

Two Necromancers, a Fortress, and a Titan

Two necromancers, a fortress, and a titan – that might not sound too complicated, but for Timmy, nothing is ever simple.

To earn his pardon and win the war against the Eternal Empire, Timmy will need to call upon every scrap of power, cunning, and determination he can muster. Whether it’s dealing with belligerent spider people, whales who’re too angry to die, or otherworldly titans with dreams of conquest, Timmy and the gang will have their work cut out for them.

The Eternal Empire might have assembled the greatest armada the world has ever seen, and they might have a seemingly endless supply of hidden naval bases, and the less said about their secret projects and ancient artifacts the better.

However, Timmy is going to teach them a very, very important lesson – never, ever mess with a Grand Necromancer who has time to plan, especially when he’s accompanied by a gang of the world’s most unconventional heroes.
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Chapter One

The problem with pig blood was how horrible it smelled when it went off and how quickly it could spoil on a balmy evening. On the upside, getting several buckets of the stuff was easy in the Mercantile Alliance. All it took was a quick trip to the local butcher. Unlike human blood, there was no need for murder.

Well aware that his pint-sized apprentice was staring at him as if he’d lost his mind, Timmy dipped his paintbrush back into the bucket and scribbled another doodle on the wall. This particular doodle was his take on a scene from one of Spot’s favourite picture books. He wasn’t the greatest artist, but he thought the pig blood gave the scene a certain aesthetic, albeit not the aesthetic the author had intended. After all, the picture book was aimed at children, not blood-crazed cultists although he supposed there was a non-zero overlap between those two categories, and wasn’t that a disturbing thought?

“Master, what are you doing?” Katie asked.

Perched on her shoulder like an ornery rodent falcon, Rembrandt studied the room intently with his lone eye. There were splatters of pig blood everywhere, and Timmy had painted a multitude of symbols upon the walls, only a handful of which were proper runes and seals. The rest were simply there to look scary. Rembrandt had probably figured out what he was planning, but Katie was still trying to put the pieces together. His apprentice was incredibly intelligent, but she lacked experience.

That was fine. She was young, and time was the best cure for inexperience. His job as her master was to make sure she acquired the experience she needed without getting stabbed, blown up, or otherwise mangled. By those standards, his master had been a dismal failure since he had been personally responsible for a great many incidents in which Timmy had been stabbed, blown up, and otherwise mangled.

Timmy splashed more pig blood on the ceiling and flicked a bit onto the nearest wall. Interesting. That splatter resembled a mongoose fighting a bear, or perhaps he was reading too much into it. “What do you see?”

Katie pointed with her shadows. He doubted the blood bothered her. She’d dealt with far worse over the years. She’d once made the mistake of using her shadows to crush a giant lizard that had been clinging onto the ceiling of an ancient ruin. The resulting downpour of gore had convinced her that he truly had been onto something when he’d insisted that the very first runes and seals she should weave into her clothing were those for protection – followed by those for keeping clean.

“You have seals in place to clean this room, but you’ve modified them. Rather than restoring this room to pristine condition, they’re designed to only clean up messes that occur after they’ve been added.”

“Well spotted. A word of advice, Katie. If you want to avoid suspicion, never leave a room too clean. If all the rooms in a house are messy except one, people are going to ask questions. It’s usually better not to give anyone reasons to snoop around.” Timmy put down his paintbrush and moved the bucket of pig blood next to the large, imposing desk at the front of the room. Décor was an important part of intimidation, and it was almost time for them to get started. “This is especially true for people like us who actually do have things to hide.”

Katie watched as he reached into the sack he’d brought along. Having Gerald around had spoiled them. The bureaucrat could be counted on to carry anything and everything without any complaints. Want to bring along fifty cows for Spot to eat? No problem. Why not throw in a dozen more just to be safe. A hungry dragon was an irritable dragon, and an irritable dragon typically meant a significant increase in property damage. How about a volatile explosive that the demolition rats had thrown together in a bout of drunken genius? Go ahead. Gerald’s magic made transporting even the most ridiculous weapons completely safe.

The bureaucrat also had a bafflingly huge collection of things stored away, most of which he seemed to forget about until he needed them or somebody reminded him about them. Want a bowl of milk? Gerald had plenty of fresh milk stored away, along with dozens of different types of cereal. Need a weapon? Gerald could equip an entire army. Timmy had occasionally wondered if it was possible to see all the stuff that Gerald had squirrelled away before realising that ignorance might very well be bliss. Knowing the bureaucrat, he likely had several mountains of stuff inside his magic.

