’s more to gain from fighting.”

 

“Hmm. In a way, they aren’t incorrect. The experience gained from facing an army of the undead cannot be overlooked. And in the case where they do live and repel an assault, their authority becomes more firmly cemented. There is, for lack of a better word, power in asserting power.”

 

The limpet huffed. “So what’s the point in playing psychological games then if we’ll have to fight anyway?”

 

“Because cultivators need to eat. They cannot live entirely on their own. In the end, it is rare that a single individual will be powerful enough to turn the tides of an army. They exist, of course. But, most nations rely on the collective power of their citizens in order to function. War isn’t about battles as much as it is about obtaining victory through the exercise of many, many levers upon an opposing force. Battle is just one of those.”

 

“Complicated,” the limpet said simply.

 

“Did you think war was simple?” I asked.

 

She flushed and walked on, head held a little higher as she didn’t deign to answer. 

 

“Stupid limpet,” Rem said. “War is hard; that’s why only idiots do it.”

 

“If I’m stupid, then wouldn’t that mean that I’m good at war, then?” the limpet asked.

 

Rem tilted her head, obviously confused. “Why are you being extra stupid?”

 

The limpet hadn’t yet learned that the greatest weakness of wordplay was its inability to work against the incredibly moronic. 

 

On arriving at the center of the base, Alex ran off to fetch the horses and the carriage while Seventeen coordinated some troopers who would be accompanying us in order to better secure the prisoners later. Some had already run off ahead to reinforce the limpet’s little army, which had already faced decent casualties. The will-o’-wisps would be especially useful at night.

 

Once everything was gathered up, we started moving toward the shore.

 

“It must be hard,” the limpet said. She was casting Prestidigitation, creating little balls of light which she moved in complex patterns between her fingers. 

 

“For whom or what?” I inquired.

 

“The prisoners. It’s so dark out that I can barely see a dozen paces away. I guess it’s lighter out above the waters, but still, it’s dark; they’re probably cold and surrounded by the undead. They lost a lot of members, and they’re disarmed.”

 

“Their morale is likely as low as you can make it without resorting to torture,” I agreed. 

 

The limpet looked as though she’d bitten into something foul. “I don’t mind killing people, not much, but torture? That feels wrong.”

 

“I agree. It rarely accomplishes much,” I said. 

 

The ride was otherwise rather quiet. Rem quickly got bored and huddled up into a little ball on one seat, and the limpet pulled out a book I’d water-proofed and went over her notes for the few spells she knew, muttering the incantations into the water. 

 

We soon started to climb, and the seascape around us turned sandier as we reached the shore. 

 

The front of the carriage hit air first, and the rest soon followed. The water within leaked out, waking the mantis in our midst up with a start.

 

“Oh, it’s nice to breathe air again,” the limpet said as she ran her hands through her hair. She had tied it into a bun at some point, likely because being underwater sent her hair across her face in a way that was likely distracting. Now she undid that and started to squeeze it dry.

 

“I feel moist,” Rem said. She wiggled, and water sloshed off her butler’s uniform. “I didn’t feel that underwater. This is stupid.”

 

I opened the door to let the rest of the water flow out, then cast a quick Prestidigitation of my own to dry myself and the others. “Well then, shall we continue?” I asked.

 

The carriage rode on. We had exited a little ways away from the overrun camps and so had to travel over to where the prisoners were waiting. 

 

On arriving, we stepped out in a manner that couldn’t quite be called orderly to find the two dozen or so men we’d captured kneeling on a cleared space, the one mantis in their midst sitting at the front. Limpet’s undead, as well as some dozen more reinforcements, circled the group a little ways away. Skeletons with spears lowered and bows held at the ready. 

 

“Well, go greet them,” I said to the limpet.

 

She swallowed, hugged her spellbook close, and then hesitated. “Could the wisp glow a bit brighter, please? It’s hard to see.”

 

I nodded to Seventeen, and the ambient lighting rose as the dozens of wisps above brightened and cast pale light across the clearing.

 

The limpet stepped up and held her back taller. “Ah, hello, everyone,” she said. “I’m... call me the limpet. I’m the person who ordered the assaults on your camps and to whom you’ll be surrendering this evening. Um, who will I be accepting the surrender from?”

 

The mantis in the group scrambled to her feet, slid in the sand, crashed to her face, and then got up again. “Mem! Mem is the one surrendering, and Mem is the one asking that you don’t be Mem to her humans.”

 

“Uh.”

 

I held back a snort. Be Mem to her humans! What an interesting bit of punnery. 

 

The limpet shook her head. “No. If you’re the one in charge, then I have questions for you. I promise I won’t hurt your men unless they try to escape, nor do I intend to turn them to undead.” Not that she could do that on her own. Haha! A bit of technical truthfulness could go a long way.

 

Mem the mantis hesitated, then nodded hard. “Mem will come and answer things.”

 

“Ah, great,” the limpet said. She turned toward me and then hissed. “Where do we do that?” 

 

I considered it. We could return to the fortress, but that was distant and would likely reveal where the army was hidden. “I don’t think we require anything special to do something as simple as ask a few questions. The far side of the carriage ought to do.”

 

The limpet nodded, and soon, two skeletons moved to either side of the mantis and escorted her over to where we were. 

 

“Rem?” Mem said.

 

“Mem,” Rem replied.

 

“You’re okay!” Mem said. “You look so pretty.”

 

Rem huffed. “Stupid Mem, I don’t look any different.”

 

Mem made herself a little smaller. “Mem just thought that your new clothes are nice.”

 

Rem looked away. “Thanks. They're butler clothes. That’s what Rem is becoming now.”

 

“Wow! What’s a butler?” Mem asked.

 

Alex curtsied. “Greetings, Mem. A butler, to answer your question, is someone whose entire work revolves around caring for the needs of a master or a master’s household. They, like a maid, clean, repair and maintain things. They also combat against any opposition that faces their master.”

 

“Are you a butler too?” Mem asked.

 

Alex shook his head. “I’m a maid.”

 

“Mem thinks you’re pretty.”

 

I watched, amused, as Rem’s arms shot up, and she stepped between Mem and Alex. “Don’t talk to Alex. He’s busy doing stupid maid things.”

 

“It’s okay,” Alex said. “I have plenty of time to address questions about maidcraft.”

 

Rem hissed. “Mem will ask stupid questions, then she’ll want to be a maid or something.”

 

“Really?” Alex asked, his curiosity peaked.

 

Rem hissed harder. “No! I mean... she’ll hate it and be bad at it. Don’t talk to her... go cook things. The limpet looks hungry.”

 

Alex stared. “Are you well?”

 

“I’m fine! Stupid!” 

 

The limpet cleared her throat. “Okay, everyone, this is meant to be, uh, not whatever this is, I don’t think. Rem, be less jealous, please, and Miss Mem, could you sit down for a moment? We have many questions to ask, right?” This last sentence, she asked while turning my way.

 

I nodded. We did have a few questions to ask, but perhaps this was a good time to show a certain old technique for pulling information out of people. 

 

“Miss Mem, could you please tell us all the story of how you came to be here? You and that small army accompanying you.”

 

Mem nodded. “Mem can do that!” she said. “It all started a few weeks ago...”

 

****


 

Chapter Twenty-One - Memorable Mem

 

 

The first thing I did was to find a stone to sit upon. Not that I minded standing, but it was a little bit more comfortable to rest while seated. My rear was a little bony (oh-hoho!), so I didn’t mind sitting on a large rock.

 

“If I may interject,” I said. “Perhaps you should start a little sooner. Tell us about yourself.”

 

The mantis, Mem, shuffled from side to side, her scythes scraping together in a way that I could only read as anxiety. “Mem’s not interesting,” she said.

 

“I don’t know about that,” the limpet said. She was still standing, arms crossed and legs set. She likely still had the impression that this was a military intervention, that she was a commander interrogating an adversary. While she was technically correct, that did show a certain inability to read the room.

 

Not that we were in a room.

 

Mem looked around and, seeing little support, made herself a little smaller. “When do you want Mem to start?” she asked.

 

The limpet opened her mouth, closed it, and then considered. “Fine, tell us about yourself, like how you grew up and where you’re from. If Master thinks it’s important to know, then it’s important to know.”

 

The mantis rubbed at one eye with an elbow. “Mem can do that. Mem is from the Mother, the Queen of All. She is Mom, and she is the one that names all of Mem’s sisters and also named Mem, and who ate many cultivators to make eggs that become more sisters.”

 

The mantis settled a little on the spot, her eyes twitching toward Rem, who stood by the side and listened. 

 

“Mem and her sisters are from the Flaming Steppes, a place near a big city filled with humans called Yu Xiang. Mem was raised with a lot of other sisters, but they were eaten by Mom before they grew big enough to get names.”

 

“The Divine Mother only allows the strongest mantises to live,” Rem said. 

 

Mem nodded. “Yes. Mem heard that a lot. But Mem isn’t strong. Still, Mem wasn’t eaten because Mem was good at being sneaky, and whenever Mom would reach in to grab some of Mem’s sisters to eat, Mem would trip and avoid Mom’s grasp.”

 

“You’re not supposed to call the Divine Mother Mom,” Rem muttered.

 

“Mem heard humans call their moms mom, so Mem calls her mom Mom too.”

 

“Impeccable reasoning,” I said while hiding my amusement. If nothing else, calling a god by a certain name long enough would warp them, if only slightly, having someone with Mem’s power... which wasn’t all that terribly noticeable but was still greater than the average human’s—calling her ‘Mom’ would perhaps irritate the goddess in question. 

 

Irritating gods, as illogical and occasionally foolhardy as it was, were always a great source of amusement for me.

 

Mem shook a little, and I had the impression that she was suppressing some excitement. “That was how Mem remembers her early life. It was a lot of being scared and falling away from problems.”

 

“Clumsy stupid,” Rem muttered.

 

“Mem is both, yes. Mem’s other sisters said so often. Mom named Mem, but Mem doesn’t think she deserves it.”

 

“How old are you?” the limpet asked.

 

Mem tilted her head. “Mem is... one hundred years old? A bit more. Mem has been around for a while.”

 

“Wow,” the limpet said. “I suppose you’ve done a lot in that time?”

 

Mem was excited for a moment, then calmed down and slumped back into something akin to depression. “Mem isn’t good at fighting or hunting or killing things, so Mem thought she could do other stuff. Some sisters do that.”

 

“Oh?” the limpet asked. She’d sniffed out some potential for information. 

 

“Yes! Sister Bin collects things that the humans throw away and makes big houses from them. Sisters Bum and Dom run this place where humans go for mating, and they make a lot of gold for Mom. Sister Bun became an explorer, and she saw all sorts of things,” Mem said. “She’s very nice when she comes back.”

 

“I see,” the limpet said. “What did you try to do?”

 

Mem shifted and tilted her head down, her antenna coming around to partially cover her eyes. “Mem went to see the humans first, and she tried to become the sister that would give other sisters hugs, but no one liked that.”

 

“Uh,” the limpet said.

 

“So Mem tried other things. She bought a lot of cats and tried to help her other sisters like them. Cats are nice. They are soft, and they purr when you’re nice to them.”

 

“Tasty!” Rem said.

 

Mem slumped even more. “Mom and the other sisters were happy because they kept eating Mem’s cats.”

 

The limpet looked my way. She seemed confused.

 

“Mem tried to raise dogs. Dogs are nice because they love you. And Mem had many dogs, and even if Mem couldn’t pet them well, she tried her best, and the dogs loved Mem. Dogs are good at finding things, too. Mem thought we could use the dogs for finding stuff, but when Mem brought the dogs to show Mom and the other sisters...” Mem made a buzzing noise that sounded distressed.

 

“You need to skin the fur first because otherwise, it sticks to your mandibles,” Rem said. “But still very tasty.”

 

“You ate Mem’s dogs?” the limpet shouted at Rem.

 

Rem raised her arms, obviously confused. “Just a few! She kept bringing more!”

 

“You can’t eat someone’s dogs!” the limpet said.

 

Rem huffed. “Yes, you can. Bring me your dog, and I’ll show you how.”

 

The limpet glared at Rem, and then she turned toward Mem. “Alright, fine, your past was... awful. Why were you here tonight? With soldiers and cultivators?”

 

Mem shrugged, a very human gesture that seemed strange with her long scythes. “A few weeks ago, Mom told everyone that we had to go out and start looking for someone. Mem wasn’t paying too much attention.”

 

“Of course,” the limpet said. “Go on.”

 

“Mem thought about going out on her own, but Mem isn’t good at finding people. The sect from Opalhorn sent some people to help, and they said that for every mantis that joined, they’d give a whole bunch of soldiers and a cultivator to help.”

 

“So, you joined to have troops to help you,” the limpet said. She nodded at her own conclusion.

 

Mem looked at her, then shook her head. “No, Mem joined because the cultivator said that Mem would get some humans to help her, and the help Mem needs is to have more friends.”

 

“Did... you succeed?” the limpet asked.

 

Mem wobbled. “A little! The mean cultivator with Mem was mean. He said rude things and called Mem names, just like everyone else. But he died. The humans with Mem almost all survived, and some of them are very nice to Mem. They listen when Mem talks, and earlier, after Mem surrendered, one of them gave Mem a pat and told her that she did good!”

 

The limpet’s face twisted, and she turned my way. “Master, I’m not feeling so good about all of those deaths.”

 

“Oh? Why’s that?” I asked.

 

“I feel like I just assaulted a child; it’s wrong.”

 

I shrugged my bony shoulders. “Perhaps. Mem and her humans were captured by you and your troops. It’s up to you to decide what to do with them.”

 

“Uh,” the limpet said.

 

Mem fell to the floor, face buried into the sandy ground. “Please! Don’t hurt Mem’s humans!” she begged. “Mem doesn’t want them to be hurt; they’re her responsibility.”

 

“I won’t,” the limpet said. “I won’t hurt your humans. But, um, I still have some questions, please?”

 

Mem jumped to her feet and bobbed her head up and down. “Mem will answer!” 

 

“Okay, so first, how did you know to come here? To the shore, I mean,” the limpet asked.

 

It was a fine question. Being able to track an opponent was a valuable skill not to be underestimated. If knowing how someone was doing that allowed you to counter it, or better yet, use it against them, then it could be doubly valuable for an opponent.

 

The only issue, of course, was discovering how an enemy knew. Most commanders were wise enough not to let such vital tactics become widely known—

 

“Oh, there’s a magic compass,” Mem said. “It points to the most dead thing. And this time, it pointed this way.”

 

“I see,” the limpet said. “And what was your plan once you got here?”

 

“Mem thinks it was to find the mean undead person and kill them, but Mem wasn’t sure how that was meant to happen when they’re already dead. It’s very confusing to Mem. Once, one of Mem’s puppies died because it ate something that hurt its tummy, and Mem cried and hugged it carefully and rocked it, but it stayed dead and cold until Gon showed up and took it for a snack.”

 

“Well, okay then.” The limpet turned to me again. “Now, what do we do with them? Just... let them go?”

 

“You can do that,” I said. “Though it might be somewhat dangerous. A better idea might be to escort them to a safe location.”

 

“Ah,” she said. “I think... maybe the Lava Fist sect would take them? They were nice for a sect, and I think they’d understand about the whole surrender thing without being too... cultivator-ish about it.”

 

“Thank you!” Mem cheered. “Mem is very happy that her humans will be safe.”

 

“That includes you,” the limpet said.

 

Mem froze like a bug that had seen a bigger, nastier bug coming. “Oh... yes, okay.”

 

“What? What is it?” Limpet asked.

 

“Mem did a bad. Now Mom will eat Mem. It’s normal. But in the end, Mem made her humans safe, so it’s worth it.”

 

The limpet turned to me, yet again, this time with poorly concealed distress in her eyes. I wish I was projecting some eyes of my own so that I could roll them. 

 

“Perhaps you can keep the enemy commander hostage? I’m certain you could find some work for her.”

 

“You don’t need her,” Rem said. “I’m here already.”

 

“I wouldn’t mind training another butler,” Alex said.

 

“What!” Rem shouted. “Stupid! I’m very time-consuming to teach! I take all of your time. I make lots of stupid mistakes, and you won’t have time to teach more people. Especially not Mem.”

 

“Mem isn’t very good at working,” Mem said. “But Mem tries really, really hard.”

 

Rem started to clean her scythes off with quick, screeching strokes. “You’re just trying to steal Rem’s place,” she said.

 

“No! Mem wouldn’t steal stuff. Stealing is mean.”

 

The limpet rubbed at her face. “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” she muttered.

 

I nodded. “Kindness is often regretted, but it sometimes comes with its own unique rewards.”

 

“Alright,” the limpet said. She pointed to Mem. “Mem, we’ll be visiting the Lava Fist sect soon to bring your humans... I mean, the sect soldiers, back to civilization. On the way over, you can serve as my... um... dogwalker. You can take care of Fang Fang, my dog. If you do a good job, then I’ll... do something. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

 

Mem raised her scythes up, then, in a strange display I’d never seen before, started to shake and make strange, gurgling hisses.

 

“W-what is she doing?” the limpet asked. 

 

I, too, was curious.

 

“Mem! You stupid! Stop dancing, it’s ugly. The Divine Mother doesn’t want us dancing in front of humans and undead.”

 

Mem stopped; her rear swung way out, and a pair of vestigial wings stretched the cloth of her tunic. “But Mem is very happy.”

 

“Stupid!” Rem shouted.

 

I had the impression that things were growing to be quite interesting. The sort of interesting that toppled nations and made for great research papers. 

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Two - Novel Necromancy

 

 

The first order of business, post-battle, was often to loot the dead. 

 

This was a universal thing done by adventurers for centuries. It was so ubiquitous that it had been mentioned in song and legend for eons before I was even born. 

 

Necromancers, of course, did it better.

 

We did not just loot the dead. We looted the dead.

 

Oh hohoho! 

 

“Seventeen, perhaps the limpet could learn a thing or two from watching you raise those who fell tonight,” I said. 

 

Seventeen bowed at the waist. “Of course, sir.” He turned to the limpet. “Shall we?”

 

The limpet nodded. She seemed fairly eager to see how raising the dead worked, which I suppose was natural; it was the signature spell of the necromantic arts. She wasn’t quite at the level of skill I’d expect her to be at for her to be able to raise the dead just yet. Still, seeing it done might assist her later, depending on how much attention she paid to the process. 

 

Seventeen and the limpet headed off toward the rapidly-lightening beach. The sun was only just tempting itself to rise, turning the sky toward a pale blue.

 

With the limpet and Seventeen gone, that left just myself, Alex, and our two new mantis companions. “Well then,” I began. “Shall we communicate your surrender to your soldiers?”

 

Mem tilted her head to the side, then bobbed her head up and down. “Mem thinks that’s a good idea. We need to explain to Mem’s humans what’s going to happen.” Mem’s arms lowered a fraction. “They’re not going to be too happy with Mem.”

 

“Now. now, you did your best given the circumstances you were in,” I said. 

 

It wasn’t just an empty reassurance; the mantis, for all that she was seemingly rather clumsy and perhaps ill-suited to warfare in general, had fared better than her more aggressive sisters and the presumably educated cultivators that had come with her. 

 

She had benefited from a great deal of luck, of course. Were the undead in my army more vicious, were the limpet more blood-thirsty, then her entire situation would be far more dire. But then, luck was a tangible factor at times.

 

I had the impression that life, when it came to Mem, was playing with a weighted die. 

 

I stood from the stone I’d been seated at and patted down my pants. Alex perked up and came a little closer. “Do you need anything prepared, Daddy?”

 

“Perhaps. Could you and your... apprentice prepare some food for the prisoners? If we’re to escort them all the way west, then they’ll need to walk on full stomachs.”

 

“We can do that,” Alex said. “Come on, Rem, I packed some food in the carriage, just in case. Mister Seventeen helped me grab some crabs from the bottom of the ocean. I have some citrus, too; we could make a nice sauce and roast the crab to go with it.”

 

Alex grabbed Rem by the scythe and pulled her along after him. The mantis, surprisingly, didn’t protest as much as she usually did. How very curious.

 

“Mem has a question,” Mem asked. She had raised an arm, a schoolchild wanting a teacher’s attention.

 

“Ask away,” I said. 

 

“Mem and her sisters and all the cultivators, mean and less mean, were all sent out to find a big bad undead man.”

 

“Yes.”

 

“And that undead man was supposed to wear a brown jacket and pants, and he was supposed to feel very strong and be a skeleton,” Mem recited. She pointed toward me. “Are you the scary undead that Mem’s mom wants her to fight?”

 

“That would be me, in all likelihood,” I said.

 

Mem nodded. “You feel very strong, Mister. Mem doesn’t know if you’re stronger than Mom, but you feel that way. Do you think Mem or her sisters could hurt you?”

 

“I have my doubts,” I said.

 

“Then...” Mem slumped a little. “Mem was just a distraction then.”

 

Had I eyebrows, they would have risen. “An interesting conclusion to reach with so little evidence. Could you walk me through the thought process?” 

 

Mem tilted her head. “Mem’s not strong enough, but Mem can be very clumsy and distracting. Mom said so once. She sent Mem to talk to diplomats a whole bunch of times, especially when Mom wanted them to underestimate Mom.”

 

“So you’re... a diplomat?” I asked.

 

Mem stood a bit taller. “I’m a diplomem.”

 

How very endearing. “Well then, diplomem Mem, shall we see to your human companions?”

 

Mem nodded, and I stepped up next to her, both of us making our way back toward where Mem’s humans were waiting. The soldiers had taken to slouching or sitting back, most of them with their heads bowed under the constant stares from the undead surrounding them. They looked like men who had surrendered in full. 

 

When we came close enough to be seen, they perked up, some of them looking genuinely happy to see Mem, though that only brightened their moods by so much. 

 

Mem raised and wiggled her arms. “Mem surrendered to the nice undead, to one of her sisters, and to a little girl. Mem is now a dog walker, which means that everyone is safe and good now.”

 

One of the soldiers, a young man who seemed a little smarter than the others, cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you well, ma’am. Have you, ah, negotiated our release?”

 

Mem nodded. “Yes. This scary undead person will explain better than Mem can.”

 

I held back an amused chuff. “I suppose I can do that much,” I said. “We will be moving westward soon, which means that we will be crossing the area around the Lava Fist sect. You will be handed over to the sect if they are willing to take you. What they’ll do with you in their custody is between yourselves and the sect. I suppose that they might try to recruit some of you, but I doubt they’ll insist upon anything. Is that acceptable?”

 

The humans looked at each other, but they seemed wise enough to infer that the last question was rhetorical in nature. 

 

“Sir,” one of them asked. “What about Mem?”

 

“Mem here has agreed to work for the leader of the undead that assaulted your camp.”

 

“Oh,” the soldier said. “And, ah, what about our dead?”

 

“They’ll be joining the ranks of the undead, of course. Now, if you’re done with the questioning, I have other business to attend to. Mem, I presume it’s safe to leave you with your humans. If you need anything, find myself, Alex or the limpet.”

 

“Mem can do that,” she said. 

 

“Alex should be preparing food for the mortals around here. He is usually quite effective and fast when preparing such things.”

 

Mem bobbed her head up and down. “Thank you, scary undead man,” she said. 

 

I returned the nod, then stepped away. I could feel someone playing with necromantic magics nearby, so I followed my senses until I found Seventeen standing next to a row of dead bodies set out on the sandy beach. Some skeletons were moving more bodies into place.

 

The limpet stood behind Seventeen, her nose scrunched up in distaste, but she was still paying attention to the skeleton’s motions. “Choosing what form your undead will take is an important first step,” Seventeen was saying. “Look at this young man. Good bones on him, but he’s missing an arm, and his stomach was cut open. I’ve no doubt you can smell the contents of his bowels.”

 

“Yes, yes I can,” the limpet said.

 

“This would be a great candidate for zombie-hood. Zombies are a little better than skeletons at direct combat and tend to have a stronger psychological impact on living adversaries. Better yet, a zombie can later be re-raised as a skeleton if it rots too much.”

 

“Fascinating,” the limpet said.

 

“Indeed! Now, making something like an abomination is perhaps a little too advanced for you right now, so we’ll keep to the simpler undead. Has anyone shown you how to see if a body still has some soul left in it?”

 

“No,” the limpet said. “I thought dead was dead.”

 

“Sometimes, someone is only mostly dead,” Seventeen said. “That’s a great opportunity to create some will-o’-wisps or ghosts or other ephemeral undead. Always remember, ephemeral first, solid second.”

 

I arrived, interrupting the lesson somewhat, especially as the limpet took the opportunity to step closer to me and farther from the bloated bodies. “Hey, Master,” she said.

 

“We were hardly apart for more than a moment. I think I might steal Seventeen for a moment, though.”

 

“Yes, my lord?” Seventeen asked.

 

“I think it’s time to raise your fortress,” I said. “Perhaps have it join us as we move west. I suspect it can move at a decent pace.”

 

“It has been some centuries since I’ve tested its land-speed, and that was before some of the extensive modifications I brought to it, my lord. But I’m certain that it will be able to move to accommodate whatever needs you may have.”

 

“Brilliant,” I said. “I was thinking that perhaps conquering the region might be educational. We can institute educational reform, at the very least. I’m also curious about the undead armies from the North. It might be interesting to go and meet them.”

 

“Your will shall be done, my lord,” Seventeen said. “Will the limpet be leading this army?”

 

“Hmm? Well, I suppose we could let her capture a town or two.”

 

“I don’t know if I’m ready to do something like that,” the limpet said.

 

“Oh, capturing a town is simple,” I said. “It’s figuring out what to do after that that’s complicated. Logistics are the true opponents in a war. Fortunately, these are simpler with an undead army. Another reason why necromancy is a superior wartime magic.”

 

The limpet frowned. “I’m not sure if that’ll help me reach my goal of becoming really, really strong, though.”