Spot would have loved to rummage through it all. The dragon was always eager to add to his hoard, and he didn’t focus solely on treasure and other standard valuables. Lately, he’d been collecting seashells, and Gerald had been given the great honour of storing them until they returned to the castle. His favourite seashell belonged to a giant mollusc he’d encountered while diving for deep-sea fish. The creature had tried to make a meal out of Spot only to find out that dragons were at the top of the food chain for a reason. Spot had been particularly proud of keeping the shell intact. It was a little over seven feet in width and had come with a bright, opalescent pearl.

With Gerald otherwise occupied for the evening, Timmy was using a magically modified sack that was larger on the inside than the outside. It was an item he’d put together himself after carefully examining the best options available on the market. If only Mike the corpse dealer was willing to share his family’s storage secrets. Oh well. He couldn’t blame the other man, but Timmy’s research into improved storage solutions had already borne considerable fruit.

As Timmy reached into the sack and set the first ceramic skull on the desk, Katie began to massage her temples. She could tell that he was planning something but had yet to puzzle out exactly what it was. He bit back a grin. She was so adorable when she got frustrated, and the growing scowl on her face only added to his amusement. She reminded him of a little wolf pup doing its best to appear bigger and scarier while failing miserably. In a few years, she’d be suitably terrifying, but right now, she was all bark and no bite. He could have explained, but he didn’t want to ruin the surprise. He also wanted her to rely a bit more on her cunning and less on her raw intelligence and power.

“Ceramic skulls, master? What are you planning?” Her scowl deepened. “They’re not magical. They look like props from a Second Night celebration.”

In the beginning, or so it was said, there had only been the darkness and emptiness of the Void – the First Night. And then came the First Dawn, and with it, all the wonders of Creation. Naturally, the cruel, malevolent entities of the Void had not been pleased. They had gathered their strength and tried to destroy Creation, bringing about the Second Night.

In the end, they had failed, and many religions across the world celebrated the occasion each year by mocking the creatures of the Second Night who had been cast down or destroyed. As a child, Timmy had wondered if the whole thing was true, or if it was simply a scam to sell more candy. Was that cynical? Very much so. But his childhood had given him many reasons to be cynical. However, Sam had assured him that the whole thing was real. He might not have witnessed the events himself, but the oldest of the things that slumbered beneath the castle could trace their origins back to that primordial epoch.

Frankly, Timmy thought that picking fights with creatures who possessed the power to threaten Creation was a terrible idea. Not all of them were truly gone, and he was in no hurry to borrow extra trouble when he already had so much of his own to deal with. But Second Night celebrations were excellent for morale – and for merchants.

The festivities had grown from villagers dancing around bonfires and playing pranks to nationwide celebrations that involved elaborate costumes, performances, and displays. At some point, candy had also become a staple of the event. Certain historians argued that it was a holdover from All Hallows’ Eve, which occurred at a similar time. Rather than separate the two holidays, these historians believed that their ancestors had chosen to combine the two into a single week-long extravaganza. Another school of thought argued that candy was included in the celebrations because it was a favourite amongst the children of the gods who had fought that ancient battle. Could the children of gods enjoy candy? Given how many stories there were of the gods and their children interfering in mortal affairs, it wasn’t that far-fetched an idea.

Spot had been over the moon when he’d learned about it. A week-long party that involved heaps of food and as much candy as he could get his claws on was precisely the sort of holiday the dragon could get behind. He wouldn’t even need a costume. He was a dragon. The only thing missing was treasure, and he could always find some bandits to mangle if he wanted any.

“That’s because they are from a Second Night celebration. Gerald got them after the authorities in a city he was working in confiscated them. People were using magic to make them float around.”

Katie made a face. “Master, people do stuff like that every year. It’s boring. I remember the first time I celebrated Second Night at home. You summoned actual wraiths and ghosts to spook me.”

“I was checking to see if you remembered my lessons on how to banish wraiths and other spirits. You were also wearing several protective charms.” Timmy chuckled. “Not to mention, you were already used to wraiths and ghosts by then. I remember you asked me why I hadn’t summoned flaming skulls instead before badgering me into teaching you how to summon them.”

Katie huffed. “That’s because flaming skulls are far better suited to Second Night celebrations, especially skulls that can fly. Wraiths and ghosts are boring.”

“You must have been the only four-year-old in the world who thought wraiths and ghosts were boring.”

“That’s because they are. But why did these skulls get confiscated? People pull the flying skull prank all the time.”

“That’s true. Unfortunately, the people who used these skulls were awful at controlling them. They gave more than a dozen people concussions before getting arrested.”

Katie glowered. “That’s awful. Second Night pranks are supposed to be scary but harmless. It’s not a proper prank unless everyone can laugh about it afterwards. Otherwise, you’re just being mean.” Her brows furrowed. “By the way, where do flaming skulls come from when you summon them?”

“It depends. You can make them yourself and call them to you, but summoning magic usually calls them from another plane of existence. Depending on where you get them from, they can be quite different. In fact, with the right rituals, it’s possible to get flaming skulls that can talk and follow orders.”

Katie’s eyes widened. “You can summon flaming skulls that can fly, talk, and follow orders?”

“Yes.”

“Then why haven’t you taught me how to summon those? The ones I can summon can’t do anything except float around aimlessly and scare people.”

Timmy grinned. “You should see your face. Millie gave me the exact same look when she found out.” The other Grand Necromancer had badgered him relentlessly, even going so far as to deploy a cadre of zombie badgers, until he’d agreed to teach her. The more advanced flaming skulls weren’t very powerful or dangerous, but they were perfect for making an impression. Millie had spent months walking around with a few of them floating around her to add to her necromantic splendour.

Timmy had adopted a pragmatic approach. It was possible to conceal explosive seals inside the floating skulls, which meant he could have flaming skulls that flew around and exploded. But as amusing as that was, they were far from ideal. Zombie pigeons with explosives attached were cheaper to make, more agile, and far less noticeable.

“Of course, she did!” Katie struck a pose before realising what she was doing and promptly adopting a calmer and more collected stance. Timmy and Rembrandt shared a look. Despite their many differences, they shared similar opinions about Katie’s ‘secret’ posing practice sessions. “Do you know what I’d be able to do with those flaming skulls?”

That had been Menacing Pose #5. He knew because Katie had once left her posing notebook on the dining table after breakfast. It had been heart-warming to know that his apprentice was putting so much effort into becoming more menacing. Sure, she was tiny, which meant she came across as more adorable than scary, but it was the thought that counted. Fortunately, he’d been the one to find the notebook. If Avraniel had found it, Katie might actually have died from embarrassment. The star maiden’s teasing was blunt but effective.

“I’ll teach you later.”

Timmy took out several additional ceramic skulls and painted runes onto them. The majority were there to create light and sound, but he added an extra rune to the skull closest to his chair on the other side of the desk.

“What rune is that?” Katie asked.

“This?” He held up the skull. “It’s a minor rune of crumbling. I haven’t taught it to you because it’s very weak and mostly useless. It only works on mundane objects, and the barest sliver of magical resistance will stop it. You already know several stronger runes for weakening objects, and those runes will all work better when woven into seals than this one.” He drew the rune out in the air. “That’s how you draw it. The only reason I’m using it here is because it looks impressive when it takes effect.”

Katie took careful note of the rune and drew it in the air with her magic. The rune flared to life and then vanished, meaning she’d gotten it right. It might not be very useful, but it never hurt to learn another rune. “I still don’t understand what you’re doing, master. I thought we were going to interrogate someone.”

“We will – once we’re done preparing.” He reached into the sack and threw something at her. “Think fast!”

She didn’t move. Instead, a shadowy hand reached up to catch what he’d thrown at her whilst a curtain of shadows formed to shield her from the splatter. Her nose wrinkled. “You threw pig guts at me.”

“Which is why I’m wearing gloves. Do me a favour and scatter those around.”

Katie sighed and tossed the pig guts around with her shadows. Her magic had been growing stronger lately, with her shadows gaining noticeably more substance and solidity. They were changing in other ways too, not all of which were pleasant. For a moment, her shadows seemed almost reluctant to let go of the pig guts. Timmy would have to keep an eye on it. Katie was young, so her magic was still growing and developing. And if she truly possessed the magic he suspected, she had a lot of growing and developing ahead of her.