 

“Strength isn’t everything,” I said. “At least, not in the way I suspect cultivators see it. Look at Seventeen here. He’s decently powerful as a wizard, but I suspect most sects have a few cultivators that could fight and defeat him with relative ease. At the same time, he could bring a small nation to its knees. Not through the strength of his arms, but because of his ability to plan and coordinate and, of course, create a large armed force.”

 

The limpet hummed. “Well, I suppose. The idea of being able to fight and lay waste to things on my own is just a lot more... um.”

 

“Romantic?” I tried.

 

She nodded. “I guess that fits.”

 

“It’s an understandable feeling. We often desire personal power. But that’s no reason to discount other sorts. Magic is quite similar. Some of the most devastating spells are the simple ones given to someone with the right mindset and enough creativity.”

 

“I’ll have to work on that, I guess,” the limpet said. “When can I start raising the dead?”

 

I tapped my chin. “You’re not there yet, I don’t think, but perhaps teaching you one more necromantic spell wouldn’t be a terrible idea.”

 

The limpet perked up. “Really?”

 

“Certainly. We can even practice en route to the Lava Fist. I think Cause Fear would be a good next step. It’ll get you more used to necromantic magics of the first-tier, at the very least.”

 

“Thank you, Master! I’ll do my best.”

 

I pat her on the head. “I’m certain you will,” I said.

 

Now, I just had to see about taking over this little corner of the world. For its own good, of course.

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Three - Fossil Fortress

 

 

Seventeen bowed to his lord, then turned and started walking off. The lord was busy at the moment, conversing with his warlock, the one blessed by the Bone Father with the title of ‘The Limpet.’ 

 

Oh, how he wished he knew all of the connotations of such a name. Alas, many of his books had been lost over the centuries, and he was worried that his vocabulary was suffering as well. 

 

Upon reaching the shore, Seventeen took a moment to just relax. The lapping of the waves against rock and sand was a soothing sound, one he’d heard too little in his time spent at the bottom of the ocean. 

 

Had he any lungs, he would have taken in a deep gulp of ocean air already. 

 

“Oh, enough dilly-dallying,” he muttered. Taking a step forward, he planted his loafers into the wet sand and focused. A pulse of necromantic magic shot out of him, powerful and sudden. He felt it traveling across the waves, hitting hundreds of undead crustaceans hidden under stones and in crevices.

 

The little undead received the signal and repeated it, sending it deeper and deeper into the depth, like the links of a chain, each clinking in time as the chain was whipped. 

 

Seventeen waited, patient and calm, until he felt a wave returning. A smaller, shorter burst of necrotic magic, designed in such a way that its provenance would be uncertain to all but the most astute necromancers. 

 

No point in having his fortress give away its position. It was, after all, in a somewhat disadvantageous position beneath the waves. Just as an army with some flying units could bombard the ground with nothing but stones, an adversary with a few boats could mortar his fortress from the surface if they knew what they were doing.

 

Seventeen set that thought aside and sent out another burst of magic. Not a single signal, but a stuttering, popping volley of them. The signals told a story, made a request, gave instructions, and, most importantly of all, validated his credentials.

 

The ability for water to better transmit some forms of magic was something that most necromancers were aware of, but Seventeen suspected that few of his brethren in the greatest art had actually attempted to utilize it as much as he had.

 

The crabs and lobsters and other such creatures faithfully repeated his signal. It traveled down and away, skimming over the bottom of the ocean until it reached the ears of the fortress.

 

The undersea castle came awake. 

 

He could feel it in his bones. The powerful thump-beat of a long dead heart. Not pumping blood or anything so wasteful, but instead circulating the very life essence of centuries worth of gathered dead. 

 

He could imagine it now and only regretted a little for not being near his fortress as it awoke.

 

Core would brighten, and the undead in the many caverns and hidden places below would rise, feeling the call to attention of the grand castle. 

 

Muscles, strands as thick around as a horse, stitched together from the flesh of ten thousand creatures, would flex for the first time. The many, many legs beneath the fortress would bunch up, the long, bony feet at their ends finding purchase along the mountings placed there for just this occasion.

 

Some would fail, of course. Nothing ever worked to perfection. It was why the fortress had three additional hearts, it was why its veins and arteries had redundancies, and why, with only half of its legs, it could still support its weight under the ocean.

 

The undead below would stream in droves onto the fortress. Ancient engineers of bone and gristle would rush to ligaments and veins, ensuring that all was well and repairing with their feeble magics anything that wasn’t. 

 

The scores of undead fish around the fort would swarm and swim in concentric circles, searching for prey in that moment of time when the fortress was at its most vulnerable.

 

Seventeen listened to the return signal. Short barks of necrotic energy and low hums of deathly magic. Things were functioning. One of the hearts had misfired but was beating now. Two of the greater legs had failed but were being repaired. Some of the sensors, the great eyes around the fortress, had rotted away and would require replacing. 

 

He tsked at himself. He should have inspected those more rigorously. 

 

The fortress’s feet rose, the entire edifice pushing itself up, and its many legs, like those of a massive crab, struck out and into the earth around its base. 

 

It left behind a hole, a circular pit hundreds of necrometers deep, with tunnels and passages buried into its walls. 

 

A few undead fish dove into these to retrieve some final items then returned to the fortress.

 

For all that the fortress was gigantic by the standard of walking undead, it was still minuscule, faced with the scope of an entire ocean. It’s legs began to move in a carefully orchestrated dance, pushing and pulling it forward.

 

Soon, Seventeen could no longer hear or understand the signals from his undead signalers. Too warped. The fortress’s many necrotic hearts’ constant thumping, like war drums, drowned out the precise signals he used.

 

It was an issue he hadn’t foreseen. Another failure.

 

Still, the fort was coming, and despite its slow, careful movements, its bulk alone ensured that it moved across the land at a pace that even a skeleton running all out couldn’t keep up with. 

 

Seventeen remained at his post, but that didn’t mean he was idle as he waited. He directed the undead behind him to find a place where the land formed a natural ramp and sent the will-o’-wisps he had at his disposal high above in order to ensure that no enemies were near enough to cause trouble.

 

Certainly, the number of humans able to defeat his fortress was few, but that didn’t mean there were none, and it wouldn't fail to act to prevent any such disasters when all it required was a little bit of will and some forethought.

 

Finally, as the sun crested the horizon at last and the day broke properly, Seventeen saw his fortress with his own lack of eyes.

 

The very first sections to appear were the towers along the edges, now reinforced and solidified by an ablative layer of bones. Skeletal engineers were still hard at work, adding plates and additional weapons onto the towers. 

 

Next came the top of the head of the giant turtle in the midst of the base. A gleaming shell of jade green, with its barnacles freshly removed. Two faint, reddish glows came in the space where the turtle’s head would be.

 

Entirely made from a couple of jars with will-o’-wisps, of course. It wouldn’t do to have a weak spot actually glow. That would be stupid.

 

The walls came next, covered in jagged bones and manned by zombies and skeletons in white bone-plate. 

 

Seventeen felt his soul soaring as the fortress continued to approach. It was bending a little now, having to support its own weight without the added buoyancy of water. Still, it marched on.

 

He sent signals to it once more, these ones finally strong enough to override the magical thumping of the fortress’s cores.

 

Human hearts all along the fortress’s interior started to pump, and with that pumping, spurts of water were ejected out of the sides. Heavy rain was torn out of the ocean as the bottom edge of the fortress broke out of the water with a walloping splash. 

 

The fortress paused, and gantries of bone and sinew lowered themselves down. The skeletal, undead fish guarding it raced over to there and were summarily harpooned by skeletons. 

 

Waste not, want not. Their bones would be added to the whole.

 

“And so, the great war fortress rises! The bastion of boners, the living symbol of the might of the undead! Rise, Osseous! Rise, my Forward Operations Semi-Sentient Immersible and Landbased Headquarters!” Seventeen shouted, a nearly-revelous chant. 

 

FOSSIL Head moved. 

 

Each massive step jammed a crab-like leg into the waters, sending splashes as tall as a man into the air with every motion. The ground trembled as thousands of tons of warfort moved onto shore for the first time. 

 

Seventeen placed his hands on his hips, stood as tall as he could, bent his spine back, then indulged in the traditional laugh of a necromancer whose creation was coming to life. “Mua-hah-hah-hah-hah!” he called to the heavens, interspersed with the traditional snorts. 

 

FOSSIL Head hit land like lightning, ramming into the ground. Rocks, clinging to the nearest cliffs for eons, tumbled down, and the sand shook. Small creatures scurried away in fright, some of them passing away as the weak necrotic energies wafting off the fortress enveloped them.

 

The sun rose, bathing FOSSIL Head in orange and yellows.

 

Seventeen stepped out of the water and sauntered back to his lord’s side. FOSSIL Head would move over to a place where the cliffs rose up a little and where the fort could lower itself enough that people could board the fortress with no more than a ramp or two.

 

Even when he arrived near the humans, FOSSIL Head was still clearly visible as it towered above. The humans were suitably scared. The mantis, the one that had surrendered, didn’t seem scared at all.

 

“Mem never saw something so cool!” she said.

 

“Pardon?” he asked.

 

“Mem never saw something so cool!” she said... again.

 

Seventeen turned and looked over at the FOSSIL Head. It was still covered in dark spikes and white crenulations. There were some zombies artfully hanging off the side, intestines hanging about like garlands. “Cool?” he asked.

 

“Mem thinks so.”

 

“Not... terrifying?”

 

The mantis tilted her head. “No? Is Mem supposed to be afraid? She can be if you want. Mem is good at being afraid, but she’s never been afraid of a building before.”

 

“It’s filled with undead.”

 

“Nice ones?” Mem asked. “Some seem mean, but most things can be mean. Some of the undead seem nice, though. Rem seems to like that undead with the cute skirt, and the scary undead man that Mom wants Mem to kill is actually not so scary.”

 

Seventeen stared at the creature until, with a jolt of horror down his spine, it clicked. “My lord warned me about people like you,” he said.

 

“Mems like Mem?”

 

“No... well, yes, but—” He shook his head. “People so dense that they are impossible to plot around. Plan ruiners and experiment-eaters.”

 

“Mem would never do that,” Mem said. She shook her head. “Mem tries hard to be a good Mem whenever she can.”

 

“Seventeen?” 

 

Seventeen spun around and found that the limpet was nearby. “Yes, ma’am?” he asked.

 

“Ah, I don’t think we need that now,” the limpet said. “I’m not leading anything now, am I? Um, you brought the fortress here.” 

 

“I have,” he stated the obvious in reply to an obvious statement.

 

“Is Fang Fang there?”

 

Seventeen wished he could blink. “Let’s see, shall we,” he said.

 

Cursing himself, Seventeen walked out past the limpet and wondered how he could forget something so obvious.

 

What if the dog died and the limpet complained to her master, therefore making him look bad? Sure, he could raise the dog. Make it better. But humans were sentimental. It was even a protocol to kick a puppy next to or near an adversary if you wanted to make a point about how evil you were. Cats would also do in a pinch.

 

What if the dog had gone overboard? 

 

He walked a little faster, sending the signal to lower the gate and extend the ramps.

 

A glance over his shoulder revealed the limpet... and the mantis. “Pardon me, but why are you following?”

 

Mem looked behind her, then pointed to herself with a scythe. “Mem is a dog walker now. She wants to see the dog for walking?”

 

“Oh, yes, of course.”

 

He cursed himself doubly. 

 

When he arrived at the front of the FOSSIL Head, one of the first things to happen was a wet dog shooting out of the fortress and crashing into the limpet.

 

“Well, at least that’s gone well,” Seventeen said. “Now I just need to find the next potential fire and extinguish it before it lights everything up.”

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Four - Dog Days

 

 

“Who,” Mem asked, “is a good doggy?”

 

The mantis bent forward, mandibles spread out in imitation of a human smile. Her scythes were planted on the ground to both sides, allowing her to bend forward so that she was level with the dog. 

 

“You’re a good doggy!” she declared.

 

Fang Fang panted.

 

Mem was really enjoying her new job. It was the best job she’d ever gotten. Sure, it had only been three days so far, and maybe things would get worse, but she was always hopeful that they wouldn’t. 

 

Her schedule was pretty simple. She’d get up in the morning, and then she’d tidy up her little room. She had her own room here aboard the FOSSIL Head, just a small room with a nice comfy bed and a window that overlooked one of the giant fortress’s many, many legs as it pumped up and down. 

 

After she was done tidying up, she’d go around and untidy a few things. Mess up some bed covers, shift the bit of furniture she had and maybe spill something onto the carpet. It felt wrong to make a mess, but that nice Alex person that Rem was either trying to eat, or breed with, or both was always going around and cleaning things, and Mem thought it would be very sad if there wasn’t anything for him to clean in her rooms too. 

 

That was the wake-up portion of her morning. After that, she had breakfast! 

 

Unlike back at home, where she’d need to be sneaky and find some food for herself, or where she’d have to fight with smaller sisters for scraps of meat, or worse, go hunting, here the food was just given to her, and it was very, very yummy. 

 

She made sure to tell Alex and Rem that they did good work with the vegetables, the meat and the cooking. When Mem tried to cook things like a human did, she always forgot about it and wandered off, then discovered that it was all black and hard to eat. This not-burned food was really great.

 

She had seen the archer skeletons firing at birds and Alex gathering those to make food with, so she wasn’t too sad about eating the meat. At least she wasn’t eating kittens.

 

After that, Mem had the day to herself. 

 

Her only job was to make sure that Miss Limpet’s dog was taken care of, and Fang Fang was, as all dogs were, the best dog.

 

“Can you sit?” Mem asked Fang Fang. She was trying to make conversation. Fang Fang wasn’t too loud, but he was a great listener.

 

The dog sat, mouth open in a happy dog smile and tongue lolling out at one side of his mouth. 

 

“Wow! That’s very impressive,” Mem said. “I can sit too, you know, but you make it look very good.”

 

Mem was genuinely impressed by Fang Fang. The dog could roll over. Something she could only barely do. He could chase his tail. She didn’t even have a tail! He could bark, which, when she imitated, always made the skeletons patrolling the FOSSIL Head go on alert. 

 

“Do you want to walk some more?” she asked.

 

Fang Fang leaped to his feet and was soon walking out ahead of Mem.

 

She was happy that Fang Fang was a good dog because some dogs didn’t like her. She thought that maybe they were scared of her three feet long serrated scythe arms, or the spikes on her joints, or the eight eyes she had on her face. But she never wanted to hurt them, so she worked hard to prove that she was a friend, and sometimes the doggies would reward her by bumping into her sides or by sitting next to her. 

 

Once, a puppy fell asleep on Mem’s lap, so she held very, very still for hours and hours until it woke up and went off to do puppy things.

 

Cats were nice, too, but there weren’t any on the FOSSIL Head. Maybe if she asked that nice skeleton with a number as a name, she could convince him to get some. He seemed like a very catlike person. 

 

Alex was undead, and he was part cat.

 

Mem considered this as she followed Fang Fang across the FOSSIL Head’s many decks. 

 

Rem had always liked eating Mem’s kittens. Maybe she was a cat person? Would that explain why she maybe-liked Alex? Oh, Mem truly hoped so! 

 

She wanted to know if Alex purred when he was happy and if he would allow her to touch his tail, but Mem wasn’t sure they were friends enough for that yet.

 

She hummed a happy bug song as she stomped after Fang Fang. The dog ran up some steps and reached the top-most level of FOSSIL Head, where all of the buildings were. Mem wondered if something counted as a building when it was part of a building already. A double-building? 

 

Could buildings move? And if they could, were they still buildings?

 

She would ask people later! 

 

There were a lot of skeletons around, not the nice talking ones like the number man skeleton or the scary Harold skeleton, but plain ones that were very naked and who carried swords and spears and bows. Other undead stood nearby in neat rows, too. All waiting for... something or other, Mem wasn’t sure.

 

The day before, they’d stopped by the Lava Fist sect place and unloaded all of Mem’s humans, and some of the nice Lava Fist people had told Mem that they would be nice and safe. So she didn’t have to worry about any of them. It did mean that she no longer knew as many people on the FOSSIL Head, but that was fine. She could always work hard to make new friends.

 

“Mem?”

 

Mem jumped and turned to find Miss Limpet walking over. Miss Limpet was in her usual clothing. A wrapped dress with a simple geometric pattern across it, with a checkered shawl over her shoulders. At her neck was a proud bow, like the number-skeleton’s bow tie, but much prettier. “Yes, hi,” Mem said.

 

“What are you doing?” Miss Limpet asked.

 

“Walking Fang Fang,” Mem said. She pointed to the dog, who was quite happily peeing on a skeleton’s leg.

 

“Oh,” Miss Limpet said. “Well, you might want to get back inside and bring Fang Fang with you.”

 

“Oh?” Mem asked. “Is it going to rain?” Fang Fang getting wet would be sort of bad. He’d smell like a wet doggy, and she’d need to brush him, but she couldn’t hold onto a brush, so that would be hard. 

 

Miss Limpet reached out, hesitated, and then patted Mem on the shoulder. Mem held in her excitement. It wouldn’t do to accidentally cut Miss Limpet while doing a happy dance. “Mem, haven’t you looked outside?”

 

“We are outside,” Mem said. 

 

“No, I mean... you know, out of this base.” Miss Limpet gestured to the side, then started walking that way. 

 

Mem hesitated, then called out to Fang Fang to follow. “Come on, doggy, we’re going with Miss Limpet!” 

 

On hearing his master’s name, Fang Fang rushed over and ran circles around Mem and Miss Limpet’s legs. Miss Limpet laughed and rubbed the dog’s head. “He’s in a good mood,” she said. “You’re pretty good at this.”

 

Mem’s chest puffed out. She was good at something! 

 

They came to a stop next to one of the little half-walls around the edge of the FOSSIL Head, where there were steps leading up the big bony walls. Above, on a platform that ran along the wall, were crenellations that Mem and the limpet could use to hang on while looking out past the fortress.

 

There was an army camped out ahead of them. 

 

Not an undead army either. 

 

“Oh, oh,” Mem said.

 

“You didn’t know?” Miss Limpet asked.

 

“Mem didn’t,” Mem said. Had the army snuck up on them?

 

Had they snuck up on the army? 

 

“Well, that’s... alright, I guess. Master isn’t concerned. From what our wisp spies have determined, these are mostly normal civilians from the Hungering Inferno sect. They’re not even here for us.”

 

“They’re not?” Mem asked.

 

An army of that size, with hundreds of tents, looked to be about the kind of thing humans would want when trying to fight something like the FOSSIL Head. 

 

“No, we think they’re at war with the Flame’s Heart sect. Maybe. It’s hard to tell. It’s not even a war, really, more of a skirmish, only both sides decided to start recruiting and training normal people.”

 

“What does that mean for us?” Mem asked. When there was a fight like this, Mom always picked one side to support, and then Mem’s sisters got to eat a lot of people from the other side.

 

“It means that we’re a third force in a bigger game. I don’t know how they didn’t know about Master. Or maybe they did and chose now to start moving? I don’t know. We’ll have to wait to find out.”

 

“Oh,” Mem said. The mean cultivator that was with her, was he from the Flame’s Heart sect? “They sent a lot of cultivators out to do stuff.”

 

“Yeah,” Miss Limpet agreed. “It’s possible that this is the local sect trying to strike while an opponent is distracted. That would be a nice opportunity, and that kind of thing isn’t too uncommon in the sects farther away from the capital, from what I’ve heard. The Five Gates used to be five unique sects before this kind of takeover happened and united them. So there’s some historical precedent.” 

 

“Mem doesn’t like this kind of thing,” Mem said. “Mem’s mom always sticks her scythes in things, and then she gets to chopping and stabbing. It means a lot of dead humans.”

 

Miss Limpet looked over the army. They were still some ways away, camped next to a large cliff that they could only see above because the FOSSIL Head was such a tall, mobile fortress. There was no way they hadn’t seen the undead fort.

 

Unless they were like Mem, preoccupied with playing with puppies.

 

That was a nice thought. 

 

“I... don’t like this,” Miss Limpet said. She looked like she was very concerned. Mem was still working on reading humans. “This is the kind of thing that ruins so many families.”

 

“Cultivators being eaten?” Mem asked.

 

“No, not them. They’re the ones ruining things, the way they act.” Miss Limpet slammed a fist onto one of the battlements along the wall. “They come into towns and steal people away, kill anyone that looks at them funny, will humiliate anyone that questions them, even, especially, when they don’t make sense. They act like they’re small gods. I don’t know how ordinary people can become that arrogant, but they manage. And then they leave and expect us normal people to just pick up after their messes.”

 

“Mem’s sorry.”

 

“You’re not a cultivator, are you?” Miss Limpet asked.

 

Mem shook her head. Then she paused. “Isn’t Miss Limpet a cultivator?”

 

The girl shifted, looking down and away from the camp. “No. I wanted to be for a long time. For the same reason I hate so many of them.” She barked a laugh. “I know I’m a hypocrite.”

 

Mem wished she could hug people. “It’s okay. Mem thinks you’re not that bad a person. You kill people, but everyone Mem knows does that. At least you treat Mem’s people nice?”

 

Miss Limpet didn’t say anything for a long time. “Damn,” she finally muttered.

 

Mem waited. It looked like Miss Limpet needed a moment to herself. Maybe petting Fang Fang would help? 

 

“I think I need to talk to Master. There’s got to be a way to fix all of this without killing all those people. The cultivators can all choke for all I care, but those soldiers aren’t there of their own free will.”

 

“Mem wishes you good luck,” Mem said. 

 

Miss Limpet nodded and stomped off. 

 

Fang Fang, sensing that happy-time was over, came to stand next to Mem. 

 

“Are you hungry?” she asked the doggy.

 

Fang Fang’s tail thumpa-thumped against the nearest wall. 

 

“Oh, such a good boy! Let Mem find you some good food. Yes! Good food for a good boy!” 

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Five - Malevolent Monologue

 

 

The limpet knocked on the doorframe before stepping into the bridge. The FOSSIL Head had two bridges. One secure in the depths of the walking fortress, guarded by undead and layers of bony armor, and this second bridge, set upon a tower and surrounded by balconies that allowed those within a grand view of the surroundings.

 

“Are you well?” I asked. 

 

The limpet walked over to my seat, a rather comfortable bench with a little end-table next to it, atop which I had a few books from my to-be-read pile. A jar-full of will-o’-wisps hovered over my shoulder, providing excellent lighting. “Um, are you busy?”

 

I glanced at my books, then shrugged. “Yes, but not so much so that I can’t listen. Is something the matter?”

 

The limpet hesitated, then looked out the window at the front of FOSSIL Head. Beyond the buildings set within the fortress’s walls were the rocky cliffs of the land around Yu Xiang. The city itself was quite a ways away and hardly visible from where we were. 

 

The encampment, some necrokilometers away and between us and the city, was just about the only noteworthy thing around. The entire area was a landscape of jutting cliffs and steps with switch-back roads cutting across them.

 

“Master,” the limpet began. “We’re supposed to be going around and conquering small cities, right?”

 

“That was the plan, yes,” I replied. 

 

How long that plan would work was up for debate. After all, the FOSSIL Head was anything but subtle. Then again, the local’s idea of communication was either word-of-mouth or letters, and I doubted that any initial reports about a walking fortress would be taken seriously by those who mattered.

 

That, of course, was before we ran into an army. It was one thing to ignore reports from peasants and travelers; it was another to ignore them from the leaders of an army. 

 

“Master, I don’t want to kill all those people,” the limpet said.

 

I eyed her, then the army. “Presumably, you mean that army some necrokilometers over there?”

 

“Yes. They’re conscripts, just... normal people who were dragged into this by stupid, arrogant cultivators for stupid, arrogant reasons.”

 

“You are aware that we aren’t entirely sure why the army has gathered?”

 

She rolled her eyes. “I can guess. Cultivators don’t raise armies like that to help plant crops.”

 

I chuckled. “Yes, I suppose that’s a fair point. So, you wish to protect all of these conscripted troops?”

 

Her expression was complicated for a moment. “Not protect them. I guess it’s more... give them the option not to fight? To let them surrender if they want to. We don’t gain anything from them fighting us directly, do we?”

 

“More bodies, but little else, no,” I said. “Yes, I suppose there’s no harm in at least showing them the wise thing to do. Have you prepared your speech already?”

 

The limpet blinked. “My what?”

 

“Your speech. To be delivered to all the soldiers in order to encourage them to not fight you.”

 

“Ah, um,” the limpet said. She might have spent too much time underwater; she was certainly imitating a fish more than was practical. “I didn’t know I’d need to give a speech or anything.”

 

“I’ll have Seventeen move the FOSSIL Head closer, then we can use a few simple tricks with some illusionary magic and cast a large image of yourself in the sky above. Projecting your voice requires barely more than a cantrip.”

 

“Does it have to be me?” the limpet asked.

 

“Of course, you’re the one that wants peace. Putting Seventeen on stage would merely encourage him to rant at them. Alex doesn’t have the right temperament, Mem... no, and Rem would call them all stupid then declare that she’d kill them all herself.”

 

“And you?”

 

“I’m ill-suited to speech-giving,” I said. It was a fault I was more than happy to admit having.

 

The limpet sighed. “So, just me, all alone?”

 

“It wouldn’t be a monologue if you weren’t alone, oh-hoho!”

 

The limpet stared; her lips trembled a bit, then her fists tightened into little balls, and she glared out the front of the bridge. “Right. I need to ask Seventeen to prepare a few things. Thanks, Master, I’ll do my best!”

 

She might not have been the wisest young woman around, but she did have a good working attitude. It would carry her far if she grew a little more clever.

 

I returned to my reading. It was an enjoyable, quiet afternoon for that kind of thing. The book, one I’d grabbed recently, wasn’t the best; it was downright mediocre, in fact, but it did have a lot of content to it, which somewhat made up for its deficits. 

 

The rocking of the fortress changed a little as it shifted and turned, heading directly toward the encamped army now. 

 

Sometime later, we came to a slow halt, still a ways away from the army, but when I glanced up between the flip of a page, I could now make out the standards and images painted onto the flags of the force, and I presumed that someone with some patience and good eyes could count the tiny moving forms of the force. 

 

It was about an hour and two books before the limpet returned. “Master,” she said. “Um, I’m ready... sorta ready.”

 

“Really now?” I asked as I finished my page. I dog-eared the page—it wasn’t a book precious enough to give it any special care—and stood. “Did you prepare a location for your terms to be delivered from?”

 

“Yes, Seventeen explained the projection spell a little, so I figured I’d need a nice backdrop, or at least one that’s neutral.”

 

“What did you find?”

 

“Oh, well, Seventeen said that you could project a moving image? Like, ah, the point of the projection can move?” She gestured, one hand following the other.

 

“Yes, I can do that,” I said. My curiosity was piqued. 

 

“Well, we were thinking that as the speech went along, I could be in different parts of the fortress. Just the main stage, then the parade ground. Nothing too complicated.”

 

“Very well then,” I said. 

 

The limpet led me down a few flights of stairs and onto the main deck of the fortress. Undead were lining up on the sides in a tight formation, skeletons and abominations. The skeletons that were present were the bigger, better examples Seventeen had, with matching bone armor and feral grins. The lieutenant was walking down the front row, shaping spikes out of the skeleton’s skulls to make them a little more fearsome in appearance.

 

At the very end of the deck was a seat upon which the limpet sat. It was far too large for her. A massive throne of bones and skulls, with the skull of some large sea creature atop it. The two mantises, Rem and Mem, came to stand on either side of the limpet. 

 

“This is stupid,” Rem said.

 

“You just need to stand there and look scary,” the limpet said.

 

Rem stared at the girl, then halfheartedly raised her scythes and hissed a little.

 

Mem laughed. “No, no, like this.” She raised her arms high, set her legs, and then glared ahead. “Rawr!” 

 

“Maybe... no hissing,” the limpet said. “Or... whatever that was.”

 

The limpet shifted on her throne, smoothed down her skirt, and then looked up at me. “Okay, I think I’m ready. Unless I should be wearing something else?”

 

“No, I always found it best to present yourself as who you are. There’s something that allows some people to detect a certain lack of sincerity.”

 

She nodded. “I’m ready then.”

 

I stepped back, then flicked my hand out. The spell I cast wasn’t truly one spell. Rather, it was a combination of a few spells working in tandem to create a singular effect. That effect burst into life above the fortress. An image, three-dimensional and entirely life-like, of the limpet on her throne and the two mantises by her side. 

 

The limpet in the image and in real life glanced up at the same time, then looked at me. I created a small ball of light and shifted it down. “This is what you should look into,” I explained. It will give the army the impression you’re looking down on them. Now, I’m going to cast a second spell to amplify your voice.”

 

I cast the next spell, then waited. The limpet cleared her throat and only just held back a flinch as the sound of it came from above, amplified a thousand-fold.

 

“G-greetings,” the limpet began. “I... no, who I am doesn’t really matter. It’s enough for you to know that I am one of those aboard the walking fortress you have no doubt noticed walking your way. We are here not to kill people but to liberate them. As it stands, you are in our way.”

 

I nodded along. Not the most inspiring start, but she was doing well enough.

 

The limpet shifted. “I’m not addressing the cultivators here. They don’t matter. No, that’s not quite right. They do matter because it’s their fault that all of you are gathered where you are. It’s their fault that you might be marched off to fight some war that you want no part in, that you might die for ideas and people that aren’t yours. I think I know what some of that is like. That’s why I insisted on speaking to you.”

 

The limpet grabbed the edges of her throne and stood. I made the cone of vision, capturing her back away as she moved. 

 

“As it stands, we will be capturing Yu Xiang,” she said as she started to walk. She almost tripped over the edge of the stage but caught herself with a twitch. “This isn’t something you can do anything about. We plan on taking over the city, removing the current system of governance, and replacing it with something grander, something more fair.” 

 

The limpet folded her arms before her. A pose I’d seen some women take in this era. It made her look smaller, a strange contrast to the image projected above. 

 

“If you follow the orders of the cultivators leading you, you will die. We don’t want that; we don’t want to rule over an empty city. We want a fair and equitable society, which will not be possible if the citizens are all dead.”

 

The limpet moved far enough that the skeletons at parade rest by her side became visible in the image above. They were quite a bit taller than her, though I idly noted that some were standing on boxes to make them seem evenly tall. That wasn’t something that appeared in the image above, fortunately. 

 

“We—I will offer this to all of you who are listening. Leave the army. Go back home. Don’t fight someone else’s war where you will certainly be the loser.” 

 

We began to cross the abominations, and I suspect that Seventeen brought out the most horrid specimens he could find. Large boil-covered mounds of flesh with arms and legs grasping out of them, some with great bulging muscles and hands gripped around cleavers and machetes and bone-axes. 

 

“To the cultivators,” the limpet said. Her voice turned considerably colder, and her brows came together in a frown. “You and your sort have always disgusted me. Certainly, you have power, and that is something I’ve always wished to have more of, but your attitude as a whole, your inability to put yourself in the place of those below you, your disregard for the common folk in pursuit of your own selfish goals. You are the worst thing to happen to a society. Fight us, and you will find no mercy.”

 

The limpet smiled, bright and pretty even as she poked her glasses up her nose.

 

“I look forward to adding your corpses to my army!” 

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Six - Analyzing Armies

 

 

“They didn’t listen.”

 

I stood upon one of the towers lining the walls of the fortress. It was a wonderful vantage from which to see the countryside as well as the army gathering up before us. 

 

Seventeen had moved the fortress to the top of a cliff, keeping the drop behind us. Essentially, we stood upon a plateau that made reaching our position quite tricky except for one direction. That, of course, was where the army gathered.

 

There were still four or so necrokilometers between us and the army. Plenty of time to deploy our own troops. Or I could cast a little something to wipe the field clean, but that would feel... pointless? 

 

Certainly, I didn’t mind using magic to rid myself of things that I found inconvenient, but I also firmly believed that taking action could also teach you. Merely using a spell to fix every problem was a great way to develop bad habits. Then, when you were caught without an easy fix, you wouldn’t know how to react. 

 

The limpet rammed a closed fist on the parapet. “They didn’t listen,” she repeated, this time with more venom. 

 

It wasn’t actual anger, I supposed. More frustration tinged over disappointment. The feeling one had when an experiment failed so poorly that you couldn’t even get any data from its failure. 

 

“Oh, I don’t doubt many of them would want to be elsewhere,” I said. “Soldiers in the field rarely want to be where they are. But they have little choice in the matter.”

 

The limpet glared ahead. “Cultivators,” she said. It sounded like a curse. “So, we’re going to fight?” 

 

“Perhaps. I could use a few necromantic spells to destroy the army as a whole,” I said.

 

She looked up at me, worked her jaw, then shook her head. “Master, can... can I ask that you not?”

 

“Oh hoh?” 

 

“I want to give them a chance to run.”

 

“Haven’t you already?” I asked.

 

“It didn’t work. But many of those soldiers can’t run. If we change their circumstances, though, I’m sure that could change. We just need to... ah, give them another chance.”

 

“And how do you propose to do that?”

 

The limpet crossed one arm and started to rub at her chin. “Well, we have an army too. I guess... we would need to eliminate their leaders first, then let the army break. This won’t be like that fight on the beach.”

 

“There are significantly more moving parts,” I said.

 

The limpet considered that. “Is... the number of parts that important? I mean, yes, but it’s all the same in that respect. I meant more... it’s different because it’s daytime, and we can see them just as well as they can see us. No element of surprise, no need to scout.”

 

“Ah, but the actual act of warfare is the same?” I asked.

 

She nodded slowly. “I think so? I mean, the numbers are bigger, but that’s it, right? The same tactics hold up no matter the scale?”

 

I nodded, quite pleased at the conclusion. “Indeed. Well observed. For the record, you will find that, often, magic works in the same way. A Control Flame spell bears a striking resemblance to a Fireball when you examine them, and both are similar in construction to something like Meteor Swarm. Complexity increases, but the fundamental parts remain the same.”

 

The limpet considered that for a moment. “I think I see it. Is that why you’re making me learn so many small, weak spells?”

 

“No. You’re learning those because you are both small and weak.”

 

She pouted.

 

I gave her a skeletal grin, then patted her on the head. “Go tell Seventeen to begin deploying the army. We should have some time yet.”

 

She grinned. “Thanks, Master!” she said before wrapping her arms around my ribs and squeezing. Then she was off.

 

I paused for a moment, then straightened my jacket to remove any wrinkles. 

 

I would freely admit that I hadn’t embraced the idea that I would be hugged. But I could endure one or two. It wasn’t a hug-e hassle. “Oh hohoho!” 

 

The fortress shifted, and between one moment and the next, it became a hive of activity. 

 

The huge crab legs moved, ramming themselves into the ground one after the other with thunderous crashes, and then the entire fortress began to lower itself. 

 

The front ramp lowered with a clatter of chains and a dull boom as it hit the ground, and then, with the sort of mechanically-precise timing that only a well-honed necromancer’s skill could provide, the army of the undead within the fortress began to deploy itself.

 

Rows of skeletal warriors stomped out and onto the field before the F.O.S.S.I.L Head. Skeletons with great shields at the fore, with bone swords by their side. Then, rows of spear-wielding skeletons, devoid of any armor but still deadly in their boxy phalanxes. 

 

I looked over to the bridge of the fortress and noted the limpet and Seventeen, both of them looking over the troops, with the limpet pointing this way and that. 

 

Next came the zombies, shambling along and no doubt filling the air with their putrid scents.

 

The limpet seemed to hesitate, then she waved her arms this way and that, and the army before us broke apart. 

 

The skeletons formed three groups, each with some fifty bodies within. Shield walls at the fore, spear-wielders behind them, and armored sword-using skeletons at the very back. 

 

The three groups moved to form three walls, one at the fore and one on either side. The gap between them was little more than fifty necrometers wide, but that was enough for quite a few enemies to move through, so she plugged those with zombies.

 

Abominations came down, perhaps fifty in all, and these were divided once more, filling the gaps between the skeletal formations and the sides with zombies to support them.

 

Then came the more specialized undead. 

 

Skeletal archers moved out of the fortress in neat rows and set themselves up a few necrometers behind the main skeletal formations.

 

Will-o’-wisps spread out into the air, a shimmering curtain of twinkling lights that flickered and sparkled in the sky above the army. Then the wraiths joined them, initially in clumps and with some semblance of formation, but they continued to spread out and break apart, and I could almost pin-point the moment the limpet gave up and allowed them free rein of the sky.

 

Ghosts and ghouls moved up and mingled with the zombies. I supposed they were similar enough that the limpet didn’t see the need to keep them apart. 

 

Then, the heavier equipment was rolled out. Whales, with sinew cords and muscle-fiber bracing, were lifted up by teams of skeletons. They had bone-woven baskets at the end of their tails, and once their ribs were properly planted, the undead manning them began to deploy them, spines acting as the lone arm of a trebuchet. 

 

Balls of spiky bone, some still able to move, were stacked next to these.

 

The fortress itself was armed. Ballistae moved to the walls and mounted atop the tower. Additional archers climbed the battlements and held themselves at the ready as only an undead could. The additional height from being above the wall would likely allow them to fire arrows well beyond the tops of the current formations. 

 

Finally, the skeletal birds were deployed, entire flocks of flying creatures taking to the air and scaring off the vultures and other scavengers that had come, following the scent of decaying meat. Their talons gripped onto necrotic bombs and old potions and, on occasion, simple rocks. Physics is wonderfully destructive at times, and a stone dropped from high could do just as much to kill someone as a complex spell. 

 

Our undead army stood upon the field, quiet, except for the occasional moan from a zombie.

 

Drums started to rumble across the open field. The army of men across from us beat spears on shields. I watched as banners were raised. Colorful flags with complex symbols upon them. The names of sects and the city behind them proudly on display. 

 

“Papa?” 

 

I glanced to the side to see Alex walking over.

 

“Hello,” I said. “Are you alone?”

 

My maid nodded. “Yes. Rem is practicing tea making, and Mem is walking Fang Fang. She’s over there.” He pointed off to the side, and I glanced that way.

 

As he had said, Mem was on the field, a little ways behind the right-most phalanx of skeletal soldiers. The dog was urinating on a skeleton’s leg while Mem cheered it on. 

 

“I see,” I said. 

 

“That’s a big army over there,” Alex noted idly.

 

I nodded. The army of the Hungering Inferno sect was some two thousand strong.

 

Most of those were normal men, from what I could tell, but many seemed terribly young to be out doing war, and others seemed too old. 

 

I did a little bit of mental math. The city of Yu Xiang, from what I’d seen, had room for perhaps six or seven thousand people. We had seen some little hamlets and villages along the main roads. Most likely had fewer than a hundred inhabitants, but there had to be a good two dozen of those little villages dotted around the countryside, providing food and cattle for the bigger city.

 

I estimated a regional population of about ten thousand. Maybe a little more. 

 

Were they taking one person in five to join their forces? 

 

There were no women that I could see, which meant that only the very young, the exceptionally infirm, or those lucky few who were deemed too important to go to war, had been left behind.

 

Perhaps the limpet was correct. Ridding the local population of so many of its citizens could spell the end for the entire city.

 

By contrast, the undead army set onto the field had about four hundred undead of different sorts. Another couple of hundred remained within the fortress, guarding it and working the innards of the war fort. 

 

Our forces were outnumbered if one ignored the smallest of the undead. 

 

“We’re going to win,” Alex said.

 

I was tempted to nod. “It’s likely that if both armies were to clash directly, we would come out on top. They’re mostly peasants with some new weapons and minimal training, and I don’t imagine their leaders are all that well-versed in this type of warfare. Interestingly enough, total elimination isn’t the goal of our army’s commander.”

 

“The limpet?” Alex asked.

 

“Indeed. She wants to force them to surrender with minimal losses,” I said.

 

“Can she do that?” Alex asked. 

 

I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s possible. Routs are common enough. They’re likely being bolstered by their greater numbers and the presence of some high-leveled cultivators. Kill enough of them, and the army will likely retreat on its own.”

 

“But that’s still some loss of life,” Alex said.

 

“It is,” I agreed. “I am genuinely curious about what she’s going to come up with.”

 

Alex smiled at me, his tail flicking from side to side. “It’s nice to see that you’re making friends, Papa.”

 

“Friends?” I asked.

 

“Well, maybe not friends,” Alex recanted. “More like a surrogate daughter.”

 

“I don’t think that’s how I would classify my relationship with the limpet,” I said.

 

Alex nodded. “That’s okay. I don’t think you need to think of it that way for it to work.”

 

“I very much have the impression that we are not on the same wavelength here about my relationship with the limpet. She’s my apprentice at best. Affections don’t truly factor into that.”

 

“If you say so, Daddy,” Alex agreed.

 

I decided not to pursue the matter. 

 

The undead started to shift, and then the skeletons began to hammer their forearms against their sternums or the edges of their shields or bows. A ‘clack clack clack’ that grew louder with every beat, and that very noticeably didn’t match the timing of the human soldiers drum-beat.

 

It seemed as if the games had already begun.

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Seven - Desperate Deaths

 

 

Shu Shushu wasn’t from Yu Xiang, but he still stood with that city at his back. He was from a little farming village to the Northeast. He was raised there, only visiting the big city a few times when harvest season ended, and it was time to sell their surplus to the city and to the taxmen from the sect there.

 

He dreamed of owning his father’s farm one day. His older brother had left for the city to become a metal worker, and his younger brother was a lay about who had been spared the rod too much as he grew up.

 

Shushu was still happy that his brother wasn’t here now.

 

A month ago, members of the sect had come into his town. Great cultivators in silken robes who moved like wolves. They had punched the ground and created a platform from which to talk. 

 

The guards rounded everyone up, and the cultivators spoke. They told stories of great valor, of huge battles, and of enormous wealth. Then, they asked for volunteers to join them in their crusade against the evil machinations of the Flame’s Heart sect to the Northwest. 

 

Shushu had barely ever heard of them, and while great wealth and valor tempted him, he had his eyes on his family’s farm, their plot of land which yielded humble wealth of its own in exchange for sweat and toil. 

 

He declined, as did many others.

 

Then, the cultivators were roused to anger, and their asking became demanding. 

 

One of the cultivators had... well, he wasn’t sure what they’d done, only that he awoke a day later, beaten and bruised, in a camp with dozens of others. He recognized some of them from his little village, equally beaten and looking raw and confused.

 

A man called them to attention, and soon, all of them were given wooden poles and forced through some simple motions.

 

That had been... was it a month ago? 

 

He wore a bandage over his arm, gray cloth that meant he was a conscript, not a volunteer. In the camp, that meant that he was given less trust than those who’d joined with their full heart. 

 

He’d seen a few others with gray bands hanging from poles. Those who’d tried to escape.

 

Which was why he was here now, standing in a line next to others just like him, hands tight around the actual spear he’d been given that very morning. 

 

Shushu wished for it all to be over already. He wanted to return to his farm. 

 

There were coughs all along the line, and one man pushed his way to the front, shifted up the front of his lamellar armor, then took a piss toward the front. 

 

A few laughs rang out across the ranks, and the man with his little spear in hand glanced over his shoulder. “Shut up, you. I’m preparing the battleground for our grand victory!” 

 

Shushu shook his head and refocused ahead of him.

 

The Hungering Inferno Army, ten thousand men strong, was laid out in large square formations across the vast plains. This space was rocky, with sure footing and terrible earth for agriculture. It was too dry for anything but the hardiest bushes and weeds to grow. 

 

Still, there were geysers all across the landscape that would spit out great gouts of scalding steam, and he’d heard that this sometimes created fantastic pools to relax in. Many cultivators came here for just that reason.

 

Now, the space was occupied by the army he was in and the one across the field from him.

 

A thousand paces away, so far that they were little more than gray specs, was an army of the undead. Shushu had heard that they outnumbered the dead ten to one. He wasn’t sure if he should believe that or not, but it gave him some confidence.

 

He didn’t want to be here, but he also didn’t want the undead invading his peaceful little village. 

 

Shushu tightened the grip on his spear. Yes, he wanted to return to his home. But maybe it would only be after this was all done. 

 

He could remember the visage that had been projected into the sky, like the image of a god, a young woman who seemed at once gentle and kindly, like a girl from his village, and yet who was surrounded by monstrosities. He’d heard her sweet words, and he professed himself tempted to do as she asked. To leave.

 

But then he’d seen what happened to those who left.

 

Shushu glanced up as a man on horseback rode by, sitting tall on his saddle and eyeing their crooked ranks. “Be ready, men!” the commander said. “Today, we rout the undead. We will drive them back to the Undying Loch itself.”

 

A cheer went up, and Shushu added his voice to it.

 

“Those of you who acquit yourselves well today will earn a man’s pay for your hard work, and no more will we brand you as gray-banded cowards,” the commander continued. 

 

Another cheer, louder this time.

 

“The undead are weak! Shells of men held together by evil magics! They cannot withstand the power of bright-hearted men!” 

 

Yet another cheer, but one that was drowned out by a panicked scream from another formation. Shushu stood up taller, looking that way but seeing little. Had the attack begun? 

 

Then he noticed the shadow in the sky above. He squinted. Was that a rock?

 

And was it... growing larger?

 

 

 

Trebuchet Nine wished that his undead body had lungs so that he could laugh. Still, the lack wasn’t so bad. He saw the plume of dust that rose where his first stone had struck. Right in the middle of a formation, too. 

 

Trebuchet Eight and Four had gambled within the depths of the fortress that they would be the first to score a kill, but here Trebuchet Nine was, the first! 

 

He would rub it in later. That would really improve their long-distance relationship!

 

But first, he brought his great arm down, stitched-together muscles working hard to pull his counterweight back up. A pair of lesser undead were standing next to a stone the size of a fully grown man, and when his sling made of skin reached them, they rolled the rock into it. 

 

He tested the weight. Yes, this one would do nicely.

 

Squinting the eyes set atop his pivot, he judged the distance. The army ahead of them was massive, but it was organized into large boxy formations of spearmen and archers and men on horseback.

 

Oh, horses! 

 

With a grunt of effort, Trebuchet Nine turned his base a little, adjusting his aim four degrees clockwise. The distance was... about point seven kilonecrometers... the boulder’s weight, combined with his counterweight... yes, he had a pretty good idea of the trajectory his rock would take.

 

His aim would be perfect, but his projectile wasn’t. The stones would be so much better if they were smooth spheres. Then, he would better be able to calculate their path through the air. He’d have to find a way to ask Lieutenant Seventeen about it.

 

It would be a tough subject to breach, but breaching things was his entire job.

 

Worst case scenario, he could strong-arm the undead about it. 

 

Trebuchet Nine tensed up, then fired.

 

His long arm raced around his pivot-point, dragged down by the mass of his counterweight, and then his sling was ripped back and up, letting go just before the apex.

 

His eyes locked onto the stone as it flew far above the empty battlefield, tumbling and rolling through the air before finally, it crashed to the ground with a distant, echoing boom.

 

He cursed his luck. Six necrometers short of the cavalry formation. A few horses were spooked, and some might have been struck by shrapnel, but it wasn’t what he was looking for.

 

Oh well. It had been a literal long shot.

 

Was it the wind? Maybe. He made note of that as he started to pull his arm back. The next shot would be far more deadly! 

 

Then he noticed something in the sky. Not flying toward the enemy but toward him.

 

It was a man, riding... a burning sword? What kind of nonsense was that? 

 

The man pulled out another equally flaming sword and screamed as he came racing down. “Burning Blazing Fiery Cinder Sword Slash!” 

 

The sword released a wash of flames, and Trebuchet Nine could do nothing at all as it struck him—

 

Guan Xiaoling of the Flaming Heart’s sect landed daintily on the backline of the undead army’s formation. Her eyes scanned the ranks while behind her, some infernal rock-throwing machine burned in the fires of her passion. 

 

Yes, it was time to show this undead that they were fools to even try to face her sect! 

 

Fighting the undead was what she did. They weren’t uncommon to the North, but they did appear at times, often led by a more powerful undead commander. Once, when she was still merely an acolyte of the Flaming Heart, with little understanding and less common sense, she had been sent on extermination missions to protect the villages and outlying towns that owed their fealty to the sect. 

 

Someone had to do it, and most of her elder brothers and sisters at the time didn’t want to do that kind of work.

 

It would interfere with their meditation and their own cultivation. So they’d send her, an outer disciple with little skill but much persistence.

 

And she’d almost died, time and time again, but in doing so, she’d discovered her own strength.

 

Now, as an inner disciple with access to greater resources and more personal power, she was at the top, and this pitiful undead didn’t scare her. 

 

Guan Xiaoling spun, and her jian sliced through an entire troop of smaller, lesser undead. Their bones burned after her sword had sliced through them, her Will of Fire undaunted by undeath. 

 

She paused for a moment, taking in the scene and keeping an eye on her surroundings. The undead army was arrayed in multiple layers, with these backlines reserved for a few small groups of lesser undead and the large trebuchet. 

 

One of these launched, and her attention was pulled to the large stone flying across the battlefield. 

 

That would hurt someone if it struck, but she was here, in the enemy’s own backline, and so she was protected from that kind of assault.

 

She grinned. It was time to single-handedly wipe this undead army off the map!

 

Guan Xiaoling started to run toward a formation of shambling zombies. She focused, and with a cultivation technique she had perfected, she opened some meridians, pushed some qi around, and just like that, her blade burst into brilliant flames.

 

Then, from the sky, came a single glowing mite.

 

A will-o’-wisp! She slashed through it, and the ephemeral undead was burned by her technique. Guan Xiaoling laughed and called out her next technique. 

 

“Blazing Hot Ardent Combustion Slash!” she screamed as she raced toward the zombies.

 

She felt something brush against her back, and she aborted her attack to spin around and cut behind her.

 

Another will-o’-wisps burned itself apart, but then she felt a sting by her thigh and another at her shoulder.

 

Guan Xiaoling was, she realized, surrounded. Dozens, hundreds of glowing mites were pouring out around her, each dipping in to press themselves against her robes and flesh, sending cold stabs into her. 

 

She growled, then let her flaming heart blaze. The world around her turned to flames and dozens of the little will-o’-wisps burned. 

 

But there were dozens more, and as the fire of her passions died down, they swept in once more.

 

It grew colder and colder, the air stinging in her lungs as her sword’s precise cuts became more feeble, and her core grew chilled.

 

Why wasn’t her heart flaming anymore?

 

Lee (technically, he was Combat Will-o’-Wisp 258 of Division Four, but he still remembered being just Lee) watched the body of the cultivator he’d just killed for a moment. She was so young. So... stupid. He sighed, and his entire body sparkled.

 

“Oh, my, god,” Yan belched. 

 

Lee flatulated upward. It was hard, being a strong gust of sparkly wind sometimes. “What is it?” he asked. Or rather, he warbled. 

 

The other undead thought the will-o’-wisps were quiet, bright little balls of magic that minded their own.

 

They were entirely wrong. 

 

Of all the undead out there, they were the ones who remembered their humanity the most, even if they had the least humanity to show for it. They were souls and magic and nothing else, but that didn’t stop them from being people.

 

“That’s my body,” Yan said. She broke wind toward the miniature zombie horde. “See, the one with the lilac dress. That’s my body. Oh, god, look at what happened to my skin!” 

 

“Oh, get over yourself,” Bai, who was one of the older, more experienced wisps, trumpeted. “We have orders from above.”

 

“From the limpet, you mean,” Yan warbled. “Have you seen the look of her? That’s a girl that hadn’t taken one bit of care for her skin in her entire life, I swear.”