He moved in front of the desk to check how it would look from their captive’s point of view. Hmm… almost right, but it needed to be a tad more menacing. He moved the ceramic skulls, splashed extra blood on them, and then shifted the books he’d brought to give them a more prominent position. They were books on necromancy – nothing special, the sort any beginner or novice might read – but they were bound in human skin. He hadn’t told Gerald about them. His friend was braver than he gave himself credit for, but he would have had nightmares for days after seeing them.

Katie had been vaguely horrified when she’d first seen the books but not because of their appearance. She’d been worried that he would make her read them again. She’d finished all of them by the time she was six, never realising they were aimed at people twice or thrice her age. The last time she’d read them, she’d been eight, and she’d been bored out of her mind. He had wanted to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. They weren’t particularly challenging, but the information they covered was important.

Katie had responded by writing a critique of the books, complete with suggestions. It was a pity the authors had died centuries ago. He would have paid handsomely to see their reactions to being critiqued by a little girl. Wait. One of them had become a lich, but the last Timmy had heard, he was thoroughly insane.

“Almost…” Timmy rubbed his chin. The desk still wasn’t menacing enough. He added a candleholder with a skull motif and draped pig guts over it. “Perfect.”

Satisfied with the décor, he turned back to his apprentice. “What can you tell me about the two men we captured earlier today?”

Katie reached up to adjust her glasses. “They’re both crewmen from an imperial ship whose crew we’ve been watching for the past few days. One of them seems fairly normal. He has spent most of his time ashore around his crewmates or buying things from various stores. They appear to be souvenirs, many of which are appropriate for young children.”

“Good. Details are easy to overlook, but they’re often important.”

“As for the other guy, I think he spent the majority of his time and money in the entertainment district at a, uh, you know…”

Timmy laughed. “A brothel?”

Katie hadn’t gone anywhere near the place herself, but her zombies and the ninja rats had followed the man to one of the city’s cheapest brothels. He’d told Katie to break off her surveillance outside the building and leave the rest to the ninja rats. The rodents had later informed them that the man had gotten so drunk on cheap booze that he’d barely accomplished anything at all before collapsing on top of a bemused woman. He had later awakened convinced that he was a god amongst men whose prowess in the bedroom was the stuff of legend. Timmy had asked the rats to check the booze he’d drunk because either it was stronger than expected or the man was completely delusional. It was, not surprisingly, the latter.

Katie cringed. “Yes. Anyway… both of them are crewmen of middling seniority. You said their captain is likely a senior spy working for the empire, so it’s possible his crew are also involved.” She reached up to hand Rembrandt a grape. The ninja rats loved grapes, so Katie had taken to carrying some with her in a pouch she’d made. Thanks to the runes and seals on it, the grapes were always fresh and cool. “That’s why we captured them, right? We can interrogate them to find out what they know.”

“Yes.” Timmy walked to the fireplace and checked to make sure the security seals were in place.

People always worried about windows, but he’d defeated more than one careless opponent by slipping a zombie cobra or zombie badger-viper down the chimney, so he made a point of always putting a seal or two in place to stop anything sneaking in. The same went for toilets and other possible entry points. The strongest seals were double-sided, meaning nothing could go in or out. However, since he had no intention of accidentally suffocating himself or dealing with overflowing toilets, his seals were designed to stop things from entering while allowing things to leave.

He set a kettle to boil over the fire and checked the handful of desert carrots he had on the small table nearby. Good. They were all there, as was the tea he’d purchased earlier. Neither had been easy to get, but Mercatia was one of the greatest cities in the Mercantile Alliance. Provided he had coin to spend, he could get almost anything.

“If the people we’ve captured are spies for the empire, would they be sent here without certain measures in place, especially with all the success we’ve enjoyed recently? There’s no way the empire doesn’t know about the two of us, and I’d wager they have at least an inkling of what Amanda is capable of too.” He smiled. “The others snuck into the city while the two of us made a point of being seen entering, but any half-decent spy knows that necromancers can be very convincing.”

Katie pursed her lips, and he could practically see the gears of her wonderful mind turn. “If we assume they’re not stupid, they must have measures in place to protect their secrets. At the very least, they should have ways to hinder mental interference. If they’re worried about us, there are also measures they can take against necromancy.”