 

Lee sighed, which, of course, meant that he mostly just sparkled a bit more than usual. His life since dying had been nothing but this sort of incessant gossip. Sure, flying was nice, and he could sparkle like none other, but it was constant, incessant gossip among the will-o’-wisp ranks. 

 

It was probably why none of them really felt bad for those who had just re-died. They, at least, were free from the karmic cycle of tittle-tattle.

 

They formed up behind Bai and suppressing their glimmers, they raced over the battlefield.

 

The two armies were finally meeting in the middle. Arrows zipped by and sometimes through their formation, but being entirely physical, they weren’t harmed by them, either those tipped in iron or those made of bone. 

 

Below, human men with spears discovered that stabbing a charging skeleton between the ribs did a whole lot of nothing. The lines crashed together, bones went flying, and men screamed desperately as bone-spur clubs came rushing down. 

 

Both sides had lines of archers, though the human archer groups were quite small compared to the hundreds on their side. Lee supposed that would make up a little for the brittleness of the undead forces at the front. 

 

He noticed wraiths moving in between the ranks and stronger undead abominations shambling behind with squadrons of zombies following them. 

 

On the human side, a large detachment of men on horseback took off, circling around the flat terrain as if to hit the undead from the side, but already, bigger undead were moving around to intercept. 

 

He had a few things he could say about the limpet, but she at least had a head on her shoulders. 

 

He didn’t even have a shoulder to put a head on.

 

“There’s our target,” Bai exhaled. “Everyone, form up! We’re hitting their leaders!” 

 

The formation of wisps floated downward on a wave of twinkling air, all of them following Bai’s lead toward a formation of cultivators near the back lines. They were standing with some men in gilded armor and others carrying signal flags on long poles.

 

Lee aimed for one of those signal men and crashed into his young-looking face with a belch. He loosened himself to allow his wispy magic to wrap around the young man’s head, then rode him down as he crashed to the floor, hands vainly trying to tear Lee away.

 

The others in the area were going down, too, their surprise attack surprisingly effective. 

 

Lee thought that this was going pretty well. Maybe the limpet knew what she was doing after all—

 

Luóbo Tóu huffed as he wiped his hands clean on the tabard of a fallen signal man. All around him were more dead and a few groaning men whose exposed skin was marred by strange, necrotic chills. 

 

A surprise attack? He eyed the results of it and felt a heavy weight in his heart. A dozen non-cultivators dead. A couple of outer disciples kept on the backline for being too weak, passed away as well.

 

He was an elder of the Flaming Heart’s sect; he had seen its highs and its lows. 

 

Today would be one of those lows, though perhaps some of the others wouldn’t yet realize it. 

 

Luóbo Tóu stood and straightened his posture, feeling his back pop as he did so. This entire thing was a mess.

 

The Flaming Heart sect had raised this grand army in order to face off against the most powerful sect in the region, the Ashen Heart, whose members had spread out to discover the Harold. Their sect home would be poorly guarded, and it would have been so simple to wipe out their eternal rivals in a time of distraction.

 

The local sect, the Hungering Inferno, had also joined in, though they were doubtlessly the weakest of the sects in the region. Still, together, they would have been a great challenge, and they’d raised one of the largest armed forces ever seen in this backwater province. 

 

For naught, because even as he watched, that force was being decimated by the undead.

 

For now, it seemed as if not all was lost. For every soldier lost, he counted five-fold as many undead being slaughtered.

 

But their conscripts, and even the outer sect disciples on the front, would tire. The undead would not.

 

And then there would be that fortress of bone and gristle at the back. The towering edifice still stood tall and unmolested. He couldn’t imagine what horrific monsters lurked within.

 

Taking it down would be a job for himself and the other sect elders working together. 

 

But that was for later.

 

“I will help,” he said.

 

It earned him a few looks from his fellow elders. It was the place of the weak and new to fight the chaff, but in their shortsightedness, his brothers didn’t see that their own chaff would soon be ground to so much dust. Better to expend some small amount of personal effort on his part to save many lives, which could be used later.

 

Such was the calculus of war, one unfamiliar to most sects where a single cultivator was worth a thousand soldiers.

 

Luóbo Tóu stepped onto the field of battle, and with him rose the flames of the world.

 

He burned forward, slamming through the middle of the formation. Some few human soldiers burned, but his ire was directed at the skeletons and undead beyond, and his forceful blows turned many of them to ash.

 

It was good to stretch himself, he thought as he ran a hand through his long beard. How long had it been since he truly put effort into a battle?

 

With each stomp and sweep, dozens of undead were burned, their souls released in a cacophony of flames. The ground itself smoked in his passing, and Luóbo Tóu continued to make his presence known. 

 

He was almost growing bored with it all. Where was the challenge? 

 

Then, he found a challenge. 

 

A large skeletal monster stomped onto the battlefield. It was a grand being, three times his own height, with corded muscles between pitch-black bones and eyes that burned with an inner fire. 

 

“Are you the best they have?” he asked.

 

The skeleton reached over its back and then pulled out a great sword. A large hunk of spiky bones jutting out of a long shaft. It was almost more of a club than a proper sword.

 

He scoffed at it. “The weapon of a brute,” he said.

 

Then he brought his hands together, opened himself up to channel more of his heart’s flames, and with a twist and push, he bathed the monster in his eternal flames.

 

They obscured the sword swinging toward him—

 

Gargantuan took a moment to raise his sword back up. With a simple gesture, he saluted the man he’d just sent hurtling across the battlefield. 

 

There was no sense in wielding great power if that great power didn’t come with an equally great sense of responsibility and restraint. Even in the face of a callous foe, it wouldn’t do not to understand his own strength.

 

As Gargantuan stood amid the chaos of the battlefield with the clang of steel on steel and the screams of warriors, he couldn’t help but contemplate the nature of life and death, and also, he wondered if he should be wearing pants.

 

He didn’t have anything to show; of course, his body was muscle, bone and ligament, but still, it was a matter of principle. He’d just killed a warrior while pantsless. Was that not disrespectful?

 

Why was he given a sword but no sheath? 

 

He contemplated this as he stepped forward and sought another brave warrior to face upon this field. Someone who could match his strength, with whom he could trade philosophy and rhetoric at the point of a sword. Someone large enough that he could take their clothes once he defeated them.

 

He found one such person standing across the battlefield from him.

 

A huge man with twin posts sticking out of his back onto which the script for Hungering was written on one, and Inferno on the other.

 

The man was a general. So much was readily obvious from his plumed helmet and finely crafted armor. And from the look in his eyes, he intended to defeat Gargantuan himself.

 

Gargantuan raised his own blade in a salute, then positioned himself to fight. 

 

His skeletal feet dug into the ground. The general, eyes burning with determination, shifted his grip upon his own long sword.

 

“I am General Bōluó Bāo. I will defeat you, monster,” he declared.

 

Gargantuan bowed his head. “I am Gargantuan. I will wear your pants.”

 

The general disappeared, but Gargantuan’s keen senses had him raising his sword in time to catch the general’s first move. A powerful overhead swing that would surely have shattered even his magically-reinforced bones. 

 

Dust flew away from them at the impact, and the nearest of the soldiers, skeletal and human alike, were sent scattering away. 

 

Seizing the moment, Gargantuan launched into a series of heavy swings, each aiming to cleave the general in half, but the man was quick, leaping over some attacks, ducking aside to avoid others, and parrying with thunderous clashes when avoidance wasn’t possible.

 

Gargantuan continued to push. He wouldn’t tire. The general would, eventually.

 

For a moment, it seemed as though the two warriors were evenly matched, only the general’s gradual and inevitable fatigue giving Gargantuan the eventual upper hand, but Gargantuan, his bones imbued with the wisdom of a thousand battles, saw an opportunity. 

 

The general swung his sword in a wide arc, aiming to cut into Gargantuan’s neck. 

 

Gargantuan ducked and lunged forward, his sword finding an unarmored segment between the general’s arm and side.

 

The blade met meaty resistance for the first time.

 

The general was quick to leap aside, but the damage was done. He now sported a deep puncture and cut in his armpit, and the grimace he wore suggested it would impair him greatly.

 

Gargantuan hesitated, his sword poised for another blow. If he capitalized on the general’s weakness now... but the honor that had guided him throughout his unlife stayed his hand. Instead, he offered the defeated general a respectful nod, acknowledging the bravery and skill that had made their duel a worthy challenge.

 

The general moved. His eyes were alight with a fierce hunger that hadn’t been there before and with a rapid feint that Gargantuan misread, the general slipped under his guard, and his sword cleaved across Gargantuan’s chest, chopping through ribs and the thick muscles there alike.

 

“Pants!” Gargantuan said.

 

They were his final words as the general spun, slipped through his guard once more, and slashed across his neck with a single, beautiful stroke—

 

Bōluó Bāo breathed in and then out. The hunger in his core raved and boiled, demanding more from him, but this singular fight was over. 

 

The one who’d killed an elder of the Flaming Heart sect had been defeated by none other than he, a member of the Hungering Inferno.

 

It was a revenge that he would savor, all the more because it would stick in the throats of the Flaming Heart like a chicken bone. 

 

He wiped his sword clean with a cloth, then eyed the battlefield. 

 

His men were tiring. None had the training to keep this sort of fighting up for so long, and already, he could see some small portions of the line prepared to rout.

 

There was nothing for it. He would call a retreat, reassess, and then push forward once more. The undead had suffered much, but they hadn’t lost definitively. 

 

That would be... an issue. Left to their own devices, vile necromancers could bring all of these losses, and his own, back.

 

No, he had to end this now. 

 

And there was a simple solution to that.

 

With the giant skeleton now properly dead, there was a path to the great undead fortress.

 

The general brushed his outfit off, then looked at his wound.

 

It still bled, but he would live. The weakness was... distracting, but not so much so that he couldn’t make it. He had suffered worse. 

 

Stepping forward with all the weight of his rank and actions on his back, General Bōluó Bāo moved across the battlefield toward the fortress. Surprisingly, he was not assaulted by the undead as he did so. 

 

Rather, they left him alone, a circle of quiet until he reached the walls of the fortress. “I am General Bōluó Bāo. I demand to speak to your leader!” he shouted.

 

If combat wouldn’t win the day, then underhanded subterfuge would.

 

There was some motion above, and then the head and shoulders of a young woman poked out over the ramparts. She blinked, then adjusted her glasses. “What?” she called down.

 

“I am General Bōluó Bāo. I demand to speak to your leader!” he shouted once more.

 

She blinked, then her head moved back onto to return a moment later. “Why?”

 

He was growing quite frustrated with this little child. “Because I am General Bōluó Bāo!”

 

The girl shrugged. “Okay? And?”

 

The general had had enough. With a powerful push, he leaped into the air, rekindling the inferno of his hunger as he did so. At the apex of his flight, the general stepped onto the ramparts even as the child stumbled back.

 

She was accompanied by a few creatures, he noticed immediately. Two mantis demi-gods (traitors? Undead?), a serving woman of some sort, and two skeletons in strange garb whom he dismissed. “I am General Bōluó Bāo. You have stoked my hunger and my rage. Prepare to die,” he said before shooting forward toward the girl.

 

A skeletal hand halted all of his motion, grabbing him by the neck.

 

One of the skeletons he had dismissed? But how?

 

“Ohohohoho, hungry, are you?” the skeleton said. “How about you eat someone your own size?”

 

“Hunger of the Dreamer.”

 

The general’s last sight of his own world was all of it falling away within a small slit in reality as he plunged back into an abyss of tentacles and a hunger unimaginably deeper than his own—

 

“He was a bit rude,” the limpet said.

 

I shrugged. “Desperate men often forget their manners.”

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Eight - Glorious Goals

 

 

I grinned a skeletal grin as the last of the living soldiers on the field threw down his spear, disgust writ clear on his face. It was the right move to make, of course, as he was surrounded by a number of unliving soldiers. 

 

The Limpet looked over the battlefield, then back down at the stack of reports she had before her. They were penned by Seventeen and a number of his logistic bone drones. 

 

Their reports had kept the limpet appraised about a number of things. From the amount of stones left for the trebuchets and arrows remaining for her archers to the amount of injured but not destroyed undead that had been recovered as the lines advanced. They were rather barebones reports, but they were necessary.

 

Ohohoho, barebones! 

 

Usually, if I was at the head of such an operation, I’d have a number of zombies and mummies working through that kind of report. Zombies were great at de-composing big problems, and mummies tended to get so focused on the task at hand that they got all wrapped up in it.

 

Limpet glanced up and back, staring at me for a moment. “Why are you chuckling, Master?” she asked.

 

“Just the elation of victory,” I said. She wasn’t ready for that level of wordplay. “What do you want to do next?” 

 

The limpet overlooked the field. There were a number of fires still burning here and there. The cultivators from the two sects we seemed to have fought were both keen on using fire in their attacks. Unfortunately, I’d long since discovered that fire, as much as it was a powerful morale-killer against organic foes, was terrible as a weapon.

 

Burning someone to death was slow, agonizing, and oftentimes inefficient. The same amount of magic would be better spent in kinetic spellcraft, especially as most armors would simply shrug off lesser fires. 

 

And against the undead? The undead had no nerves to burn nor flesh to melt. 

 

“I suppose the next step should be to head down and accept their surrender,” I said.

 

Rem scoffed. The mantis in a butler’s outfit (she was far from being a butler herself, outfit aside) wiggled her scythe arms in a way that I’d learned meant she was dismissive. 

 

“You disagree?” I asked.

 

“Obviously,” she said. “Now’s time to eat. We won, we eat. It’s simple, stupid.”

 

“We’re not eating the prisoners,” the limpet said.

 

Rem scoffed. “Fine. But they’re the most fresh because they’re the least dead. You can eat the dead ones.”

 

“No, we’re... we’re not eating the dead ones either,” Limpet said.

 

Rem regarded her with obvious confusion, then something clearly happened in her brain, perhaps two neurons colliding in the void and striking a spark. “Oh, Rem understands. The stupid limpet thinks that Rem said we should eat the dead-dead ones.” She gestured to myself and Seventeen. “That’s stupid. You’re supposed to eat the dead human ones.”

 

The limpet sighed and rubbed at the bridge of her nose, then replaced her glasses. “Let’s just find out who’s in charge now, then figure out where to go from there. If you’re so hungry, Rem, ask Alex to make you something.”

 

“Maybe Rem will,” Rem mumbled. 

 

Limpet shook her head, then started heading out. 

 

I noted with some interest that she pulled everyone else into her wake. Seventeen followed her, as did Rem, and as she crossed through another room, so did Alex and Mem and even her little dog. Well, perhaps the last wasn’t surprising.

 

The limpet was starting to gain something of a presence.

 

I’d once made a study of such things. How some people just had the ability to make others gravitate around them. There was some magic to it in some cases. Bards had a number of skills that helped them gather attention and keep it. At the same time, however, while charisma was a quantifiable thing, it didn’t always mean that someone with great charisma was able to impose their will onto others.

 

I suspected, after much study, that it wasn’t just about personal strength, one’s own charisma, or how much will someone had. It was, instead, a combination of many factors. When they came together in the right person in the right way... well, that’s how the world was blessed, or perhaps cursed, with leaders who could inspire nations and force miracles into being with nothing but their sheer willingness to see something done.

 

The limpet wasn’t there yet. But maybe she would be one day. 

 

After studying such things myself for a time, I discovered that with the right spells and presentation, I could lay armies to ruin with nothing but my presence upon the field.

 

The limpet walked with her back slightly hunched, but it was because she was looking at more reports. She was being guided ahead by Seventeen, who walked a step behind her but still within her line of sight. She walked with a complete disregard for the world around her, and somehow, that came off as powerful. 

 

“We need to have the skeletons regroup. We’ll want to split the cultivators up. Maybe spread them out? Yeah, that would make the most sense. We don’t have the manpower... skeletonpower? Whatever, we don’t have enough to have each one on their own, but when we form groups of them, we can make sure that each group is mixed between sects and across ranks. They’ll probably turn against each other before trying to break free.”

 

“We haven’t captured too many cultivators in any case,” Seventeen interjected.

 

“Really?”

 

“Most chose to run if injured or fought to the last,” he said. “See report 217, section B.”

 

“Right, right,” the limpet said as she shuffled through the reports. “Have the zombies start combing the field for bodies that can be raised. Stack them up on the other side of the fortress, out of sight of the prisoners. And then have the zombies start picking up body parts and broken skeletons. Those we can stack up in plain view, I think.”

 

“Understood,” Seventeen said. “We’ll begin re-rising the army as soon as we can. Should we settle the fortress down to wait?”

 

The limpet considered it. “Sure, if we can raise it up again quickly. Ideally, we’ll only wait here until the morning or something.” She looked up and glanced away, past the field of battle and into the distance.

 

There was a city there. A relatively small one, with walls of reddish stone. Yu Xiang, the seat of the Hungering Inferno sect. 

 

“Are you prepared for a siege?” I asked.

 

The Limpet shook her head. “No, I’m really not. But I think that city might also not be ready. We just wiped out their army, didn’t we? Do you think they’ll surrender?”

 

“They’ll either surrender or fight to the last,” I said. “There is rarely a middle ground in situations like these.”

 

The limpet looked at me, eyes big behind her spectacles. “What makes the difference, Master?” she asked.

 

“Many things. Chief among them, their belief in their cause and their faith in their leaders," I replied, peering back at the city with a thoughtful gaze. “We could just move on right by it. I don’t sense what we’re looking for here. But at the same time, taking over the city would be a fantastic opportunity.”

 

“An opportunity to do what?” the limpet asked.

 

“To learn how to rule over a city that you’ve captured, of course,” I said. “You can learn about such things from books, and I’d encourage you to do just that.”

 

The limpet looked down, then frowned for a moment. “Master, I don’t know if I want to rule a city,” she said. “That sounds like a lot of work. And my main goal is to become stronger, not do politics.”

 

I shook my head, then reached over and patted the limpet on the head, which might have ruined her image a little, but not by that much. “Political power is power, Limpet. Did you enjoy your victory today?”

 

“I guess, yeah,” she said.

 

“Then this next lesson will be on the consequences of victory and the consequences of having power and using it. I know you dislike these cultivators, and I think one of the reasons for that is that they exert power without knowing what that means for the world around them. And remember,” I continued. “Those who wish to gain power often lose sight of what really matters. You might not want to rule a city, and perhaps it won’t come to that. But understanding the complexities of leadership and governance can grant you a new kind of strength. Wisdom is a powerful tool, but one that only grows in the face of its own sort of adversity.”

 

The limpet had some hesitation in her eyes, but she nodded, more to herself than to me, it seemed. “Alright, Master. I’ll give it a try.”

 

“Good,” I responded. “That’s the spirit.”

 

***


 

Chapter Twenty-Nine - Intriguing Interrogation

 

 

Mem leaned over to the side and whispered to Alex, the nice maid. “Mister Maid, what are we doing?” she asked.

 

Alex blinked, head tilting back to look at Mem. “Ah, I suspect that Miss Limpet and the Bone Father are going to visit the leadership of this army, possibly to interrogate it, possibly to torture information our of them, and also, possibly to turn them into additional undead to replenish our numbers.”

 

“Oh,” Mem said. That made sense. She wasn’t sure exactly why she’d started to follow the group as they left the fortress, but it seemed like everyone she knew was heading out, and Mem didn’t want to be left all alone in the fortress. She had Fang the dog, of course, but while he was a very good boy and excellent company, she wanted to see what her friends were up to. 

 

There was no worse feeling than learning that she’d been left out of something fun because she was too weird.

 

“Mem, stop talking to the stupid maid,” Rem said as she squeezed in between Mem and Alex. “It’s bad for you.”

 

“How is it bad for me?” Mem asked.

 

She watched as her sister’s eyes twitched this way and that. “Stop asking stupid questions and do what I say,” Rem said. “I’m smarter and stronger than you!” 

 

“If being smarter and stronger are the only things required to get you to do something, then you’d think training you would be a lot easier for me,” Alex noted.

 

“Shut up, too,” Rem said.

 

Mem didn’t understand, but she decided not to press Rem any more. Rem got very angry about a lot of things, and Mem couldn’t always understand why, but that was normal. Mem couldn’t understand a lot of things.

 

Alex leaned forward so that he could see her past Rem. “Just walk with confidence. We’re going to be in the background while Miss Limpet and Daddy Bones do some politicking. A maid’s—or butler’s—place during such things is at the back, silently and unnoticeably supporting their master.”

 

Mem bobbed her head up and down in a human-like nod. Walk with confidence! Yeah, she could do that.

 

She remembered her sister Con, who was always very self-assured and who knew everything, and who once traded Mem three snacks for an entire bridge. Con used to walk as if she was the biggest boss, and Mem tried to imitate her now.

 

The Limpet at the front, along with the scary Harold man, lead their party across the muddy grounds of the battlefield. The skeleton army split ahead of them, pushing soldiers—or were they prisoners now that they’d dropped their sticks?—to the side to make room.

 

“What are you doing?” Rem asked. 

 

“Being confident,” Mem said confidently.

 

“You’re skipping,” Rem said.

 

Yes, that was true. Rem was a very observant sister. Mem wanted everyone to know just how confident she was, so she walked with a bounce to her step, which was hard to do with as many legs as she had.

 

Eventually, they slowed down, and Mem had a hard time skipping while moving slowly because that was basically just hopping forward slowly, and it was both weird and kind of hard to do, so she started to pay more attention to what was going on.

 

The limpet was breathing a bit hard, and Mem imagined that she was tired from the long walk all the way over. There was mud all the way up her shins, too. Unfortunately for the poor limpet, she was the only one other than Fang, who was neither a mantis nor an undead, so she needed to take a moment to catch her breath. 

 

Mem sometimes wondered what it would be like to have lungs. 

 

Was it weird the way they inflated in the chest? Did people with lungs have to think about breathing all the time?

 

She imagined that must have been very annoying, and if she had to think about breathing, then would she have time to think about anything else?

 

“Alright, here goes nothing,” the limpet said. She stomped over to the group of undead ahead of them. They were mostly skeletons, but they were wearing nicer armor than most of the others, and their sticks had extra-pointy bits on them.

 

Wraiths and will-o’-wisps hovered above, circling around and around like carrion over fresh meat, and Mem imagined that the people in the middle of the group must have been pretty darned intimidated as the undead moved aside and let them through.

 

There were a dozen of them, and Mem recognized them all as cultivators.

 

No one else wore such elaborate gowns and dresses outside, and even though they were kneeling with their heads down, they still felt as if they were standing straight and proud.

 

The limpet stepped up, then glanced back at Mem and the others. Mem gave her a scythe-up in encouragement. 

 

The girl cleared her throat. “Who is in charge of this group?” she asked. 

 

The cultivators looked at each other, and one of them bowed their heads. “That would be me,” he said. “I’m Heartburn, general of this army.”

 

Mem tilted her head as she considered that (it helped dogs think, she noticed). Heartburn was a very strange name for a cultivator. But cultivators were also very strange.

 

“You’re the general?” the limpet asked. “I thought that was... well, I forgot his name, but he came charging up to the fortress near the end of the battle.”

 

The cultivator nodded. “He was also a general. There was a third of our civilian forces, though he... was with the cavalry.”

 

Mem remembered the cavalry. She felt awful for all the poor horseys as they charged bravely into a spiked pit the undead had dug along the flanks. 

 

“Three generals?” the limpet asked. “Why did your army have three generals?”

 

The cultivator blinked. “I’m the general for the Flame Heart’s sect. The civilian general was responsible for the civilians, and General Bōluó Bāo was responsible for the Hungering Inferno sect. He was in overall command, with the civilian general next and myself in a humble third.”

 

“I can’t decide if that’s clever or not,” the limpet said. “But alright. I guess by order of elimination, that makes you the leader.”

 

Harold chuckled with a little ‘ohohoho’ and repeated “Order of elimination” under his breath. 

 

“Okay, well, General Heartburn, let’s talk.”

 

“You were no doubt sent by your Master to fetch us to speak of surrender if such will even occur when it is the undead that we fight,” the general said.

 

“Oh, uh, no, I’m the leader of this army,” the limpet said. 

 

The general’s head rose, and he eyed the limpet for a moment.

 

Then, one of the other cultivators exploded forward, hands ripping out of their long sleeves to reveal a pair of long knives that struck forward with evil intent.

 

Mem didn’t even think; she just flashed forward herself, scythe arms coming down quick to intercept the cultivator.

 

She felt the clang of metal against her scythe, but her blades were tougher than steel, and the cultivator hissed before stepping back and to the side.

 

“Oops, sorry,” Mem said.

 

The cultivator jumped around Mem and rushed toward the limpet again; only the limpet was glaring now, and her lips were moving. 

 

“Chill Touch!”

 

A skeletal hand appeared in the air between the limpet and the mean cultivator, and then it slapped him across the face with a loud ‘smack’ that echoed. Mem winced. That must have hurt.

 

“Alex, please restrain him,” the limpet said, and almost in a blink, Alex the maid was over the cultivator, pinning one of the cultivator’s arms to their back while sewing their sleeve to their shirt so quickly that Mem could barely follow the motions of Alex’s needle.

 

The limpet dismissed her skeletal hand (Mem didn’t know she could do that and was very impressed) and then turned back to the cultivators who had leaned forward to press their heads to the mud. “That was rude,” she said.

 

“Allow this one to execute his brother so that we might save the face lost in this incident,” the general said.

 

“Oho, I suspect that he wants to kill his subordinates in a way that would prevent them from being raised,” Harold said. “Or perhaps he knows of some skills that would interfere with the man’s soul, making it harder to use something like Speak With Death on them.”

 

“Can we do that?” the limpet asked. “Just... kill them all and interview their souls?”