“That’s right.”

Timmy knew better than anyone that there were ways to prevent the use of necromancy to reanimate people or call up their spirits. He had studied them extensively, so he could make sure that when his master died, he stayed dead. Not even the Supreme Necromancer could have brought him back, not that he would have bothered. His master and the Supreme Necromancer had been at odds for decades, and the old man had sent Timmy a cheerfully decorated card and a bottle of good wine when he’d heard the news of his master’s demise. If there had been a grave, he might even have paid Timmy a visit, so he could dance on it.

“I have reason to believe that there is magic in place that will immediately banish their souls to the afterlife when they die. It’s not easy to use that sort of magic on a large scale, but it’s perfect for spies. There are also multiple ways to ensure a person’s mind is wiped the moment someone tries to interfere with it.”

Katie grimaced. “You can’t just force those on people, can you?”

Banishing souls straight to the afterlife was risky. If it went wrong, a soul could easily end up in an eldritch plane of existence where it would be devoured by angry cosmic fungi. Although a body could still be reanimated without a soul, it wouldn’t have access to that person’s knowledge. It would be an empty shell – perfectly fine as part of their zombie horde but useless for gathering information.

“And wiping their minds…” Katie grimaced again. “Won’t that basically turn them into vegetables?”

“In general, you need people to cooperate, but spies are usually willing to take the risk. It’s also not unusual for people to lie about how bad the risks are. I’ve encountered spies who were convinced that the mind wipe would only target pertinent information. However, the level of skill, effort, and resources required for such precise mind-wiping magic makes it impractical unless royalty or senior officials are involved. Your average spy is going to end up a drooling wreck who would be lucky to remember their own name.” Timmy shrugged. “Or they could just knock the spies unconscious during training and use the magic on them then. That wouldn’t work on you or me. Our innate resistance to magic is too high. But it’ll work just fine on most people.”

“That’s awful!”

He’d always impressed upon her the importance of not using powerful magic on people without their consent unless it was during combat or a similar situation since it was a fantastic way to make more enemies. Sure, a curse could make people obey you – right up until they worked out how to break it before spending the rest of their lives hunting you down for revenge. Life as a necromancer was hard enough without making unnecessary enemies.

“But if they have magic like that on them, what are we going to do?”

“I am a Grand Necromancer and an expert in eldritch sorcery, as well as runes and seals. I could circumvent that magic if I needed to, but that’s not what we’ll be doing today.”

Katie blinked. “It’s not?”

“Because there are techniques that even I can’t get around and because I want to show you how to deal with this sort of thing without relying on magic.” Timmy’s lips curled. “Magic changes all the time, Katie. What we think of as miraculous or impossible today could become commonplace or trivial in the future. But people? People don’t change that much, not really.”

Katie eyed the kettle speculatively. “Are… are we going to torture them?”

Her gaze flicked to the staff propped up against the desk. It was a garish weapon they’d taken from a cult they’d run into a few years ago. It was made of bone and topped with a skull. Timmy had taken it from the cult’s leader after introducing his face to the business end of his shovel.

Trying to summon eldritch entities was generally a bad idea, but trying to summon them without proper measures in place to control them was just suicide with extra steps. Katie had insisted they keep the staff because of its menacing aesthetic. Thankfully, her taste had improved since then, but Timmy had kept it anyway since it was a decent magical focus with a certain level of added utility for eldritch rituals.

“You’re not going to use that to torture them, are you?”

Katie looked a bit squeamish at the thought. She must be remembering the creature they’d fought to reach the cult leader. It might have shared Sam’s general appearance, but it had none of the protoplasmic horror’s friendly disposition or love of cake. Instead, it had been little better than a savage beast, braying and bellowing from dozens of misshapen mouths as it tried to tear them limb from limb. More than three quarters of the cult had been wiped out in the crossfire because the creature hadn’t cared at all if anything or anyone got in its way.

Timmy could understand her reticence. It was one thing to kill an opponent in the heat of battle. It was quite another to torture them horribly for hours, possibly even days, on end. “No. We won’t be torturing them.”

Katie breathed a sigh of relief, and Timmy gave himself a mental pat on the back. It was always nice to have additional confirmation that his apprentice wasn’t a bloodthirsty psychopath. She’d never shown any signs of being one before, but necromancy did have a tendency to bring out the worst in people.

He could still remember the apprentice who’d snapped during a major convention. He had started screaming and wailing before stabbing his master in the back with a tuning fork – he’d been fond of the piano – and accosting a corpse dealer. It said a lot about the boy’s master that people had only intervened to protect the corpse dealer.

Millie’s reaction had been to shake her head in disappointment. Why? The apprentice had somehow managed to avoid hitting anything vital despite stabbing his master fifty-three times. He’d only managed a killing blow after breaking free just long enough to drag his wounded master over to a piano before slamming the lid on his head repeatedly.

“Not that I’m complaining, but why won’t we be torturing them?”

“How well do you think torture actually works?” Timmy asked.

Katie opened her mouth to reply but closed it when he raised an eyebrow. She had doubtless heard all sorts of rumours about torture. However, without ever having suffered it or inflicted it, there were things she didn’t understand about it that Timmy most definitely did. He wanted her to stop and think, not rely on hearsay.

“It probably doesn’t work as well as people think if you’re asking me and we’re not doing it.”

He laughed. “That’s one way to get the right answer. But, yes, the brutal truth is that torture rarely works as well as people think. That’s not to say it can’t work, but you’ll often get inaccurate or incomplete information – which can be worse than no information at all. Honestly, if you torture someone badly enough, they’ll say whatever they think you want to hear to make it stop.”

Katie gulped. “Really?”

Timmy lifted a ceramic skull and stared into its empty sockets. A sliver of magic activated the runes on it, and baleful crimson light flared to life. He smiled faintly. How wonderfully atmospheric. “I have heard a man swear on the lives of his wife and children that elephants can fly and that the sky is purple with pigs for clouds because the person torturing him wanted him to say it – and believe it.”

Katie swallowed thickly. “That’s… that’s awful.”

“And messy too.” Timmy shrugged and put the skull down. “Don’t worry about the torturer. This happened while I was in the Nameless Citadel. I made sure to deal with him on my way out.”

“Oh. That’s… uh… great.”

On her shoulder Rembrandt nodded in approval. The ninja rats could be merciless, but they had no love for pointless cruelty.

“If it’s any consolation, I tracked down as many of the people involved as I could once I got out, but that’s neither here nor there.” He shook his head. “The point is that torturing people doesn’t guarantee accurate information. I certainly never told them anything useful although I made sure to implicate my master in a host of crimes, only some of which he was actually guilty of.” And it spoke volumes about his master’s reputation that they had believed those lies so easily. “And accurate information is what you want. If you’re only interested in making people scream, you’re not an interrogator. You’re a sadist. What works better is building a rapport. You want them to believe you’re looking out for them. Rather than an enemy, you want them to view you as somebody who just happens to be on the other side. You want to be seen as a reasonable person, and you want them to view cooperation as the reasonable thing to do. The interrogation should be a win-win situation where helping you helps them.”

“But if they’re loyal to the empire, how are we going to do that?” Katie asked.

“That’s what you’ll be learning today.” Timmy took the kettle out of the fire. The rune at the bottom would keep the water nice and hot. “You need to balance threats with compassion. We’re going to terrify them and hint at all the absolutely awful stuff that could happen…”

“And then?”

“And then we’re going to be perfectly civil. We’re going to offer them a way out that doesn’t make them feel too bad, and they’re going to take it because it seems like the best option they have and because we’re going to come across as more reasonable than their superiors,” Timmy said. “Ultimately, people don’t want to die, but they also don’t want to forsake their principles. If you give them a way out that lets them keep their honour, most people will take it.” He gave Rembrandt a teasing smile. “If you back a rat into a corner, it will fight to the death. Give a rat an escape route, and it’ll take it.”

The ninja rat glared, and Timmy leaned to the side to avoid the needle aimed at his forehead. Rembrandt must be warming up to him. The needle hadn’t even been poisoned. Nevertheless, the rodent squeaked his agreement to Katie. It was a staple of combat psychology. Soldiers who were completely surrounded with no hope of escape would fight to the death, if only to spite their enemies. But give them a way to retreat, and they could be picked apart as they fled.

“Are you sure this will work?” Katie patted Rembrandt on the back to keep him from throwing anything else.

“What I’ve said is an over-simplification, but the general idea is sound. Just sit back and watch.” Timmy paused. “And follow my instructions. I need you to appear as scary as possible. The same goes for Rembrandt and the other rats.”