 

“Technically, the spell allows you to speak with the recently dead’s souls, yes, but the traditional casting of the spell has three main components. The first temporarily revitalizes the brain, another animates their spirit—not their soul—and finally one part allows for them to speak, even if their mouth, lungs, and other necessary speech organs no longer function.” He adjusted his glasses scarily. “The spell doesn’t compel the dead; it is used to speak truth.”

 

“Oh, that’s unfortunate,” the limpet said.

 

“Now, now, that’s the traditional version of the spell. What sort of wizard would I be if I never fixed the spell’s flaws?”

 

The general and his cultivator friends, Mem noticed, were looking very nervous.

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty - Frantic Faces

 

 

There was a reason I tended to avoid politics, and if anything, the current cultural climate seemed to have made them significantly worse. 

 

I didn’t know what the general meant when he first mentioned ‘face,’ though a bit of deductive reasoning filled in some gaps. Then I just outright asked him because as amusing as it was to guess what someone meant, it could easily lead to misunderstanding.

 

Cultures, I’d learned, were a mess of hidden, unspoken rules that not all participants were even aware of. Something as simple as how one greeted another could be turned into an insult if two people from the wrong cultures met. Not to mention more complex subjects like taboos and punctuality. 

 

The concepts that the general glossed over were not alien to the point where I didn’t understand them; they were just things that I wouldn’t have considered important myself.

 

I’d noticed some of these cultural artifacts already, of course. We had crossed through a number of small towns and a couple of cities already, so I would have had to be blind not to notice that people treated each other differently.

 

For the common citizen, however, the ideals that kept their society going were relatively unchanged from back in my day. There was a basic level of common politeness given to strangers, a level of acceptable familiarity between strangers, friends, and then family, and the concept of ‘face’ was present, but more as a simple means of being polite to someone. It was reciprocity and community that kept civilization civilized, even if they preferred to bow to one another rather than shake hands. 

 

Beneath the different presentations, the foundations were the same, and I could understand and appreciate civility even in different forms.

 

For the more powerful, however, the rules were different. 

 

Cultivators, which is what the general and the members of the two sects we’d fought called themselves, were treated as a different class of citizens. Not nobility, but something a step to the right of that. They had power, esoteric, poorly defined, and less understood power, but power nonetheless, and that made them special. 

 

It didn’t help that with the more martial focus of most of these cultivators, their constitution would be greatly enhanced, providing them with longevity and health. General Heartburn had the visage of a man in his Middle Ages. He was a century and a half old, however. 

 

I hummed and worked my fingers under my chin bone. We had resituated ourselves in a tent, where the limpet had insisted that we use chairs and keep a table between our side and the general’s. 

 

It was a nice maneuver on her part. Giving the general plenty of that ‘face,’ he so desired while drawing clear lines between our two factions. 

 

I suspected that she did it mostly because she was thirsty and her feet ached from standing so much.

 

“Alright,” the limpet said. She raised a sheet of parchment from the tabletop and squinted at it. Seventeen was acting as an official scribe, and his handwriting was appropriately sloppy for someone of his station. “So, just so that I understand the history correctly. About thirty years ago, a young master from the Ashen Forest sect... slept with the jade beauty of the Flame’s Heart?”

 

“Yes,” General Heartburn said.

 

“And she was the daughter of one of the sect elders. But it wasn’t assault; they just... liked each other.”

 

The general nodded.

 

“Then she got pregnant, which... I guess it happens, and the Flame’s Heart discovered the relationship. You told the Hungering Inferno because one of the young masters from there was her betrothed, and he had lost lots of face. They demanded reparations from Ashen Forest, and they refused.”

 

“That’s correct,” the general said. 

 

The limpet took a deep breath as if recentering herself. “So, the Hungering Inferno’s young master went to the Ashen Forest and killed their young master in a duel. But that didn’t win the girl back because... well, killing my hypothetical boyfriend sure wouldn’t endear anyone to me, so good on her.”

 

The general’s hands clenched, but he didn’t comment.

 

“Anyway, Ashen Forest rallied an army of thirty-thousand mortals who walked toward Hungering Inferno, and they fought a great battle... blah blah blah, great famine, lots of devastation, a quarter million dead.” She frowned. “These numbers make no sense.”

 

“They are as reported by the Imperial Heavenly Census,” the general said.

 

The limpet shrugged. “Well, whatever. Ashen Forest won, Hungering Inferno lost an elder, and the young master pissed off the Ashen Forest in the first place. Face was traded as some imperial came from the Jade Seat and told everyone to calm down, and things went back to normal for everyone.”

 

“Indeed,” the general said.

 

“Except for the quarter million who died, I guess,” the limpet said.

 

Seventeen looked up from his papers. “Good year for necromancers, that.”

 

The limpet shook her head. “Right, so this army, the one gathered here, whose numbers also don’t make sense, was gathered as the start of a great force to attack the Ashen Forest.”

 

The general nodded. “Indeed. Not assisting the Hungering Inferno in their time of need has cost us much face, and so the Flame’s Heart has decided to join forces with our brothers to bring retribution onto the Ashen Forest sect. The imperial edict forbidding infighting between the sects was meant to last no more than twenty-five years. These are past.”

 

“So you were... what, going to march up to the Ashen Forest with between two and ten thousand... wait, Seventeen?”

 

“Yes, ma’am?” Seventeen asked.

 

“Have someone count the living soldiers, and someone else count the corpses. These numbers are silly,” the limpet said.

 

Seventeen nodded his head. “It shall be done,” he replied.

 

“Right, where was I? Yeah, so you were going to attack the Ashen Forest with this army?”

 

“We were going to expand it, visiting many small towns and villages to recruit more mortals to our honorable cause,” the general said. 

 

“Uh-huh,” the limpet replied. She lowered the sheet. “Well, that plan’s not going to work out, is it?”

 

The general stared hard at the table, lips thin, and it seemed as though he wasn’t in the mood to reply.

 

“I thought the army was here because of us,” the limpet said. “Mem and Rem both said that they were sent out to try and find, uh, my master. Aren’t you doing the same thing?”

 

The general cleared his throat. “The sects received orders to search for a certain undead. However, the orders didn’t state how... vigorously one should search. We sent out many of our outer disciples to do that task. The Ashen Forest, however, sent out inner disciples, and they pressed upon their ally, the Mantis God, to help them in their search. We were reliably informed that the sect is only defended by some seniors, elders, and those outer disciples too weak to take to the field. Even the Mantis God is left poorly defended.”

 

The limpet rubbed at her forehead. “Wow. Right, I think I have the full picture now.” She turned and glanced up at me. “What do we do now?”

 

“Your mission is to take over the nearby city of Yu Xiang, the seat of the Hungering Inferno sect,” I said.

 

She nodded, then turned back to the general. “How many of the Hungering Inferno sect are left?” she asked.

 

The general blinked. “I don’t know the exact numbers. Some of the elders, some of the inner and outer disciples. Since the army was camped so close to the city, many chose to remain in the sect before we were to set out. More are recruiting from the nearby region. I’d say a full quarter of the sect was here in this battle.”

 

“Right, well, thank you, General. That knowledge will probably help a lot,” the limpet said. “Seventeen, can you escort him to our holding area? We’ll have to decide what to do from here.”

 

I waited until the general was escorted away before grinning. “What is it that you want to do from here?” I asked.

 

The limpet’s lips pursed. “I think... I think I have an idea, but I’m not sure if it’s a good one.”

 

“Oh?” I asked.

 

“The common people here, I bet they don’t have much love for their sects. They’re all coming off as a bunch of dicks. How many people died because of some stupid feud that doesn’t matter? So what if... do you think we could convince the locals to take care of the sect for us?”

 

“What an intriguing idea,” I said. It wasn’t a lie, either. It was a fantastically interesting idea, the sort of thing that wouldn’t have occurred to me at all. “But how do you intend to rally the people to your side? Undead, from wraiths to zombies, don’t exactly inspire confidence and love among the populi.”

 

The limpet frowned. “Well, we’ll have to work around that, won’t we?”

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-One - Peaceful Protest

 

 

The first undead to walk into Yu Xiang wasn’t some great and all-powerful monster, nor was it the Father of Bones himself. No, instead, it was a dozen skeletons with large posters and small signboards on the end of posts, which they held up a little bit above its head.

 

The signs read Eternal Slumber? Not While Inferno Burns! 

 

At least, that’s what Alex, the stupid maid who could read, told Rem.

 

He also said that she had to come with him to escort the skeleton protestor into Yu Xiang because that was the job that the limpet had given them to do. So Rem was standing on one side of the skeletons as they walked toward the city’s gate, while Alex stood on their other side.

 

Rem did not like this. Her instincts were telling her to stab into the nearest skeleton’s sandwich board. Especially since she was still trying to figure out what it said.

 

Alex glanced at her, followed the angle of her eyes, then smiled. “That one says ‘Got Bones?’ It’s a question. And the line underneath says ‘Stand Against the Inferno.’”

 

Rem sniffed. “Why did the stupid maid tell Rem. Rem was going to read it eventually when Rem felt like it.”

 

“Well, we haven’t started learning this particular kind of writing. It’s different from the letters and numbers I’ve been teaching you, so it would be impressive if you managed to figure out what it said.”

 

Rem waved her arms about aggressively. He was mocking her! How dare he! If he wasn’t stronger than her, then she’d eat him for that alone, the stupid maid. Rem really wanted to scream.

 

Rem realized that there was nothing stopping her.

 

Rem started to scream.

 

Alex stared at Rem for a while as she screeched and waved her scythes about. Even her wings unfolded and buzzed, adding to the angry noise. “Are you okay?” he asked once she’d quieted down a little.

 

“No. Rem is angry.”

 

“I’d gathered. Don’t worry; your education is coming along... at a pace. You’ll figure out how to read and write in due time!” 

 

“Stop encouraging Rem, or I’ll eat you!” Rem warned.

 

All of her screaming hadn’t gone unnoticed. The entire time, they’d been walking toward the city of Yu Xiang. The city had tall walls to keep out the reddish dust of the plains around it. 

 

Grass grew here, but it was sparse and thin. The ground didn’t get enough water for the grass to flourish, and it meant that there was a lot of loose dirt and dust on the ground that the wind was eager to kick up. 

 

Rem liked it. There was nothing like a dust storm to hide a hungry mantis, and it meant that if she wiggled herself on the ground, she’d be covered in a fine layer of dust that was the same color as everything else. Very easy camouflage.

 

Of course, the stupid maid had told her not to roll in the dust because that would dirty her butler uniform. 

 

When she’d done it anyway, it had ended with the maid fussing over her, and that was awful. Rem didn’t like it when Alex clung to her and touched her with his soft little maid hands and brushed her carapace with a handkerchief that he dabbed against his tongue.

 

She decided that she was gonna roll in the dust again later. Just to give him more work!

 

The gates of the city were closed, but there were a few guards stationed before it. Three human men and they all looked fairly young as far as Rem could tell. 

 

Did the older, better-trained guards get sent off to the war? That was stupid, but maybe it was for the best. Younger humans were fattier, and their muscles weren’t as stiff. Much tastier on the whole.

 

“St-stop!” one of the guards said. He was in charge because he had feathers on his hat.

 

“We’re stopping,” Alex said, with his stupid, pleasant voice. “Can we help you?”

 

“Uh,” the guard said. He eyed the three of them, Rem, Alex, and the skeletons with the sandwich boards. “You can’t enter.”

 

“Why not?” Alex asked.

 

This seemed to really confuse the guards, who had to hold a quick discussion between the three of them. Finally, the lead guard returned. “Uh, because you’re the enemy?”

 

“But we’re not here to fight,” Alex said. “We’re here to protest against the unfair conditions imposed by the Hungering Inferno sect upon the peaceful city of Yu Xiang.” He gestured to the sign the nearest skeleton was holding. The skeleton bobbed it up and down in demonstration.

 

“Well, you still can’t enter,” the guard said.

 

Rem scoffed. “Yes, we can,” she said. “Rem could climb right up that wall. And the gate’s not even barred. Rem could just kill the three of you, then get in the city.”

 

“No, Rem, we’re here for a peaceful protest,” Alex said. “See, mister guard, we didn’t even bring any weapons.”

 

The guard was sweating, which was nice. It added a nice salty taste to the meat.

 

“Well, uh,” he said. “I don’t know if undead are allowed in the city?”

 

“Is it against the law?” Alex asked.

 

“I don’t think it’s written down, exactly, but I think, on principle?” the guard tried.

 

“Mister guard, if you don’t have a legitimate reason for refusing us entry, then why are you holding us up?” Alex asked. “Do I need to escalate this? I’m certain your captain would be deeply interested in this entire issue.”

 

“I don’t know if he’d want you to enter either,” the guard said.

 

Alex paused, then he smiled. There was a faint tilt of his head, and his smile showed some teeth.

 

Rem shivered.

 

“If you don’t want to let us in, then that’s fine. I will have to report this to both of our superiors, of course. I don’t know what the guard captain will say, but I have an idea of what Lady Limpet, the general of the undead army, will have to say about this interference.”

 

The guards were sweating a whole lot more now.

 

“This is, uh, a peaceful protest, right?” he asked.

 

“Very peaceful, yes,” Alex said. “We wouldn’t want trouble. We mostly just want to help inform the populace about the cruelty of the Hungering Inferno sect.”

 

“They won’t like that,” one of the other guards said.

 

Alex shrugged languidly. “That sounds like a problem the sect will have to deal with themselves.”

 

The guards opened the gates and stood well back so that they could enter the city. “What was that?” Rem asked. “When you went all scary and got the humans to be all shaky and scared?”

 

“Oh, that’s a maid art. Dao of the Karen. I’ll give you a few pointers for it later if you want. It’s not overly complicated. Though if it fails, you often end up in a worse position than when you started off.”

 

Yu Xiang wasn’t the nicest city Rem had ever seen. It stank of sweat, and the roads were dusty, and the homes lining the sides were almost all in disrepair. She imagined it would be hard to travel from roof to roof here since there would be a real risk of falling right through someone’s ceiling.

 

A lot of people were staring at them from just within their homes. A lot of female humans, Rem noted.

 

“The men were all sent to war,” Alex said. “Except for the very old and those too young, and, I imagine, those whose work is needed to keep the city running. There might even be exceptions for merchants who could pay their way out of it.”

 

They reached the city center. The courtyard looked like the kind of place where Rem would usually find a lot of people doing people stuff. Now, it was more like a ghost town, with wide-eyed, fear-smelling people looking at them while remaining quiet.

 

The skeletons, knowing what they had to do already, went right to the middle of the square and started to walk in big circles, signboards rising and falling. A few people shouted and screamed, but after the third or so circle, the locals figured out that the skeletons weren’t actually dangerous.

 

“Now what do we do?” Rem asked.

 

“Well, now we wait for... ah, that.” He gestured as a group of young men came strutting over like chickens trying to impress a rooster. 

 

Rem could recognize a young master when she saw one. 

 

“What is this?” the cultivator said, voice projecting across the center square. People scurried back, but more came to listen as well. 

 

Humans were stupid that way.

 

“Hello, young man,” Alex said with a nice-person smile. “We’re protesting against the injustices caused by the Hungering Inferno sect. Mostly, we want to discourage people from throwing their lives away to participate in a war that benefits no one but a group of power-hungry pyromaniacs.”

 

Rem liked this plan because the way she saw it, there was no way it wouldn’t lead to a big fight.

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Two - Throneroom Talk

 

 

“So,” the limpet—she shook her head. She had to stop calling herself ‘the limpet’ in the privacy of her own mind, even if that’s what everyone else called her. “How did it go?”

 

She was sitting in her throne room.

 

She didn’t expect to ever have a throne room, though one of them might have featured in some of her fantasies in the past. This one, unlike those in her fantasies, was devoid of hypermasculine men in very small loincloths, though. Instead, it had skeletons of indeterminate gender and fewer clothes.

 

The throne room had been her master’s idea. He had insisted that she needed one to conduct ‘business’ in an appropriate manner. 

 

She wasn’t sure why it was important yet, but her master hadn’t told her. Then again, maybe he hadn’t told her because she was supposed to find out on her own.

 

How did this situation right now, change because of this throne room?

 

Well, the throne room itself was mostly made from a tent. She suspected that the tent belonged to the Hungering Inferno sect because its walls were made of silk, with a flame pattern carefully woven into it. The material was pitch-black, with red embroidery. 

 

Seventeen had replaced the tent poles with columns of bone, and he’d brought in dividers made of stretched and bleached skin to serve as side-panels. The light was provided by some will-o’-wisps who were hovering above, casting green and blue lights across the entire throne room.

 

The throne itself was, of course, made of bones. Just a big stack of them. There was a cushion, though, which was nice. Alex had gotten it for her because he was the only member of their little group who’d take a moment to consider the state of her posterior.

 

The tent-slash-throne room was currently resting in the shadow of the FOSSIL fortress, which had been moved from the battlefield right up to the camp the sects and army had used before their ill-fated meeting. 

 

The reason for that move was simple. Logistics. 

 

She didn’t have the means to feed the hundreds of prisoners she had. And while they could keep them contained easily enough, leaving them all to wait out in an open field would only cause sickness and death. Not to mention how many of her captives were injured.

 

The camp had tents, food, cots, enough basic medical supplies to last a military campaign, and a number of people who knew how to use all of those supplies. 

 

It just made sense to place her ‘center of power’ right there.

 

Which was why she was currently playing host to Rem and Alex and a single one of her protestor skeletons. It was missing an arm but still had its sign. 

 

“All in all,” Alex said, “things went fairly well.”

 

The maid looked just a tiny bit disheveled, his hair not quite as perfectly coiffed as usual, and that little headdress he wore was a bit crooked.

 

Next to him, Rem was covered from head to... whatever she had that passed for toes in blood. It was clearly not her own blood. “Rem thought that the limpet’s idea was great,” Rem said. “She is very full of young masters.”

 

“Uh, what does that mean?” Limpet asked.

 

Rem’s mandibles moved in a way that she’d learned meant that the mantis was happy, and then Rem started to rub the ends of her scythe arms against her thorax. “They wanted to fight, but Rem only wanted to eat.”

 

“Oh,” the limpet said. That explained why so much of the blood was concentrated around the front of Rem’s shirt. 

 

She wished Alex all of the luck when it came time to remove those stains.

 

“Alex, you said that things went well?” she asked.

 

“Well enough,” he replied with an easy smile. “There was a bit of an altercation at the outset, but nothing Rem and I couldn’t handle.”

 

“Go on,” the limp—no, no, there she was going again. She shook her head, and Alex paused. 

 

“Are you alright?” he asked.

 

“Yup, just having an identity crisis,” Fenfang muttered.

 

“Oh. Do you want me to change the cut of your clothes?” he asked.

 

She shook her head again. “No, it’s fine. Um. Thanks? Just tell me what happened.” 

 

“Very well,” he said. “We arrived in Yu Xiang near dawn, and after a small but non-hostile altercation with the gate guards, we were allowed passage into the city. Miss Limpet might want to note that the morale of the people within the city seems to be very low at the moment. There’s a noticeable lack of males of fighting age, and the markets seemed emptier than usual. I took note of the types of outfits and items of clothing left to hang. That should give us a good idea of the city’s current demographics.”

 

“Huh,” Fenfang said. “That’s clever. So you got in with the protest skeletons without too much trouble?”

 

“Indeed,” he said. 

 

She was impressed. She had expected them to not even make it into the city, in which case, they were going to protest right outside. That wouldn’t have had the same effect, though. She’d spent some time in walled cities, and generally, those living ‘inside’ the walls tended to consider things ‘outside’ of them as someone else’s problem.

 

“Almost as soon as our protest began, the Hungering Inferno took notice of our presence, and we were accosted by... Rem, what was the man who came to confront us?”

 

“Delicious?” Rem replied, clearly confused.

 

Alex frowned. “No... I think he called himself a young master?”

 

“Young masters are delicious,” Rem snapped. She didn’t like it when people disagreed with her, Fenfang noticed. 

 

“You... ate the young master?” she asked.

 

“Not all at once,” Rem said. “The others with him started screaming and shouting, and the weaklings started to run around, too.”

 

Alex cleared his throat. “There was something of a scuffle,” he admitted. “Which is why I decided to cut off the protests early.”

 

Fenfang sat back, then rubbed at the bridge of her nose for a moment. “Well, it was an idea. I guess I didn’t actually expect it to work.”

 

“What was the goal of your plan?” Alex asked. “If you don’t mind telling me.”

 

“Honestly? I wanted to see if we could get some skeletons into the city without scaring people too much. Master might want me to take over the city or something, but the only loyal troops I have are undead, and if the locals hate them, then they won’t work to keep the peace. I mean, they’ll work, but we’ll be no better than the sects.”

 

“Oh. On that front, I think you actually have a chance,” Alex said. “After the initial confrontation with the young master of the Hungering Inferno, the protest continued. It was some time before the rest of the sect responded. At that time, people seemed keenly interested in what was happening. And I noticed some children and teenagers cheering the skeletons on. I suspect that there’s little love between the citizens and the sect.”

 

Fenfang sat up straighter at that. There was hope! A tiny, tiny, minuscule amount of hope, but it was there. If the common people disliked the sect ruling over them, then it would be so much easier to convince them to listen to her as their leader.

 

“Okay,” she said. “How did the protestor skeletons die?”

 

“They were mostly smashed when the sect sent some outer disciples to attack us,” Alex said. “I called a retreat then. Rem wanted to stay, but after a time, she decided to retreat as well.”

 

“Rem was full,” Rem said.

 

“Right,” Fenfang said. “Okay, so... let’s do it again.”

 

Alex blinked. “Again?”

 

“Yeah. But this time, it won’t just be skeletons. I’ll get some volunteers from the prisoners we have captive here. We’ll tell them that if they want to protest against the sect, then they can help us. We’ll give them picket signs and sandwich boards and send them off tomorrow. The citizens will see their own fathers and brothers protesting. We’ll see what they think if the sect attacks again.”

 

“They will be attacked,” Alex said.

 

“Oh, they will be. So keep them safe. I know that you could probably wreck the sect all on your own, but...”

 

“But Bone Daddy doesn’t want me to do all the work for you,” Alex said with a nod.

 

“Right, but protesting and keeping the protestors safe isn’t attacking the sect, is it?” Fenfang grinned. She imagined that her master would close up that loophole soon enough, but... she’d been around him for long enough that she suspected he wouldn’t mind the duplicity. 

 

“Very well,” Alex said. “I’ll see to Rem’s clothing in the meantime and prepare supper. And perhaps do your laundry as well. Oh, and there are dishes to be cleaned, and the fortress’s floor is very dirty. Rem! I think it’s about time you learn how to wield a mop.”

 

Rem hissed. “Rem doesn’t want to!” Rem’s eyes twisted. “Rem wants to... protest against tyranny and bad sects.”

 

“You just want to eat more of them.”

 

Rem wiggled her arms in joy.

 

Fenfang was quite proud of herself. She was going to save that city from itself using entirely peaceful methods.

 

“Rem’s gonna eat so good.”

 

Entirely peaceful.

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Three - Plotted Plans

 

 

I was quite impressed by the limpet’s work so far. 

 

I was less impressed by her results, but that was to be expected.

 

All told, pushing the limpet to take over a city with barely enough troops to guard a city of that size, a fully-prepared and entrenched enemy within that city, and a lack of surprise as an advantage was a tall order.

 

Oh, I could think of a few ways to do it.

 

Had the limpet spent more time studying the necromantic arts over the past few days, she could have snuck into the city and started raising the dead within its walls. 

 

I’d done that once upon a time when I was a much weaker young man with a severe case of mortality. It was both a thrilling way to combat a city-sized enemy and a fantastic way to grow as a necromancer.

 

But the limpet didn’t seem to consider that traditional method in her plans. Perhaps she hadn’t spent enough time considering why necromancy was such a dangerous art... to non-necromancers. Or perhaps she wasn’t yet confident enough in her own skills. 

 

Oh well! She’d learn and grow, and her current plans were all well and good, even if they didn’t work. They suggested a level of creativity that I could respect. Once her capabilities grew to match her creativity, she’d be quite the little threat.

 

I expected it to take a decade or so before she became a proper threat, at least on a smaller scale, which was much better than my original estimation of her growth. 

 

Her plan so far to encourage the denizens of Yu Xiang to rebel against the local sect had been met with mixed results. On the one hand, the citizens were now clearly uncertain about the efficacy of our undead army. 

 

Having skeletons parade around with protest signs had turned them from a threat to a sort of joke. Rumors were circulating (as we’d learned when Seventeen had accosted a group of merchants leaving the city and who were more than a little talkative once they discovered that we’d trade rumors for their freedom) within the city that the only reason the army had lost was because the sects had bungled the entire battle. 

 

I never expected to use displayed incompetency as propaganda, but here I was. 

 

The part of the limpet’s plan that involved encouraging the locals to fight the sect for us wasn’t quite working out, however.

 

People were used to the sect’s power over them. It would take a lot for them to consider open rebellion. Sowing dislike was easy, but pushing that dislike into action was an entirely different proposal. That would take more than a week or so of protests and encouragement. 

 

Which was why the limpet was currently pacing back and forth within her throne-tent. A series of boards were set up behind her with notes pinned to them. There were little strings connecting the notes together, and Seventeen had provided her with several maps of the city, the surroundings, and the entire region. Most of these made from visuals captured by high-flying undead birds.

 

I stood to the side, giving the limpet plenty of room to pace in. “Have you discovered a way to take over the city yet?” I asked.

 

The limpet shot me a look. It wasn’t a terribly respectful sort of look, but I supposed that she still had nerves that could be irritated. “I’m trying, Master. It’s not that easy.”

 

I nodded along. I knew more or less what I could expect from someone. I had become a decent judge of character over time and a better judge of people’s capabilities. The limpet had the potential to take care of this problem all on her own but not the confidence or knowledge to do so.

 

Still, she’d learned several important lessons and had come up with a few clever ideas. Perhaps it was time to reward her with a few hints and suggestions.

 

“Few things worth having are easy. Or so I have been told by some very unreliable people in the past. If taking over a fortified city was a piece of cake, then everyone would have a slice already.” 

 

She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I know. It’s not going to be easy, but I don’t have the troops to take on the city directly, and we’re running lower on supplies for the prisoners, and I’m worried that some other city might send reinforcements or cultivators, then we’ll be caught between Yu Xiang and a hard place.”

 

I nodded. Those were some fair concerns. “How about a few answers, then?”

 

“That’d be nice,” she said. 

 

I nodded, then considered her problem. She was trying to tackle things in such a way that there was as little violence done to the civilian population as possible. Otherwise, we could have laid an ineffective siege of the city or invaded it outright. 

 

I imagined that the limpet had already considered how to sneak some undead into the city and dismissed it. So, if she was aiming for a peaceful resolution. “You’re going to want to contact the city’s leadership.”

 

“The Hungering Inferno sect? I don’t think they’ll want to chat,” Limpet said. “And something tells me they won’t come to us to talk either.”

 

“Oh, no, not the sect’s leadership, the city’s leadership. The powerful often like to imagine that they rule with an iron fist, but in reality, all power is based on several factors, and no one can be a monolith. It’s why I have Alex, for example.”

 

“Huh?”

 

“Do you doubt that I could do my own laundry?” I asked. “Or cook? I might not have a tongue in this skull of mine, but I’m something of a fantastic cook myself. Alchemy isn’t so far removed from cuisine, and bakery is just a science.”

 

The limpet blinked. “I... are you saying that you don’t want Alex?”

 

“No, of course not. If I didn’t want Alex’s services, I’d send him away. Or I wouldn’t have created him in the first place,” I said. “What I’m saying is something you know already. A powerful person still needs and wants assistance. A sect is similar; they might be powerful and capable of bullying others into doing their bidding, but they still want and need assistance. They need the city to function, to provide food and merchants and information and new initiates.”

 

“Oh, yeah, that’s... I knew that,” the limpet said. 

 

“Well, who is in control of the farmers? Who is in control of the merchants? Which individuals hold up the pillars that the sect needs to rely upon in order to function?”

 

“I... don’t know. I’m guessing that they’re not part of the sect, though,” the limpet said. She started pacing again, but this time, I could see her calculating and thinking with every step. Her eyes narrowed. “Some of them will be in the sect’s pocket, but I bet some of them would rather not have to deal with the sect at all.”

 

“Well then, how about you find out who those people are? Breaking those pillars won’t break the sect, but I suspect that the average cultivator hasn’t had to do their own laundry in a long time, and I’m quite certain that they know very little about farming or mercantilism. The loyalty of these pillars might be born of necessity rather than choice.”

 

“How will I convince them to work with us?” the limpet asked.

 

“Promise them more power and more freedom and that you won’t kill them and all those they care about, then use the corpses of their loved ones as fodder,” I suggested.

 

“Oh,” the limpet said. “I guess that would be pretty convincing. How will I find them?”

 

“Ask your spymaster.”

 

She blinked, then spun toward the entrance. “Seventeen?”

 

“He is an officer, and gathering information is one of his primary tasks.”

 

The limpet rubbed at the bridge of her nose. A sure sign that she was still able to get headaches. "I'll get Seventeen on it right away."

 

"That's the spirit," I said, grinning at her. "Remember, power isn't just about strength or fear. It's about making people want to follow you. Show them a better future, and they will."

 

"I'll keep that in mind, Master," she said, nodding seriously.

 

She moved toward the entrance of the tent, pausing to glance back at me. "Thank you," she said softly.

 

I simply nodded, watching as she strode out of the tent. I couldn't help but feel a touch of pride. The limpet was learning and growing. She wasn't the unsure novice I'd first met. And perhaps, in time, she would indeed become a force to be reckoned with. I allowed myself a small smile at the thought.

 

"Now," I murmured to myself, "let's see how well she handles this new challenge."

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Four - Administrating Administrator

 

 

Mayor Administrator Fu Yen had been the proud administrator of Yu Xiang for nearly seventeen years. It wasn’t the type of city he had dreamed of working in when studying for his administrative tests in the capital, but it was probably better than what he deserved.

 

In his youth, Fu Yen had been very fond of good food and better drinks. He had also truly enjoyed the company of the pleasure women that could reliably be found near the Jade Palace and who were willing to listen to a young man’s plights for a few silver coins.

 

That had been almost two decades ago; however, in that time, he had grown into a middle-aged man, and his concerns had... matured somewhat. 

 

Now, his work had taken over most of his life, and there was little time to dedicate to the tender affections of ladies and drink. 

 

Yu Xiang might have been more than he honestly deserved, but it wasn’t all bad. The weather was constantly hot, too hot, but it was a dry, bearable heat. The locals were strange, had bizarre customs, and had perhaps less respect for the Empire than they ought to, but they didn’t fuss over paying their taxes.

 

There were some strange facets to the city and its people, but with time, he’d come to enjoy them, and now he was proud of the work he’d done.

 

The first few years had been difficult, but he’d adapted well enough, and the city had weathered his bungles and mistakes, and now its administration ran like a well-oiled machine.

 

At least, most of the time.

 

It was, of course, the god-damned cultivators that were making a mess of things. Again. 

 

Usually, however, what he had to deal with was mundane. A young master who destroyed a bar, an elder who kicked someone through a building because they didn’t kowtow rapidly enough, perhaps the sect demanding more than they rightfully deserved.

 

They still did their part, killing monsters, clearing out the local undead, and training youths into new cultivators who’d occasionally bring back riches to the city of their birth.

 

It was... not a symbiotic relationship, exactly, but it wasn’t too far from it. 

 

Until the sect had bitten off far more than it could chew, and an army of the undead found itself camped right on the outskirts of his city. 

 

Administrator Fu Yen was properly pissed. 

 

But what could he do? The cultivators were doing their usual life-ruining things, heedless of the pain and trouble they were causing for his administration, and he would inevitably have to deal with the consequences. 

 

He set some of his junior administrators to the task of ensuring that what was left of the city guard and militia were as prepared as they could be, and then he tried to organize things beyond that.

 

For whatever reason, the undead weren’t besieging the city yet. They had chosen to take over the camp nearby—which was its own problem. So many of the city’s young men conscripted and then more taken from the surrounding countryside meant that there was both a shortage of work and, for a few weeks, a large number of men looking for trouble stationed right outside of his city.

 

No proper siege meant that it was easy to plan an evacuation. If the undead moved in force, then it would be simple to have the women and children run to the north.

 

It would take several weeks to reach the next city, but he had collected enough provisions for that.

 

Ironically, they were the very same provisions that the army had requisitioned from the city’s stores for their own use.

 

He enjoyed that little irony.

 

“Sir,” one of the guards said as he entered Fu Yen’s office. Not the palatial office in the main administrative building but a smaller, more usable one in one of the adjoining buildings that he preferred.

 

“What?” Fu Yen asked. He might have been a little short, but he imagined that even his guards could understand why his mood was the way it was. 

 

“Uh,” the guard hesitated, which set Fu’s nerves on edge. This wasn’t one of the young guards who knew little; this was an older man. Too old to be conscripted into the army, but that also meant that he was experienced, and experienced men didn’t hesitate unless something was very wrong or very unusual. “Sir, there’s a maid asking for you.”

 

“A maid.”

 

“A maid, sir,” the guard agreed.

 

Fu Yen stood up. “Shit,” he said.

 

“Yes, sir,” the guard agreed. “We directed them to the main office. For, ah, appearances. Some of the other guards are there, too.”

 

“Don’t bother,” Fu Yen said. None of the guards had the ability to keep up with a cultivator, though he’d heard that a few were rejects from the local sect who’d taken to guard work. Regardless, they wouldn’t be able to stop a cultivator, which meant that there was no way that they’d be able to do anything to the maid.

 

The maid had... a reputation now. The scourge of the Hungering Inferno. They had been showing up in the city for a few days now, along with a small force of undead protestors. 

 

Never in the same place twice, and never for very long, but the message was clear. ‘We can enter your city, and we care nothing for your sect.’

 

Even Fu, who was by dint of his profession left out of most circles of gossip, had heard the stirrings throughout the city. The maid was making a mockery of the Hungering Inferno and getting away with it. 

 

Fu Yen didn’t know what the enemy’s plan was, but if it was to discourage and ridicule, it was working.

 

And now the maid was here.

 

He quickly disrobed from his more casual attire, then threw open a closet and pulled out the robes of his office, those with the little jade amulets and the silken sash. It was a gift from his family when he rose to the rank of administrator.

 

They had expected more out of him than the leadership of some small backwater city, but it was still a position of some moderate respect. 

 

Fu Yen adjusted the robes while walking at an undignified pace through the halls of the administration building. He didn’t want to leave the maid waiting. What if they had one of those terrifying mantis warriors with them? Or more undead abominations? He’d read the reports from the few soldiers that had escaped. He didn’t want to see those monsters up close.

 

Pausing by the entrance to the office, Fu Yen turned to one of the junior administrators. “Tea,” he snapped, “and cakes.”

 

“We’re out of cakes,” the junior administrator said.

 

“Then find something!” Fu Yen shouted. 

 

He opened the door and swept into the room, leaving his anger and loss of restraint at the threshold. The man who stepped in was a smooth-faced administrator, calm, composed and unmoving. 

 

The maid was in the center of the room, standing with her... his? Their hands folded neatly over their stomach, and their pristine dress brushed just over the tiled floor of his show office.

 

“Greetings,” he said. “Welcome to Yu Xiang.”

 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the maid replied. “I’m Alex.”

 

A simple greeting that wasn’t quite exact according to Jade Palace standards, but it was polite enough, he judged. “I’m Head Administrator Fu Yen,” he replied with a bow of the head. “This one greets you with due courtesy.”

 

“Thank you,” Alex said. They smiled, just a quirk of the lips, but more than what a proper greeting called for.

 

Fu Yen hated it when cultures clashed like this, especially when he was one of those clashing. Then again... when proper decorum didn’t work, common politeness took precedent. He slipped in behind his desk and then sat while gesturing to a seat across from him. “Sit, please. Tea will arrive soon, as well as some refreshments.” 

 

“Thank you,” the maid said before they slid into their own seat, smile never wavering. 

 

“Would you permit me a lack of decorum? I am deeply curious as to why you have paid us a visit today,” he asked and hoped it wasn’t because the maid or their boss wanted a head administrator’s head as a mantlepiece. 

 

“Ah, yes, I am delivering a letter from Test Subject General Limpet. We would like to give you back all the living prisoners captured during the skirmish outside the walls and also ask for your surrender. Oh, and we want the city to terminate the Hungering Inferno’s lease.”

 

Fu Yen felt something like a pounding headache assailing him, but he forced his visage to remain placid and calm. “Yes, of course. I imagine that this is a... negotiation?”

 

“Yes,” the maid said. “But the general would like to negotiate in person if that’s possible.”

 

“Yes, I imagine that we could arrange something,” he said. 

 

Because there was no way he could terminate the damned sect’s lease, no matter what the general put on the table. Not even his own head.

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Five - Swamp Stench

 

 

It had taken an entire day to prepare for the city administrator’s arrival. A day that the limpet spent running about in something approaching a panic. 

 

I, for my part, was mostly content in watching things unfold. 

 

Her newest plan was rather simple. Convince the city administration to give up on the local sect. A sect that I note had been doing very little about the undead right outside of the city they lived within. 

 

Personally, I suspected shenanigans were at play, but I couldn’t imagine whatever they had planned doing much to interfere with my own objectives. 

 

At the moment, we were outside next to a rocky valley to the southeast of the city. The city itself was built on something of a natural plateau, though not a terribly impressive one. This valley spilled out of it, with rocky walls on either side and a distinct dearth of sunlight and water. So, naturally, the city had taken to using the area as a dumping site for their waste. 

 

There were two paths along the edges of the valley lined with mounds of detritus and junk. Some of those heaps had to be centuries old and had turned into fertile soil for weeds and grass.

 

The middle of the valley was more of a swamp than anything else now. A large aqueduct-like system of half pipes led out of the city and into a swamp. Even as I watched, there was a slow trickle of water and waste coming from the end of the pipe.

 

It was absolutely barebones as far as sewage systems went, but at least it was something. The waste had probably turned the muddy ground here into something rather fertile, actually. Not that it would be wise to use it to grow anything intended for consumption.

 

All in all, it meant that the limpet and our two mantis companions were covering their faces as best they could against what was no doubt a spectacular scent coming from the marshes. 

 

“Why did I decide to meet here?” the limpet whined.

 

“I believe it was one part you attempting to be somewhat discreet and stealthy with this meeting and one part you wanting to put the administration in their place by having them greet you in a place that they’d find uncomfortable,” I said.

 

The limpet groaned and placed a hand over her nose. It wouldn’t do much, I knew, especially as the pipes rattled and disgorged a large lump of something fetid that splashed into the swamp with a wallop.

 

Fortunately, the three mortals in our midst were the only ones complaining. Alex was standing nearby and seemed to dislike the location on principle, but his complaints were kept to himself. 

 

The dozen skeletal undead we had accompanying us and the undead horses (this was about an hour’s ride away from camp, and therefore a couple of hour’s walk away) were standing to one side, unmoving and still wearing the barding that they’d worn when they were living quite recently.

 

All in all, our retinue wasn’t all that grand, and the tent that the skeletons were pitching was rather unimpressive. Still, this was meant to be a clandestine meeting, one that I suspected was going to go in a different direction than what the limpet envisioned.

 

“They’re coming,” Alex said. 

 

Instantly, everyone was on high alert. The undead stood a little taller, set in neat, orderly rows on either side of the tent and carrying spears and armor scavenged and cleaned from our last great battle. The mantises stood behind, acting as something like an honor guard for the limpet, who found herself seated on a well-appointed bone throne under the canopy of the tent.

 

Alex, meanwhile, unveiled a charcuterie board and a bottle of wine along with a few cups.

 

I wasn’t sure how tempted any guest might be by the presence of food with the current aroma, but it was just polite to offer a guest something to eat, and we didn’t want to be impolite. 

 

The procession that snuck out of the side gate was as flamboyant as it was misplaced. 

 

The head administrator had to be the man at the front of the group, dressed in well-appointed robes made of some fine silken material and looking like he was trying hard not to let any emotions play across his face. 

 

Behind him came two more administrators in less-fine garb, both carrying satchels with them. Then, a dozen more servants and guards. Some were carrying benches to sit upon, others were working together to carry a small pavilion tent, and a few at the back had what looked like gifts in hand.

 

The guards, I noted, were rather nondescript city guardsmen.

 

Except for two of them near the rear. 

 

Curious. Either some of the guards in this city were retired adventurers who’d earned several levels before retiring to a less dangerous career, or there was something else afoot here. 

 

I scanned over the administrators again. They were all seemingly normal people. The head administrator had a few levels over the others, but he was also more experienced and in a position of relative power. That sort of position attracted the powerful by default. 

 

Some of the serving staff, however, didn’t quite fit, especially the three with gifts in hand. “Hmm, curious,” I said.

 

The limpet glanced my way. “What is it, Master?” she asked.

 

“Oh, just something for you to worry about.”

 

She blinked. “Don’t you mean nothing for me to worry about?”

 

“Quite the contrary.”

 

The limpet pursed her lips at the beginning of a pout, but a slight cough from Alex refocused her attention on the procession ahead of her. 

 

The head administrator stopped some five necrometers away, folded his arms into his sleeves, and then bowed his head. “Greetings, General Limpet. I’m Mayor Administrator Fu Yen, in charge of Yu Xiang on behalf of the Jade Throne.” Behind him, the servants that had accompanied the administrator started to set up his tent. It was noticeably larger and brighter than the limpet’s. 

 

“I’m glad you could come out and meet with me,” the limpet said. “It’s nice to be able to talk instead of having to fight. Plus, our issue is with the Hungering Inferno, not Yu Xiang. I don’t want to harm the innocent, not if I can avoid it.”

 

I noticed a few heads in the group perking up at the mention of the local sect. Notably, the same people who had suspiciously high levels.

 

“That’s something I can appreciate,” the head administrator said.

 

He wasn’t sweating. In fact, he looked somewhat calm. Interesting. Either he was unaware of the double-cross that was about to happen (as the limpet clearly was), or he knew and was very much convinced that it would play out in his favor.

 

“We brought some gifts as thanks for allowing this meeting,” he continued, half-turning to gesture at the gifts behind him. 

 

“Oh,” the limpet said. “Thank you. We have wine and something to eat. Though... the location does make it hard to keep an appetite.”

 

“Yes, I can imagine,” Administrator Fu Yen said with a polite chuckle. “Ah, here, your gifts. I hope you find them acceptable.”

 

The first of the gift bearers came close, then, almost as if they were in a mummer’s show, they tripped over nothing and stumbled forward. The gift flew off to one side. A knife came out of their sleeve, and the servant grinned as they rushed toward the limpet.

 

Then Rem’s scythe arm came slicing down, the point crunching through the assassin’s skull before it jutted out past the bottom of his jaw. “Stupid,” she said before flicking the corpse to the side.

 

The fake guards moved, as did the other fake servants. Weapons, mostly knives and a few spiked gauntlets, were pulled out of hiding, and the group rallied together. We were more or less on even terms in terms of numbers, at least if we discounted the skeletons and the administrator’s retinue, who seemed at once shocked and confused. 

 

One of the fake servants threw his robes aside, revealing silken ones beneath. “I am Elder Wu of the Hungering Inferno. You have sullied our name. Prepare to die!” 

 

He launched himself forward, spinning around and generating a great deal of heat through the means of some sort of spell.

 

I stepped forward, my skeletal hand clacking hard as I caught Wu’s wrist out of the air before he could stab my test subject. 

 

“Hello, I’m Harold. Prepare to undie.”

 

The fight, if I could call it that, did not last very long. Alex flung out a brace of knitting needles, which found their mark in the unprepared throats of a few cultivators, and then the faster ones came close enough to engage properly.

 

Within a half minute, most of the cultivator’s blood was spread out across Rem’s front, and the ground between our groups and Elder Wu was stumbling to his feet, a newly made undead. 

 

“Ah,” the limpet said. She hadn’t had time to rise from her seat. “Well, that was an interesting gift, thank you.”

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Six - Needy Negotiations

 

 

The Limpet wiped her sweaty palms on the front of her skirt while pretending to smooth them out. She didn’t want anyone to know that she was nervous, but at the same time, it felt like it would be obvious to anyone looking at her.

 

Maybe if she didn’t acknowledge it, then no one would comment on her nervousness, which was more or less what she was aiming for. 

 

The mayor administrator of the city was still sitting across from her on a humble bench, his aides spread out behind him. They were trying very hard not to be noticed.

 

The former members of the Hungering Inferno sect, still dressed as aides and guards and still very dead, were standing at attention to one side, backs straight and unblinking eyes staring ahead. 

 

Fenfang imagined that anyone looking from the walls of the city might be able to spot them. She wondered if the sect had deemed it worthwhile to send some spies over to see how their assassination attempt had worked out.

 

Honestly, the attempt had been a lot closer than she was comfortable with. The sect elder... whatever his name had been, had come dangerously close.

 

When he moved, it was so quick that all Fenfang could see of him was an afterimage, and then there was that smack as his fist was arrested just shy of her nose.

 

Her master had saved her.

 

Rem, Mem, and Alex had helped, too, of course. She held no illusion that she could have fended off even a single one of the sect members trying to kill her. They had been too fast, too strong, and too prepared for her to do anything but die against them.

 

And now they were all loyal undead, ready to fight for her cause. 

 

Fenfang cleared her throat. “Anyway,” she said. “As you can see, we are prepared and capable of handling the Hungering Inferno. We were prepared and capable of handling the army stationed outside of the city, and from what my spies and informants have told me, the city itself is only guarded by a token force at the moment. Some few hundred city guardsmen won’t be enough to hold the walls against us.”

 

The administrator’s face remained impressively impassive. She was kind of envious, really. If she could keep such a calm demeanor at all times, she’d sure do so. 

 

Also, just about everything she said was true, but only from a certain, very specific angle. An angle she’d only look at with her glasses off and her eyes set in a crooked squint. 

 

Technically, they were able to handle the sect. Was she prepared to? No way. Technically, they had handled the army stationed near the city, but that had been pure happenstance. Spies and informants? Alex, that was all Alex.

 

“You wish to negotiate for Yu Xiang’s surrender, then?” Administrator Fu Yen said.

 

Fenfang blinked. She didn’t think they were ready to jump right to that conclusion so quickly. “Uh... yes. That’s exactly what we’re here to do.”

 

The administrator nodded. “You are correct. Our humble city cannot stand against the might of your undead army. I beg for your leniency, General Limpet. What bounty can us poor city-dwellers of Yu Xiang offer you to appease your mighty undead forces?”

 

She wasn’t sure what to do with praise that thick. And that undeserved. “How about we negotiate properly? Our goal is to remove the sect from the region and to be allowed to, ah, pilfer its valuables. In an orderly and safe way, of course.”

 

The administrator nodded as if that was to be expected. “Indeed.”

 

“Other than that, uh.” Fenfang looked to her master. His bony face remained unchanged. “Other than that, I think we’ll want to set up a small garrison in the city in order to defend it in the absence of the greater army. That means a small force of undead left in the city, with instructions not to harm the populace. They can man the walls, so to speak.”

 

The administrator did some more nodding. “And you will want a percentage of our young unmarried girls as tribute.”

 

“What?” 

 

“Is that... not something you desire? Perhaps... young unmarried... boys?” 

 

“No?” Fenfang tried. “Maybe... maybe we can keep some of your... dead? Not as in sacrifices. I mean, if someone dies of natural causes, or unnatural, or just happens to choke on a chicken bone. We’ll want you to set those aside to be raised as additional guards.”

 

“How very wise,” the Administrator said. He nodded and rubbed at his chin. “Perhaps we can convince the populace that this is an honorable thing. Though I would want to be cautious of making it too honorable, lest we encourage... early enrollment into this new guard force.”

 

“Yes, that makes perfect sense,” Fenfang said. 

 

She had very little idea of what she was agreeing to.

 

“So far, we’ve been discussing what we, and I, want from the city,” Fenfang said. “What would the city like in return?”

 

The administrator considered the question in depth, taking his time to answer. She kind of wished he’d hurry up because they were very much still standing next to a small lake of marshy sewage, and the smell wasn’t fading. 

 

“I cannot speak for all of those in the city, but as administrator, many choices with regard to the welfare of Yu Xiang fall upon my shoulders. I would be remiss in my duties if I did not beg for clemency and for the lives of the citizens of our humble city.”

 

“That’s fair,” Fenfang said. “Granted.”

 

“Pardon?”

 

“Granted. We’ll do what we can not to kill the people of Yu Xiang. Though, I’d ask that they respect the laws that are currently in place. Maybe they can also stop working with sects, or at least any sect we don’t approve of? The Lava Fist sect have been quite kind, so we wouldn’t ask to stop working with them, for example.”

 

“That is exceptionally generous, oh wise general,” the administrator said.

 

“Uh, you’re welcome.”

 

“How would you like to handle the matter of taxation, then?” he asked.

 

Fenfang immediately felt like she’d jumped from the deep end into a much deeper crevice. She knew nothing of taxes. In fact, she was something of an official vagrant and-slash-or vagabond until now, so she had never... actually paid her taxes. She coughed to clear her throat. “What is the current taxation... situation?” she asked.

 

The administrator gestured, and one of his cowed assistants bought him a small scroll, which he unrolled. “Our citizens and merchants pay an amount to the city, which is then divided into three parts. One goes to the Hungering Inferno sect, another part goes to the Jade Throne, and the third, smallest part, remains within the city to pay for infrastructure, amenities, and for the salary of city officials and guardsmen.”

 

“I see,” she said. “Well, in that case, in order to appease the citizenry, we’ll take half the amount that the Hungering Inferno took. The other half can be given to the city to rebuild.”

 

“Generous,” he replied.

 

“And you don’t need to give anything to the Jade Throne anymore, of course,” she said.

 

“Oh.”

 

It was a very loaded sort of ‘oh.’ The sort that made Fenfang immediately assume that she’d messed up in some big way. At the same time, she could hardly back out of what she said, could she? She was barely keeping up the charade already. “Yes. That amount can be waived entirely,” she continued as if the ‘oh’ had never happened. “It’ll help the locals grow and prosper without losing so much to taxes.”

 

The administrator scratched at his chin. “Very well, General Limpet. I can’t imagine the implications concerning the Jade Throne, but this bargain is too good not to be accepted. We will trust in your honor to uphold it.”

 

“Ah, you’re welcome,” Fenfang said. There were a few more things, but for the most part, they weren’t big concerns to her. The administrator was all business, going over some key points about things like territory rights and trading agreements. She graciously decided to surrender the non-cultivator prisoners they’d taken back to the city (she was running out of food for them anyway), but otherwise, things were mundane. He must have sensed that she didn’t want to rock the boat any, and he eventually relented. 

 

His face, as impassive as it had been throughout the discussion, now had the slightest glimmer of respect to it. Or maybe that was his endurance of the smell waning. “I must admit, General, you’ve surprised me. When I heard of an army of the undead marching upon Yu Xiang, I didn’t expect this to be the outcome. You’ve conducted yourself with an unexpected degree of respect and restraint. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.”

 

Fenfang shrugged modestly, trying not to show how the words hit her. “I’m just trying to do the right thing,” she said. 

 

And it was even mostly true. 

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Seven - Severing Siege

 

 

The limpet approached me on the sixth morning of our ‘siege’ of Yu Xiang to ask for a favor. 

 

She bowed at the waist, as was traditional in these parts, and kept her eyes on the ground between us. There was no one but the undead to see her supplication, even if it was done in the middle of the camp. The living had been shipped off back into the city and hopefully out of our way for good. 