Katie sighed, and her magic stirred. Shadows swirled to life around her in a tide of liquid darkness. Rembrandt and the other rats – who had remained silent and relaxed as they stood sentry around the room – began to snicker and chitter evilly as their eyes gleamed with unnatural and malevolent intelligence. It was an impressive display although the rat tossing around a tiny scythe might have gone a bit too far. Timmy gave him a meaningful look, and the rodent pouted before putting his scythe away and using his magic to make his eyes glow an evil red. Much better.

“Perfect. Now, play along.”

Timmy donned an impressive but utterly impractical set of robes over his usual clothing and sat down behind the desk. The dark colours and extravagant style fit the classical necromancer stereotype perfectly. He’d have to keep a close eye on Katie to make sure she didn’t copy them.

Despite not needing to speak to control his zombies, he made sure to raise his voice. His words echoed out into the corridor, and he added extra roughness to his tone too. “Bring forth the prisoner!”

Folding his hands together, he turned back to the fireplace. He was forgetting something, wasn’t he? Ah. He reached into his sack and tossed a small pouch into the fire. It was an alchemical powder that made fire burn black. It didn’t do anything else, but it would certainly add to the atmosphere.

Katie hummed thoughtfully. “Master, do you know how to make fire burn pink?”

Timmy sniggered. “Get back into character, Katie. You’re supposed to be terrifying.”

* * *

Marcus studied his surroundings with growing fear. With its rusty but seemingly unbreakable bars and the large pools of dried blood on the ground, his cell was almost a caricature. The words carved into the wall beside him – abandon hope all ye who enter here – only added to the stereotypical atmosphere. It was tempting to dismiss the entire thing as a prank, a stupid trick his crewmates had come up with. After all, the last thing he could remember was a rat with glowing red eyes and a tiny scythe blocking his path. He’d laughed at the sheer absurdity of it before suddenly losing consciousness.

In retrospect, this was likely no laughing matter.

“Bring forth the prisoner!”

The words snapped through the air, and the voice that spoke them was deep, gravelly, and laden with power. A shudder ran through him as heavy footsteps thudded down the corridor, accompanied by the clank of armour. He soon found himself staring up at something out of a nightmare – a towering zombie in full plate armour.

His gut clenched. He nearly screamed.

This was no prank.

The zombie unlocked the door of the cell, and Marcus scrambled back to press himself flat against the wall. “By the gods!” The rat… the zombie… the cell… it all made sense now! He’d been captured by a necromancer, and not just any necromancer. He was in the foul hands of the Grand Necromancer who had proven to be such a thorn in the empire’s side. As the zombie reached for him, the stories he’d heard filled his mind.

Legions of the undead unleashed in cruel, verminous tides.

Naval bases left as smoking ruins.

Lords of Magic mangled, killed, or driven insane by the horrors they’d seen.

Colossal eldritch abominations summoned to crush entire fleets.

The Lord of Black Tower Castle and one of the Eternal Empire’s deadliest foes – Timothy Walter Bolton, a monster who hid behind the shape of a man.

“No!” Marcus wailed. “Please, no!”

The zombie stomped over. Despite his struggles, shackles were thrown onto his wrists and ankles, and the creature dragged him out of the cell and down the corridor with inhuman strength. Marcus tried to fight, but he was no match for the zombie’s inhuman strength. Amidst his struggles, he glimpsed magical symbols on the walls, along with long trails of dried blood.

What sort of horrors was he about to face?

The zombie dragged him into another room and dumped him in front of a large desk. Marcus’s eyes widened in horror as he took in the human skulls arranged neatly on the desk. There were also books bound in human skin, and the whole room was covered in countless mystical inscriptions punctuated by florid splashes of blood and guts.

What atrocities had already taken place in this chamber of slaughter?

Chittering rats skittered back and forth, and the gleam in their eyes was knowing, cruel, and far too intelligent. The shadows in the room were thicker and deeper than they should be, and they seemed to leap and dance in time to the flickering of the obsidian flames that burnt darkly in the fireplace.