 

“Yes?” I asked.

 

“Master. I need help,” she said.

 

“I’m aware. But what kind of help, in particular, do you need now?”

 

The limpet licked her lips, then straightened out of her bow to finally meet my sockets. “Master, I think we’re ready to take over the city. But that’ll mean getting rid of the sect, and even with everything I’ve discovered about them, I don’t think this army will be enough.”

 

I hummed to myself as I rubbed my chin. “You don’t think an army of the undead will be enough to take out a small sect of cultivators?” I asked.

 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve been thinking about it for days. We won on the battlefield, but that was a battlefield. The cultivators were out in the open; they were being attacked from multiple directions, and they didn’t have any real advantage, whereas we had an army. Now we’re going to be attacking them at their sect. They’ll know what to look for, they’ll know where to hide, and I don’t know if I can control the army well enough to guide them through a sect like that.”

 

“I see, and have you considered other options?” I asked.

 

The limpet nodded. “I have. I thought about insulting the sect to get the young masters to leave it so that we could ambush them, but that would mean fighting in the streets. And... I think reputations will be important.”

 

“Oh?” 

 

“If people spread the word that we mostly fight with ambushes and trickery, then that’ll spread a certain image about us. At the same time, if we just walk up to the sect and destroy it, then that’ll let people know that we’re not to be messed with. I had other plans, too. We have some trebuchets. I was thinking of setting them up and pummeling the sect down while we laid a smaller siege around it, but they’d just be able to break out of that, I think.”

 

“You’ve put some thought into it,” I said. 

 

“I’ve been doing nothing but thinking about it,” the limpet replied.

 

I eyed her (though I had none!) and noticed that she was a little more pale than when we’d first met. A little more gaunt as well. There were bags under her eyes, and I could sense that her magic was almost fluttering. A sure sign that a magic user had been pushing themselves to the limit for a while. 

 

Had she been keeping up with her magical practice on top of everything else? If so, that was impressive. But practice took time, and so did running an army, dealing with logistics, handling diplomatic matters and keeping an eye on the likes of Mem and Rem. 

 

One of the reasons I’d turned undead was exactly because it helped me avoid so many of the physical issues that plague the living. No more tiredness, no more aching muscles, no more concern about plagues. 

 

The limpet didn’t have these advantages, and yet she was pushing on regardless. It was impressive. 

 

I’d had my share of apprentices and underlings over the centuries, many of whom dedicated themselves entirely to the work I set out for them. Some few worked harder than the limpet, but they tended to have advantages of their own to rely upon.

 

“Very well,” I said.

 

The limpet blinked. “Huh?”

 

“I’ll take care of the sect,” I said. “Though if you want to make a good show of it, it might be best to rally your forces.”

 

“Oh, okay,” the limpet said. “Alright. Yes. Um... right now?”

 

“Sure,” I said.

 

Then I started walking toward the city.

 

The limpet squeaked behind me, and then the pitter-patter of her shoes sounded out as she darted back toward the fortress. “Seventeen!” she shouted. “Seventeen! We need to mobilize the troops!”

 

I chuckled to myself as I slowed my pace down. It would give her some time to get things moving. A fast march would beat a leisurely stroll, so the troops would catch up eventually. 

 

I was met on the edge of the camp by Alex, who was straightening his skirts and brushing some muck off his shoes. “Hello,” I said. “Were you waiting for me?”

 

“Hello, Bone Father,” Alex said with a curtsy. “I thought you might want some help. Cleaning up a sect is a lot of work.”

 

I shrugged, then continued on. “I wouldn’t mind the company. Is it just you?”

 

“Rem is doing the camp’s dishes,” Alex explained.

 

“Isn’t that bad for the dishes?” I asked.

 

“They’re made of tin, not pewter or ceramics. The attrition rate is still high.”

 

“Has she been improving?”

 

Alex made a so-so gesture. “Slowly. She’s talented. Just not for being a butler.”

 

“That’s not a ringing endorsement.”

 

“I know. But I think... I think I want to live in a world where anyone can become a maid or a butler if they try hard enough. Rem can become one, too. I know it.”

 

I wasn’t sure if that was what I pictured for the future, but it wasn’t an entirely poor image. If that was what Alex wanted for the future, then who was I to deny his image? 

 

The army caught up just as Alex and I were approaching the gates of Yu Xiang. The first to arrive with the wraiths, then the will-o’-wisps. The skeletons and larger undead were coming in from behind, making quite the clatter (ohohoh!) as they rattled after us. 

 

The Limpet seemed to be caught some ways by the back, huffing and puffing as she tried to keep up.

 

I stopped by the gate before a slack-jawed guardsman. “Hello, sir,” I said politely. “Can we enter?”

 

The guardsman snapped back to reality with a start. “Um. Business?” he asked.

 

“Here to destroy the local sect,” I said. 

 

“Oh,” the guardsman said. He frowned, started to speak, closed his mouth, then shrugged and stepped aside. “Go on in.”

 

“You don’t want to search me?” I asked.

 

He shook his head, and I moved on without a fuss. It was too bad; I’d long ago enchanted the pockets of my suit jacket so that I could remove an increasingly wild array of random items in the case of an inspection. It started with streamers and party favors and ended with weapons of mass destruction. 

 

No one had ever actually insisted that I empty my pockets, though, which was a shame. 

 

There were few things worse than setting up a perfectly innocent and amusing prank only for no one to fall for it. I’d been sitting on this one for millennia.

 

I observed the architecture of Yu Xiang for myself as I traveled down its main thoroughfare. Under the grime and areas that had become dilapidated from a lack of maintenance was a city filled with thin-walled homes that tended to be built around solid frames to support second and third floors.

 

It was utilitarian, and I noticed that many of the buildings used brick and mortar where wood would be used elsewhere. 

 

There was a distinct lack of large vegetation in the region, so that made sense. The people built with what they had. 

 

People watched Alex and me as we passed through the city, but they did not run or hide. Their eyes were full of curiosity and apprehension, but not fear. Or perhaps they harbored a spark of hope.

 

The limpet’s campaign to assure the locals that we weren’t a threat may have been more successful than I’d initially imagined it would be. 

 

I noted that many of the men giving us looks carried injuries. Were they soldiers recently released from our camp? They didn’t seem fearful either, but they had had days spent under the watchful sockets of the undead to do away with their fear.

 

The deeper into the city we moved, the more people scattered at our approach. 

 

Then, I was walking up a rocky hillside, along a switch-back road toward a large hill guarded by a wall above. The wall was made of metal plates, the edges cut to give them the appearance of dancing flames, and the pillars between sheets painted a garish red. 

 

The gate was flanked by two towers from which bright banners hung. 

 

This was it, the seat of power of the Hungering Inferno.

 

“Alex, be a dear and give the gate a good knock.”

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Eight - Enthralling Entrance 

 

 

On occasion, one would notice that the world that they lived in was controlled by a certain set of rules. These rules, being universal and adapted across all walks of life, are often quite difficult to notice. 

 

It either takes a mind, divergent in a specific way, or someone from a context that’s entirely different for these rules to become obvious. 

 

It took me some time as a far, far younger and fleshier gentleman to notice these rules. The rule of reciprocity was almost universal across civilized cultures. A good turn done unto another would almost always encourage that other to do good unto you. Another such rule was the order of scarcity. The less common a resource is the greater its value. 

 

I don’t point out such obvious rules for the benefit of someone who doesn’t know them. There are few who don’t know them, after all, as they are foundational to the systems that allow life, culture and civility to exist and perpetuate themselves. 

 

Rather, as I found myself standing before the knocked-down gate of the Hungering Inferno sect, with dust still billowing outwards from where the grand door had crashed onto the ground, I recalled another such rule.

 

The weak go first. 

 

A dozen young men and women rushed out of the sect’s entrance. They carried gleaming steel swords and flowing robes decorated with flaming embroidery but otherwise seemed rather... plain. Plain and young and full of energy and life and the confidence of self that only the inexperienced had.

 

“Grease.”

 

“Create Bonfire.”

 

The two spells went off one after the other. The first conjured a great amount of thick, fatty grease upon the ground between us. It was a mat of slick, goopy material that clunked like oil to the ground and the shoes trodding upon it.

 

The young cultivators had decent dexterity, so not all of them fell flat onto their faces, though most had to swing their arms around, and some did slip and land on their rears.

 

The second spell created a great roiling mess of self-sustained fire hovering over the ground, a fire large enough to completely block the exit Alex had created while also capturing all of the cultivators within it.

 

It wasn’t a strong spell. The fire’s ignition was magical, but the flames themselves were little more than normal fire. They weren’t especially hot, nor did the fire have holy, unholy, or other magical aspects to it. 

 

It was still a lot of fire, creating a wash of light that warmed my old bones.

 

And also the grease on the ground.

 

Those who had fallen were the luckiest since being covered in a thin layer of flammable grease meant that they expired much faster than the rest, who still had time to bat at themselves and roll about on the ground before the fire took them.

 

The weak go first. Which meant that in most usual circumstances, there was a natural tendency for the civilized to send out their weakest forces first, to probe and question and risk themselves, while the more experienced and settled and powerful sat back and waited.

 

This wasn’t just a situation that occurred only in martial matters of war and combat. I had seen this same universal rule apply itself in academia as well.

 

Newer students were those with the time and energy to strike out and explore new sciences and ideas. Often, this led to their academic demise since new sciences were often dead ends and new ideas were often proven to be foolish. 

 

Sometimes, however, they’d discover something actually worthwhile and start to climb the ranks themselves.

 

“Good day, Hungering Inferno,” I said as I carefully walked forward and over a burning lump that had been a member of the sect. 

 

Alex slipped ahead of me, casting careful prestidigitations with sweeps of a broom so that I wouldn’t stain my oxfords with burning grease. 

 

The inner courtyard of the Hungering Inferno was a grand place. The buildings and pavilions of the sect were arranged so that they towered over anyone stepping within, and the courtyard held a pair of large stone half-spheres carved out as bowls that held a pair of burning pillars.

 

The building’s trellises were all shaped to appear as licking flames, and I noticed a rather absurd number of torches on the walls. 

 

They were really going all out with that fire theme.

 

I wasn't so enamored with fire myself; it had its uses, but it was a slow and inefficient way to kill most things. Still, I could respect their burning passion for interior design. Ohoho! 

 

The cultivators that greeted us next were fewer in number, a mere dozen members, but their garb was more refined, and they held themselves with a bit more poise and dignity. They were also a little older. The first batch had all been around the limpet’s own age, with a few young adults in their midst. This group had young adults as well, but also a few young men and women who were approaching their thirties.

 

A proper group of people at the most productive age of their lives, and they all seemed terribly cross with me. I tugged the lapels of my coat on straighter. “I will not mince words; I’m here to accept your unconditional surrender.”

 

“We are the inner disciples of the Hungering Inferno,” one of them said. The pride and conviction in his voice were loud and clear. “We will not surrender, we will not falter, our flame will not gutter out in the face of adversity and—”

 

He went on for a while. 

 

In the meantime, I fished around in my pockets. “Are you looking for something, Bone Daddy?” Alex asked helpfully. He kept his voice low so as to not interrupt the monologue.

 

“Yes, do you happen to have a spare coin?” I asked. “Any value will do.”

 

Alex bobbed his head, then reached into the folds of his skirts. He returned with a small coppery coin with a square hole punched in its middle. “Here you go.”

 

“Why, thank you,” I said. “I’ll repay you later.”

 

Alex shrugged. “It’s the lowest-value coin in the region; it’s not a problem.”

 

I made a noise akin to clearing my throat, which cut into the inner disciple’s monologue. Then, I raised the coin above my head. “This is a coin. It is valuable. You want it,” I said.

 

“What?” the inner disciple asked.

 

“Enthrall.”

 

The inner disciples focused on the coin. I made it dance across my knuckles, which was surprisingly difficult to do, and then I tossed it up and caught it again. Their eyes were locked on the coin the entire time. 

 

Then I flicked it forward toward the one who’d been monologuing at me. He caught it, and his face lit up in a brilliant smile. “I got it! It’s mine! Mine! My precious, and it’s—”

 

Then, he was cut off as the disciple next to him stabbed him.

 

“Shall we move on?” I asked Alex while the inner disciples took care of themselves for me.

 

“Okay,” Alex said. 

 

Now, if I was remembering the bits and pieces of lore that I’d picked up via osmosis, sects generally had outer disciples, inner disciples, then the normal rank-and-file disciples whose rank didn’t seem to have the same name from one sect to another, then finally the elders and sect leader. 

 

That meant that we were about halfway through. 

 

Alex and I strolled further into the courtyard, picking our way around, fighting inner disciples. The air seemed to change as we neared the pavilion that marked the heart of the sect. It was imbued with a denser, richer concentration of magical energy. Fire aspected, of course. The temperature rose by several degrees, though it hardly bothered me, and Alex didn’t seem inclined to complain. 

 

“Prepare yourself, Alex,” I warned him. “These should be the more... tenacious ones.”

 

“I am prepared,” Alex replied.

 

The pavilion was unlike the other structures we'd passed. Its red lacquered exterior was adorned with gold embellishments, all formed in the shapes of flames. The large double doors were slightly ajar, spilling soft orange light out into the courtyard. The fire motif was even more pronounced here.

 

Unlike the entrance to the sect and the courtyard, the main hall was surprisingly unimpressive. It was a relatively plain room, with a few sparse decorations adorning the walls and a wooden stage at the far end of the room. There were two rows of simple wooden benches facing the stage.

 

At the center of the stage, seated behind a grand table, was an elderly man. He was bald, save for a thin band of white hair running around the back of his head, and his eyes were like two burning coals. His robe was extravagant, embroidered with threads of gold to form a large flaming bird, its wings spread wide across his chest.

 

Flanking him on both sides were men and women of various ages, their faces serious, their eyes focused. These were the core disciples, the elders, and likely a few chosen successors, the next generation's leaders.

 

“You are a dead man,” the man I presumed was the sect leader said.

 

“Well, yes, I thought that was rather obvious,” I replied. 

 

***


 

Chapter Thirty-Nine - Nice Nice

 

 

“I heard you had a bone to pick with me?” I asked. 

 

The sect’s eldest elder squinted at me, then he rose from his throne-like seat and gestured to the side. One of his subordinates tossed him a polearm, which he casually flipped around, the head of it pointing my way. 

 

It was a nice mid-tier weapon with a bladed head that was curved to look like a flame, and whoever had crafted it had blued the steel, giving it the appearance of something still hot to the touch. 

 

“That’s a nice glaive. I imagine it was a hot commodity when your sect picked it up?” I made finger guns so that he’d properly understand the level of conversation we were having.

 

Behind me, Alex clapped.

 

“I will put an end to you, undead filth,” the sect master said.

 

That... wasn’t a pun, was it? I ran the sentence over in my head back and forth, then tried to see if there were any multilingual puns involved with it, which would have been impressive. But no, there was nothing there. “I have a burning suspicion that we’re not exactly on the same wavelength,” I said. 

 

The sect elder walked through his little throng of fellow elders, then came to stand some meters across from me. 

 

I had the impression that he was even older than he seemed. Yes, he had a few wrinkles and a rather nice beard, which had turned white with age, but otherwise, his skin was smooth and without blemish, and he carried himself like a warrior. 

 

He reminded me a little of the fighters and paladins of the Old World, not the very strongest of those, of course, but someone who’d grown old in the middling levels. He was a good head and a half taller than I was and used that to tower above me. 

 

“Are you just one of the pawns of the undead General Limpet?” he asked. He pronounced the limpet’s name strangely, and I had a gnawing suspicion that he wasn’t aware of what the word ‘limpet’ meant.

 

Then again, this didn’t seem like someone who spent a lot of time reading, so perhaps it was natural that his vocabulary wasn’t as great as it might have been. “I’m not sure if I’m a pawn. I always fancied myself something of a bishop.”

 

The sect elder frowned. “You’re her priest?” 

 

“... No? That was... oh, it’s no good if I have to explain the joke. I feel like I’m wasting my time here.”

 

The sect elder sniffed. There was a faint puff of smoke that came with the expression. Ah, so perhaps not a fighter then, not unless he was one of those subclasses that also had a bit of magic to them? “Then let me waste your time no longer,” he said. 

 

With a roar, the sect elder struck, his glaive raising, then coming down hard toward me. 

 

“Protection From Idiots.”

 

The elder’s glaive struck me on the crown of the head and bounced. I saw his eyes widen up close, which left me with plenty of time to cast a second spell. 

 

“Hold Moron.”

 

The elder grunted as magic wrapped itself around him and locked him in place, his arms and legs unable to move. He was still on his feet—the level of martial prowess he had giving him that much, at least—but his situation was less than ideal. 

 

As a wizard, I had encountered my share of fights, and I was very much aware of the risks that came with fighting. It was why I had conquered with undead and summons. That allowed me to do the conquering from the safety of my study, with a roaring fire in the mantle and a nice book in hand. 

 

When I did have to fight, it only made sense to have my primary focus be on avoiding and mitigating harm to myself. 

 

Wizards were as powerful as they were fragile, and this glass cannon, in particular, didn’t want to get shattered. 

 

“Kill it!” the elder screamed, his eyes bulging even as he tried to fight the spell.

 

It was always interesting to see how someone unintelligent but charismatic could lead so many others into so much trouble. Or perhaps it was the power that made others so willing to listen.

 

In any case, the others rushed in as well. Some fired beams of flame my way, something akin to a Searing Flame. Others flicked Firebolts or cast their own unique magics empowered by mana or ki or just their own delusions. 

 

“Dumbkill.”

 

The spell I cast was a special formulation of mine. Cloudkill was a fairly simple but nonetheless exceptionally dangerous fifth-tier spell. It created a large cloud of noxious gas. A heavy gas which tended to avoid expansion and which was difficult to disperse.

 

Using Cloudkill on a windy day, under the right conditions, could destroy a small town or ravage a city. Against armies of the living, it was an exceptionally potent, if circumstantial, weapon.

 

Its effects could only be somewhat mitigated by a person with a very strong constitution, and even then, it would hurt anything that needed to breathe. 

 

A powerful enough warrior might be able to come out of the other side of a Cloudkill fog mostly unharmed, and a sufficiently prepared cleric or magic caster might be able to disperse the spell, but it was nonetheless a nasty surprise.

 

What I cast wasn’t Cloudkill; it was Dumbkill. It didn’t poison the body, but the mind.

 

The sect’s cultivators stumbled. Some covered their mouths, but that only lasted a few moments as the poison quickly took root and started to affect them as it was designed to. 

 

They started to blink, and one or two of the cultivators let out low, rather silly, giggles. 

 

Soon, the entire room was laughing or crying. A sect elder near the center of the fog, the one who’d moved the quickest, fell onto his face with a hard thump. He didn’t rise.

 

“What's happening?” Alex asked.

 

“I’m afraid that they were too dumb to live,” I said before chortling to myself. 

 

The fog would dissipate naturally in the coming hours. In the meantime, the limpet could send in some undead to start rummaging around. Their immunity to poisons would keep them from harm.

 

“I think that’s quite enough of that,” I said. “I’m beginning to grow a little tired of this city.”

 

“Does Daddy Bones want to move elsewhere?”

 

I rubbed at my bony chin. “I think so. The limpet will have her hands quite full settling things in this city. There’s politicking to do, as well as some logistic work. I’ll admit that I’m not fond of either. Besides, I came here for a reason, and I can’t sense my font within this city.”

 

“Where will we be going, then?” Alex asked.

 

“Not so far, I don’t think,” I said as I swept past Alex. There was no question that my maid wouldn’t come with me, of course. Though it would leave the limpet somewhat understaffed. Rem was... not ready to serve as a butler just yet. Seventeen would have to do.

 

In any case, it was high time that Seventeen’s hard work for the past centuries be repaid. Obviously, the best reward for work well done was even more work. I supposed that city administration would be a new adventure for him.

 

“I think... to the Northwest. Not so far from where we passed already, in fact.” I stepped around the body of one of the cultivators by the entrance, then slipped out of the gate. 

 

I pushed there. There was someone sitting by the exterior of the gate. A young woman in silken robes covered in little gray moths and spinning a parasol over her head. She was wearing what looked like heavy-duty rubberized gloves and boots, and the lower half of her face was covered in a gas mask. 

 

“Ah, hello, hello, hello!” she said as she gave me a little wave with her free hand.

 

“Why, hello,” I said. “Are you from this sect?”

 

“Nope! I was just passing by, and then I saw this little smoke signal of yours.” She gestured past my shoulder toward the dissipating Dumbkill cloud.

 

“You must have quite the talent for interpreting signals,” I said. 

 

“I pride myself on my keen senses,” she replied, her eyes crinkling in the corners in what I presumed was a smile beneath the mask. “I see that the Hungering Inferno weren’t too hot for you to deal with.”

 

“I had a bit of a bone to pick with them,” I said. 

 

“They had more of a backbone than I expected, to be honest. I always thought they’d burn out one of these days,” she said, sounding rather wistful. “I only wish I was the one to snuff them out.”

 

“They did crumble rather easily,” I replied.

 

Her eyes danced. “Oh, that works with both ash and bones, nice, nice, nice. Give me a moment.” She swayed from side to side, then gasped. “Oh! How about this... They were ash-tonishingly poor until they went up in smoke?”

 

I grinned a skeletal grin. And here I thought this city had nothing left to offer.

 

***


 

Chapter Forty - Cinder Crashes

 

 

“So, what are you doing in these parts, miss...” I asked, letting my sentence trail off. 

 

The young lady shifted a little on the stone bench she was perched upon. The tines of her parasol spun over her head. “I’m Cinder,” she said. “And I’ve been stuck here for... oh, a month or so.”

 

“Stuck?” I asked. “Ah, do forgive me. I’ve tricked a name out of you without giving my own.” I gave her a proper gentlemanly bow. “I’m Harold.”

 

“Hello, Harold,” Cinder said. “And yes, stuck. Between these rock-headed fools and a hard place.”

 

“Ohoho! You have issues with the Hungering Inferno?”

 

“Had, I think,” she said. “Is there a Hungering Inferno left?”

 

I supposed that it was possible that some disparate members of the sect had survived. But unless the Hungering Inferno secretly harbored some very talented rogues, then it was unlikely that our sweep of their sect headquarters had missed anyone. “I suspect that the sect is quite over. Though it’s possible that some members are out and about and have missed all of the fun.”

 

“Oh, well, that’s just fantastic news,” Cinder said. She coiled her legs up, then kipped off the bench. At her full height, Cinder was half a head shorter than Alex, and Alex was not exactly a very tall specimen. “Thank you! Both for destroying the sect and for inadvertently freeing me.”

 

“You’re certainly welcome, though I must ask, why were you stuck here?”

 

Cinder tilted her head to one side, not so far, though. Otherwise, the tube connected to her mask might have tugged itself out of place. “You don’t recognize my dress?”

 

Her dress was a dress. It was done up in the local style I’d seen with many of the local martial practitioners. A loose shirt tied around the waist by a thick sash of sorts. She had a backpack on into which the tubes of her mask slipped in and, of course, thick rubber gloves and boots.

 

But seeing as how it was her dress she called attention to, that was what I focused on the most. The silk was dyed a pale gray with a pattern on the bottom that mimicked the peaks of a mountainscape. There were several black moths spread out across the surface.

 

“It seems well made, but other than calling out its quality and perhaps outlining its appearance, I don’t see anything in particular to note about your dress, I’m afraid.”

 

Talking about fashion with people involved in it had always been something of a risk for me. I was far from a charismatic man, and my own sense for these kinds of things had often been rebuked or ridiculed. 

 

I saw nothing wrong with wearing a comfortable tweed suit and bow tie while going about my business, but some people insisted that a proper overlord of the undead ought to wear black robes adorned with bones and skulls and perhaps a few outsized gems that glowed with magical might.

 

It felt incredibly tacky to me.

 

“Oh no, no, no,” Cinder said with a shake of her head. “That won’t do at all! I’m from the Ashen Forest sect, way out to the west of here.”

 

“You’re some ways from home, then,” I said.

 

Cinder twirled her parasol around and around, and I had the impression she was pouting beneath her mask. That was one issue with those who wore masks all the time: they had a poor time governing their facial expressions. 

 

Much better to have no face at all.

 

“I came here to do some diplomacy,” she said. “But when I arrived, the Flaming Heart and the Hungering Inferno had already started gathering an army to march westward, toward home. I, of course, used my skills to hide myself in this place. I know what they would have done to me if I were caught.”

 

“I see,” I said. “So, you’re the enemy of our enemy?”

 

“Does that make us friends?” Cinder asked.

 

“Perhaps were I a lot younger and significantly more naive. I’m afraid all that makes us is two people who had the same enemy.”

 

Cinder snorted. “Fine, fine, fine, that’s fair enough.”

 

“So you came here to see the end of your enemy?” I asked.

 

“I came to see if the person making a mess of the Hungering Inferno needed some help. But you seemed to have things well in hand. That, and I didn't want to be caught in the crossfire. Many cultivators get irate when you steal their kill. But you and your friend there wiped them all out in a matter of minutes, so I decided to sit and wait. I’m good at that.”

 

I glanced back toward Alex, who was standing nearby, hands folded over his stomach in the pose of a maid at rest. “I think I see,” I said. “But that doesn’t explain why you remained. There was plenty of time to leave before we arrived.”

 

Cinder shrugged. “I wanted to see the one who’d put an end to the sect. Maybe you’re friendly, maybe you’re not. In any case, my sect back home will want to know.”

 

“And what will you tell your sect?”

 

“That a powerful undead came in and then left, and all that was left behind were ashes,” she said. 

 

I reached up and rubbed at my chin. “Will that upset them?”

 

“I don’t think so! The Ashen Forest sect is... unique in its philosophies. It means we don’t always, or ever, get along with the other sects in the region. But it also means that something like this? A sect being pruned? We won’t see that as any trouble at all.”

 

“Interesting. A more vicious mindset, then?”

 

She shook her head. “No, a more natural one. We tend to the Ashen Forest, and in turn, it teaches us many lessons about life, death, and what happened between.”

 

I felt a small jolt in my soul as I gained something of a suspicion, a worry, even. “What are the philosophies of the Ashen Forest?” I asked.

 

Cinder blinked her eyes a few times. “That’s strange, strange, strange,” she muttered. “People don’t usually care to know, and less so in the middle of a conversation.”

 

“Humor me, please.”

 

She shrugged once more. “Okay. Though I’m surprised you didn’t make a humorous pun there.”

 

“I’m trying to dig for the skeletons in your sect's closets, not my own,” I said.

 

She chuckled darkly. “Very well. The Ashen Forest sect believes that everything has its place in nature. Our land is the least hospitable in the Flaming Steppes, and yet we’ve discovered how to work within it, how to use it to grow, to heal ourselves, to fight with the bounties of the land and the power it shares.” 

 

“And you have no qualms about the undead?” I asked. “You seemed perfectly civil with me so far.”

 

“No, I’d even go as far as to say that we are well... sooted for working with the undead, though we tend to avoid that as it is expressly forbidden by imperial mandate.”

 

Ah... they were Druids. 

 

In my many years of life and unlife, I had encountered many Druids of every sort, from those who lived in step with their environment, to those who worshipped celestial bodies, to the stranger sort who had their own ideas about nature. 

 

As a general and universal rule, Druids are a pain in the bony rear. Few people are as sanctimonious as those who have the world itself telling them that they’re doing a good job. 

 

“That’s rather illuminating,” I said after a moment to think. 

 

“The Ashen Forest teaches us that all things come and go. Trees burn, and from the ashes comes new life. In the same way, death and undeath are just different stages of the same cycle. As long as the balance isn’t tipped too far one way or another, there’s no harm. All things in moderation.” She looked me up and down. “Though I’d wager that you’re way beyond any sort of moderation.”

 

I chuckled. “Perhaps, but I always believed that balance is subjective.”

 

She laughed as well, a light, lilting sound. “I suppose. So, Mister Overlord of the Undead, now that you know of my sect, what will you do?”

 

I took a moment to deliberate on my next move. This, of course, was entirely political. She was waiting here for more than just curiosity, and despite her Druidic leanings, I felt like I had found something like a kindred spirit here. Perhaps this Ashen Forest was worth investigating further? In any case, they were in the direction I’d be going. 

 

“Given our shared interests, perhaps I can extend you an invitation,” I said.

 

“An invitation? Hum, hum, hum. What sort of invitation?” she asked.

 

“I’m heading westward myself, though not for a few days yet. This city will be taken over quite soon, and I should oversee some of the early administrative parts of that. But afterward, I will be traveling with only a small retinue.”

 

“Oh, and you want a pretty girl to accompany you?” She nodded. “Yes, I see, I see, I see. Well, maybe it would be interesting for me too. I’ve never picked the brain of an undead before.”

 

***


 

Chapter Forty-One - Eldritch Enthusiasts

 

 

“You’re leaving?” the Limpet asked. 

 

We returned to the Hungering Inferno sect the next day. I parted with Cinder on amicable terms, and the young Druid agreed to meet with me that evening. It left me with an entire day to prepare for my departure. 

 

That meant that I had plenty of time to dislodge the limpet from my side. 

 

“I am,” I said. “Though you don’t part with me quite so easily. Your lessons are carrying on well, but you are missing one very important thing, and that’s not something I can provide you directly.”

 

The limpet blinked. “What’s that?” she asked. 

 

“Practice,” I said. “You need time to refine your skills and to train. Practice makes perfect, but practice takes time.”

 

The limpet nodded slowly, but while she agreed with the premise of what I said, it was clear she wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. That was an acceptable attitude as long as it came with a degree of flexibility. 

 

“What would you say is your best spell?” I asked.

 

The Limpet frowned for a moment before replying. “Prestidigitation, I think,” she said. “It’s the one I have the most practice with. You said that it was the foundation for a lot of other spells, so I keep working on it.”

 

“Oh? That’s a good choice of practice material. Such a versatile spell has many uses.” I glanced around. We were in the main courtyard of the Hungering Inferno sect. Alex was directing a small force of undead to clear the space out. Banners were being cut down, gaudy flame-like decorations were being carried away, and a few skeletons were trying their hardest to mop the floors with varying levels of success. I reached out to one of the undead walking by, and they stopped.

 

It was a zombie, one that had recently risen, judging by the lack of visible decomposition and the stiff way it walked. That, and it was in the garments of an outer disciple of the sect. 

 

“How would you kill this zombie if it were a threat?” I asked. 

 

“Uh... Frostbite is the only spell I know that might work on it,” she said. “Chill Touch and Inflict Wounds are necromantic, and Prestidigitation isn’t meant for combat. I guess if it’s very flammable, I could slowly burn it?”

 

I nodded. “Most of the spells you know are cantrips, with only a few dipping into first-level. From what I’ve noticed of the world at large right now, the majority of the sects will teach first-level equivalents to their outer disciples, as well as a smattering of cantrip-equivalents.”

 

“So, I’m about as strong as an outer disciple?” she asked.

 

“Oh no, you’re much weaker,” I said.

 

“Oh,” the limpet said.

 

“I, however, don’t intend to have you remain so weak.”

 

The limpet perked up at that. “You don’t? So you’ll teach me stronger magic?”

 

“I will. But first, I want you to learn a spell that I had an exceptionally difficult time learning. Or... perhaps it would be more accurate to say that I never learned.”

 

The limpet reeled back at that. “You want me to learn a spell that Master can’t cast?”

 

“Oh, I can cast it in a manner of speaking. Hmm, how do I explain this… Ah. Do you have some currency on you?”

 

She fished in one of her little pouches and removed a coin. It was something like copper, with a square hole punched in the center. She handed it to me, and I picked it up between bony fingers. The hole actually helped a little, giving a place for my finger to dig into. 

 

“This,” I said, “is a coin.”

 

“Um, yes, Master.”

 

I nodded, then reached for the coin and pulled a copy of the coin out from the coin itself. The Limpet stared at the little magic trick, her eyes going from my left to my right hand. “Just a trick with Prestidigitation,” I said. “The fake won’t last. But, while it does, it is entirely indistinguishable from the real thing.”

 

“You could buy anything with that,” she said. “As long as it lasts long enough, I guess.”

 

“Shopkeepers tend to be annoyed when their gold disappears. There are consequences to keep in mind. And there are transmutation spells that might allow one to turn pebbles into gold, so to a proper wizard, money is of little consequence.”

 

There was a flash of greed in the limpet’s eyes, but she moved past it. “So, what’s the lesson?”

 

“The lesson is that it’s possible to falsify things, though often the act of creating a fake version of something is more complex than the original. Sometimes, however, the original is simply out of reach.”

 

She nodded. “And you want me to practice Prestidigitation until I can do that trick?”

 

I shook my head. “No. Though it is a nice party trick to learn. You can impress fools and goblins with ease with it and at only the cost of a cantrip. What I want you to learn is a cantrip.”

 

“Another?” she asked.

 

I chuckled. “Do you think you’re ready for second-tier spells? You might be close to it, but indulge me, please. Learn this cantrip, and I’ll teach you a spell of your choice—from a limited list, of course—on my return.”

 

“That sounds fair,” she said. “What’s the spell, and what’s so special about it?”

 

“It’s a spell called Eldritch Blast, and as far as I’m aware, it’s largely a spell only available to warlocks.”

 

“Eldritch Blast? That sounds like an offensive spell. But you said you couldn’t learn it?” She was on the right track.

 

I continued my walk through the sect compound, the limpet trailing after me as she was wont to do. “A wizard learns magic by studying magic itself. A sorcerer has magic from their ancestry. A summoner pulls magic from elsewhere, and an artificer's works magic like a tool. They all have their own understanding of magic itself, but fundamentally, their approaches don’t change the factual nature of magic, only the way it is expressed. You are not any of these. You are a warlock. Warlocks have their own magic, of course, but for the most part, the magic they use is borrowed from their patron. As a wizard myself, I never had a patron to borrow from.”

 

“You’re my patron?” the limpet asked.

 

“Unless you have a pact with someone else I’m unaware of, yes,” I said. “Now, Eldritch Blast is a spell that most warlocks learn early. It’s simple in principle. You call upon your link to your patron to open a channel through which you draw on your patron’s power. This power is essentially unshaped, raw magical might.”

 

“That sounds... easy? Well, the unshaped part. My other spells need to be crafted carefully. I’m not sure about the drawing part? How do I do that?”

 

“I have no idea,” I said. “Well, that’s not entirely true. I have several ideas, but seeing as I have never had a patron, I can’t exactly tell you how the spell functions.”

 

“You never talked to a warlock about it?”

 

That was a fair question. The truth was that I had spoken to a number of warlocks, but by the time I was more comfortable with exploring the wider world, the wider world generally saw me as something of a common enemy.

 

Also, warlocks served their patrons, and I’d ended up killing a number of those very same patrons. It was the great weakness of that kind of magical pact. If the person on the patron side of the pact was killed, then the warlock would lose any advantages they may have had. 

 

“It never really came up,” I said. 

 

“Well, I can try. Do you have more to go on? You had books for the other spells.”

 

I reached into a pocket and fished out an ancient notebook. “I’m afraid you’ll have to sort through this. It’s a series of notes and observations on the spell that I took while attempting to recreate it. In the end, I was able to create a nearly perfect facsimile of Eldritch Blast, but I was never able to recreate it properly. A first-tier spell like Magic Missile remains significantly superior.”

 

The limpet took the notebook with a slight bow, then tucked it away into her satchel. “I’ll study it. When Master returns, I’ll have mastered the spell. I really want that second-level spell.”

 

I gave her head a pat. She was a pretty good student, all things considered. “I look forward to seeing your results.”

 

“Will you be gone for long?”

 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. I estimate two weeks on the outside, but it’s entirely possible that it will take longer for me to return. In the meantime, you’ll be in charge of the army and the city. Don’t tell Seventeen, but I intend to promote him later today, which means that he will be the one responsible for the city and its safekeeping.”

 

“Wait, isn’t that what you want me to do?”

 

“I expect you to assist him and learn. And perhaps to act as a point of contact for the local mortal government. They’ll need the assistance, I suspect. Good luck. You’ll need it.”

 

***


 

Chapter Forty-Two - Captain Command

 

 

After squaring things away with the limpet so that she wouldn’t be all out of shape with my departure, I decided to round off my preparations by meeting with Seventeen.

 

I chuckled to myself as I navigated through the city. At the moment, the streets of Yu Xiang were filled with more undead than living people. Skeletons were the most common troop at the moment, mostly for reasons of public relations and sanitation.

 

Skeletons were undead, certainly, but a well-bleached skeleton could still be a presentable and respectable figure as long as they carried themselves with decorum and perhaps dressed appropriately. 

 

Zombies, wights, ghouls and abominations tended to be harder for the common (living) citizen to interact with. They were all either too close in resemblance to the living or were horrific to look upon.

 

These were great advantages on a battlefield, or when laying a trap, where their appearance alone could frighten and demoralize, but when trying to bring peace to a city, it only made sense that one might want troops that didn’t send people screaming back into their homes.

 

The matter of sanitation wasn’t to be overlooked as well. A zombie stank. It was a smell one could grow accustomed to, of course, and I had distant memories of my living self handling the scent of death and decay with aplomb, but it was still difficult to ask for the unprepared and uninitiated to adjust to their unique bouquet. 

 

Worse, the fleshier sorts of undead could carry ticks and insects with them, and rotting flesh was a fantastic vector for bacteria and sickness-spreading vectors. 

 

So, the forces within the city were exclusively composed of skeletons and some will-o’-wisps. The average person would probably not notice the later in any case. 

 

The civilian population was still quite nervous about the presence of so many undead so close to them, but they’d grow accustomed to it in due time. Bigger worries would push their fear aside. 

 

People still needed to eat, and to do that, they needed to work to afford the coin to afford the food. The city’s industry would spin up again in a week or so. 

 

I fully expected the limpet to panic as the city took a sharp decline. But learning to manage people and their expectations was an important lesson as well.

 

I hummed a jaunty tune to myself—quite poorly, but no matter, I was no lowly bard—while strolling toward the opened main gates of the city. They were flanked by large skeletal abominations which silently bowed their heads at my passing.

 

The army had relocated to just outside of the city, but they had moved to the sides, along a more or less unoccupied section outside of the main road where traffic wouldn’t be blocked.

 

A sparse palisade of wooden stakes and wire created a wall around the FOSSIL fortress. Even now, crews of tireless undead were carrying rocks to large stacks where others were grabbing them, shaping them into squared bricks, and then passing them on to yet more crews of undead who were laying the foundation of a proper stone wall around the enclosure.

 

In a month or so, I fully expected there to be a second layer of defenses around the city. I wondered if the limpet would jump on the opportunity to do some city planning. It would be in the best interest of Yu Xiang to have it expand and grow to accommodate more people. Perhaps using the ceaseless, inexpensive work of the undead to create the materials for new, sturdier homes?

 

Undead labor was a force multiplier like few others. It wasn’t perfect by any means, but what a farmer could do with a plow and oxen in one morning, a single skeleton with a hoe could do in a full day. Given several teams of such undead, the work could be expanded upon manyfold.

 

I walked to the FOSSIL’s entrance, finding it close to the ground as the fortress had lowered itself for ease of access. 

 

Seventeen was easy to find; the undead was standing in the middle of the fortress’s courtyard, a clipboard in one hand, a baton in the other. He was looking at the notes he had, then pointing toward various stacks of supplies while lesser undead scurried to do his bidding.

 

“How are things faring?” I asked.

 

Seventeen jumped to attention and snapped a salute while tucking the board under an arm. “Very well, my lord,” he said. “I expect the garrison to be fully replenished within three days. The new supply of undead is of much greater quality than what I’m used to working with. Thank you, sir!” 

 

“It’s no problem,” I said. “Will you be capable of handling things while I’m away?”

 

“Of course, sir,” he said, his spine straightening a little. “By the time you return, I expect that Yu Xiang will become an impenetrable fortress city that you would be proud of, my lord!” 

 

I nodded along. He was quite the specimen. “Seventeen, what is your rank and designation?”

 

“Lieutenant of the Seventeenth Garrison Battalion, my lord,” he said.

 

“Hmm, that doesn’t seem right. Not after everything you’ve accomplished here.”

 

“Sir?” Seventeen asked.

 

“You will have a steady supply of undead with this city feeding you their dead. With those we collected from the skirmish and the removal of the sect, I presume that your numbers are quite good at the moment?”

 

“Yes, sir, we’re at three times the operational capacity of a normal battalion, though that’s somewhat normal. Battalion sizes swell in wartime.”

 

“Ah, but it might not be wartime any longer. Not while you’re on defensive duties, and it wouldn’t do for a mere lieutenant to be in control of multiple battalions.”

 

“Sir?” Seventeen asked, but judging by his slight sway, he saw where I was going with this.

 

I reached into a pocket and then fished out a long length of cloth.

 

Seventeen gasped, a skeletal hand pressing over his mouth. “Sir!” 

 

I unwound the cloth, revealing an untied bow tie, one with little C’s on the ends made of tiny stitched bones. “Lieutenant Seventeen. Under the rights I afford myself, I hereby promote you to captain, effective immediately.”

 

Seventeen nodded, then tugged his bow tie apart and folded it. He stood as I wrapped the new bow around his neck and did up the knot. 

 

“Congratulations,” I said.

 

“Thank you, my lord,” Seventeen said. He sounded emotional.

 

“You are aware that this means that you have even more responsibility, more work, and less time to do anything but work?” I asked.

 

Seventeen actually sniffed, which was something I was surprised he still remembered how to do. “Thank you, sir. It’s an honor! I swear upon my unlife, you will not be disappointed.”

 

“I haven’t been disappointed by you yet,” I said. “Now, we can celebrate your new position by going over your added tasks, Captain Seventeen.”

 

He nodded sharply. “Yes, my lord! What tasks are those?”

 

“As a recently field-promoted captain, I think it’ll fall upon you to pick some new officers to serve beneath you.”

 

“Boners are hard to find right now, sir,” he said.

 

I nodded along. “Sometimes they just don’t come up so easily from the ranks, but I’m sure with a bit of encouragement, you’ll find some that are worthy, or the worthy will grow all on their own. In any case, now’s a good time to start training a new cadre of officers. Your responsibilities for the moment are to secure Yu Xiang as a stronghold of... hmm, I suppose we don’t actually have a name for our fledgling state.”

 

“Is that an issue, my lord?”

 

“Not for the moment. Perhaps ask the limpet about it? Actually, that is going to be one of your duties. As captain of the military forces here, your station is above that of my limpet. I nonetheless expect you to help her learn what she can about statecraft and governing. Let her make some mistakes and support her where reasonable.”

 

“Do you have more precise guidelines, my lord?”

 

I rubbed at my chin, then shook my head. “I’ll leave it to your common sense. Don’t impede her needlessly, but don’t just go along with any plan she might have that feels foolhardy to you.”

 

“I understand, my lord. I’ll make you proud.”

 

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “You already have,” I said.

 

I left Seventeen sniffling and patting his dried cheekbones with a cloth. He’d do well in his new position, I suspected. More work was the reward for excellent service, but to the undead created to serve, there was no greater reward. 

 

Now, it was about time that I checked into the last preparations for my own trip. 

 

I discovered Alex and Rem, both in uniform, waiting for me by the roadside next to a carriage with a train of fresh zombie horses. “Are you ready to go, Bone Papa?” Alex asked.

 

“I think so. Let’s pick up our guest for the trip and hit the road.”

 

***


 

Chapter Forty-Three - Tense Toxins

 

 

I had asked Cinder to meet at the western city gate, the nearest one to the army and the gate in the direction we would be heading out in. It was high noon by the time I made my way to the gate. 

 

Cinder was there, standing to one side with a large bag on her back, masked face staring across from her with a hard glare that I could almost feel as I approached.

 

Across from her, looking somewhat awkward as she rubbed her scythes together, was Mem.

 

“Hello, Cinder,” I said. 

 

Cinder turned her attention my way, then bowed slightly, her parasol bobbing above her. “Hello, hello, hello, Harold. Oh, there’s a second one.” She was looking past my shoulder at Rem.

 

“Does the meat have a problem with me?” Rem hissed.

 

“It seems as though she might,” I said. “Hello, Mem, how are you doing this afternoon?”

 

Mem started, eyes twitching this way and that while her mandibles worked. “Mem is good,” she said. “Mem wanted to say goodbye and to tell you not to go.”

 

“Those seem like conflicting things,” I said. “And what about Miss Cinder here. You seem nervous at her presence.”

 

“Normally, were the usual order of things in place, she would have nothing to worry about,” Cinder said. “But the normal order has clearly been upended, so I will afford the mantises no more respect than they deserve.”

 

“How interesting,” I said. “Would you mind if I ask about your history? Have you met Mem?”

 

“No, no, no, I’ve never met that one in particular,” Cinder admitted. “But I doubt she’s any different from the rest. Maybe that one is, though. I’ve never seen one of the mantises wearing that kind of outfit.”

 

I chuckled. Cinder had made a slight but perhaps understandable mistake in judgment. It was slight enough that I didn’t see fit to correct her just yet. “Where does all of this animosity come from?” 

 

Cinder tilted her head to one side, then let out a sigh that reverberated thanks to her mask. “I suppose you wouldn’t know unless you’re familiar with the region’s history. The Mantis goddess—”

 

“Mom,” Mem interrupted.

 

“We don’t call her that,” Rem snapped.

 

“But she’s Mom?”

 

“Shut up, idiot sister,” Rem hissed. “The toxic one is talking nonsense. Let her finish her useless talking so that we can be told to eat her.”

 

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Mem said.

 

I cleared my throat, or at least made that kind of noise. “Do go on, Cinder.”

 

Cinder glared at the two mantis women, then went on, “The Mantis Queen, Bug God, Goddess of the Scythe, or whatever other platitude-filled title she’s using at the moment is the mother of these two. She’s... powerful. Very, very, very powerful. I’m uncertain if she’s truly a god or just someone who has climbed high enough that they are starting to pierce the heavens, but in any case, she is too powerful for any of the local sects to handle.”

 

“That does sound troublesome. Though I imagine it’s more than just her power that’s an issue?”

 

“It’s the way she exercises it,” Cinder said. “She demands tribute.”

 

“Gold?”

 

“Tasty men.”

 

“Ah,” I said. 

 

Rem sniffed. “Big, strong men are the tastiest,” she said. Her mandibles worked, and I noticed an eye stalk turning toward Alex. “Nice and crunchy.”

 

“I can see why that might cause a certain level of animosity,” I said.

 

“She ate my dad.”

 

That would be somewhat troubling. Fortunately, the mantis goddesses' lack of tact and political acumen wasn’t my problem. Generally speaking, when an adversary was working hard to cultivate more enemies, it was a good idea to let them work.

 

“I see.” I had run into similar issues myself in the past. Some people were exceptionally cross when I raised their mothers, wives, husbands, fathers, or best friends as undead for my army. I always found that it was a somewhat foolish thing to complain about. They were dead already, most of the time. “In any case, I suspect that I might have a certain level of antagonism toward this goddess myself. Will having Rem accompany us be an issue? She’s going through butler training at the moment, you see.”

 

Cinder didn’t say anything for a moment as she thought, though she did twirl her parasol about. “I suppose I can set aside my differences for the moment,” she said. 

 

I turned to Rem. “Will you be able to keep yourself civil?” 

 

“I won’t eat her,” Rem said. “She’s probably too toxic.”

 

“Toxic?” I asked.

 

“My sect uses poisons and toxins quite frequently. In order to use some of the more volatile ones, we need to imbibe them quite frequently. It leads to our flesh being... somewhat inedible.”

 

How interesting. Perhaps Cinder here was the equivalent of a brightly colored frog for the local mantis population. “And you, Mem?”

 

“Mem asked Miss General Limpet if she could come with you, and she said that Mem could if she wanted to. Fang will be okay.”

 

“Come with us? What for?” I asked.

 

Mem hesitated. “Mem thinks that maybe you’ll need Mem’s help. Mem knows a lot about Mom. Even some of the things that Mom doesn’t want people to know. And... Mem is worried that Rem might get into trouble.”

 

Rem hissed and raised her arms over her head at that, but it seemed like an entirely fair thing for Mem to feel. “I suppose there’s no harm in one more accompanying us. Alex, will there be enough room in the carriage?”

 

“I think so, Bone Father,” Alex said. “I can drive with Rem. She should learn how as part of her butler training anyway.”

 

“Then the more the merrier!” I said with a clack of my hands. 

 

Mem bobbed her head. “Thank you,” she said. Then she turned back toward a large bag that looked stuffed full of stuff. I expected her to grab onto it with her scythes somehow. I didn’t expect a mage hand to appear over the bag to grab it.

 

My magical senses were not easy to fool. That Mage Hand was cast by Mem. “Where did you learn that cantrip?” I asked.

 

Mem looked my way. “Mem learned it from listening to Maid Alex teaching Rem,” she said. “I use it for poop scooping.”

 

“Pardon?” 

 

“For scooping poop,” she explained.

 

“You learned Mage Hand by overhearing the instructions, then proceeded to use it to clean after the dog’s droppings?”

 

Mem bobbed her head. “That’s what Mem said.”

 

With a nod of understanding (and an internal sigh at the mundane use of an arcane spell), I signaled for everyone to move toward the carriage. It wasn’t a poor use, of course. I’d known plenty of wizards who had discovered bathroom-related uses for Prestidigitation; this was close enough to the same thing, and I wasn’t one to discourage creativity.

 

“Stupid Mem,” Rem muttered angrily under her breath.

 

From what I understood, Rem hadn’t figured out the spell herself yet. At least this proved that she could.

 

“Alright, everyone, let’s make our way back. We have places to be, adversaries to chit-chat with, and sects to explore!”

 

Alex led the group, Rem trailing behind him and still muttering about stuff. Mem skittered past, joining the two with her bag hovering after her. Cinder, for her part, lingered behind a little, parasol idly twirling around while shielding her from the sun. She seemed amused, and yet I noticed a certain amount of tension in her shoulders and a tightness in her eyes. 

 

This was going to be an interesting trip.

 

As we approached the carriage, the sight of my undead horses caught Cinder's attention. “My, my, my, what fine specimens you've got,” she commented.

 

“They are serviceable,” I said. “They also don't eat, sleep, or produce waste, which has its advantages.”

 

“Convenient,” she said while eyeing the skeletal horses. “Though not particularly comfortable to look at. I suppose they won’t do what most horses do when they reach the Ashen Forest.”

 

“And what do most horses do when they reach the Ashen Forest?” I asked.

 

“Usually die.”

 

“Ah, yes. The area is somewhat inclement, isn’t it? Well, no matter. These are dead already.”

 

“They have a bit of a head start, yes.”

 

Cinder and I settled into the carriage interior. It was luxuriously fitted with dark red velvet and aged oak panels. I could see Cinder appreciating the finery, her tension slightly easing.

 

Mem looked unsure where to sit, her eyes flicking between the inside of the carriage and the driver's seat where her sister was trying to make herself comfortable.

 

“Why don't you join us inside, Mem? There's more room,” I suggested.

 

Mem bobbed her head, which I took for agreement, and her mage hand opened the carriage door for her. She delicately stepped inside, ensuring her bag was safely stowed beneath the seat.

 

As the door closed and Alex whipped the reins to set us moving, I couldn't help but feel a strange combination of excitement and trepidation. Our motley crew was a powder keg of opposing cultures, enigmatic pasts, and hidden agendas. Yet, somehow, it felt like the beginning of something incredible—or disastrous.

 

***
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