Swallowing back the bitter taste of bile, he wondered if he would ever see his family again. Would he ever hold his wife and children in his arms again? Would he have another chance to joke and laugh with the younger siblings who looked up to him so much? And what of his kindly mother and his stern but supportive father? Was he destined to become a zombie, a creature damned for all eternity? Would the next time his family saw him be when Lord Bolton ordered him to lay waste to his homeland? He’d been told there was magic upon him that would protect him, but Marcus was no student of the arcane. He could only trust in the words of his superiors. Yet what magic could stand against a Grand Necromancer?

Someone cleared their throat, and Marcus turned. There was a child standing there – a little girl with blonde hair and glasses.

“Run!” he shouted, staggering to his feet. He couldn’t defeat the necromancer, but surely, he could buy the girl enough time to flee if he gave up his life. “Go! I’ll hold him off…”

His words turned to ashes in his mouth. The girl was small – or perhaps she was half dwarf – but the expression on her face was telling. She wasn’t the least bit scared. She was bored, as though nothing about the room troubled her. What kind of person could stand in the midst of all this horror and depravity and remain unmoved? He dropped to his knees as a rat climbed up her body and settled onto her shoulder. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she reached up to pat the rodent on the back.

No.

She couldn’t possibly be a normal girl! She must be a vessel for some malevolent entity! Around her, the shadows warped and twisted as if the world itself was rejecting her presence. The stories he’d heard were wrong. The necromancer did not have a young apprentice. No! He’d created an abomination in the shape of a girl!

“Welcome.”

The word cut through the air with the keenness of a knife, and Marcus turned and peered at the man behind the desk, almost afraid of what he would see in the depths of his hooded robe. Would there be a human face there, or would he be greeted by a leering skull with eyes of unholy flame?

The necromancer leaned forward. His robes were woven of the night itself and covered with arcane markings written in fresh blood. His face was human, but the small smile on his lips promised eternal suffering. Yet it was his eyes that scared Marcus the most. This was a man used to conquering all he looked upon, a Grand Necromancer whose cruel cunning had allowed him to crush the empire’s finest.

An almost careless gesture made the room light up. Potent magic filled the air, and the necromancer got to his feet. He held a staff shod of bone and topped with a skull, and he walked to Marcus with the easy stride of a man who had already grasped victory. Marcus took a deep breath to steady himself and almost gagged at the smell of gore that permeated the room.

He should attack. This was his chance to rid the world of a monster. Yet he was frozen, unable to move or look away from those unfathomable eyes that seemed to have already seen through every move he could make. Marcus had seen the emperor once, albeit only from afar. He had never thought he would meet a man whose presence matched his ruler’s.

“Get him a chair.”

The armoured zombie brought a chair over and lifted Marcus onto it.

The necromancer smiled, and Marcus tried not to scream. “Good evening… Marcus.”

He gasped. “How did you know my name?” he blurted before realising his mistake and biting back a curse. He should have stayed silent. It was only his name, but there were stories about the foul sorcery a necromancer could weave using a person’s name.

The necromancer chuckled and motioned for his zombie to bring another chair. He sat down, completely assured of his safety despite the small distance between them. “Marcus, have you forgotten who and what I am?” The rats snickered evilly, and one of them threw something at Marcus’s leg. For a second, he thought it was a grape, but that would be absurd. Why would there be grapes here? It must be something else, like some poor fellow’s eyeball. “I have been watching you for some time now – you and the rest of the crew from the Illustrious Voyager.”

The blood in Marcus’s veins turned to ice. How could the necromancer know about that? The captain had taken every possible precaution. Only those who could be trusted knew the true nature of the ship and certain members of its crew. He couldn’t say all of his comrades were good men – few spies were – but they were definitely reliable men, not the type to speak of matters best kept secret.

“I see that you understand my power.” The necromancer rapped his staff on the floor, and the symbols painted onto the walls blazed in response. Once again, the shadows leapt and danced, crawling like tenebrous fingers across the walls, floor, and ceiling. “I know that you work for the empire and that you and your comrades have collaborators in this city. I will learn everything you know. One way or another.”

“You… you can’t make me talk.” Marcus hoped he sounded defiant. “And you can’t threaten me either.” He tried to remember his captain’s words and draw strength from them. “There is magic on me that protects me from necromancy and mind control.”

“I know.” The necromancer’s eyes gleamed, and the rats rubbed their little claws together. “But they haven’t told you how it works, have they? I am a Grand Necromancer. Do you think my power can be defeated by petty tricks?”

Marcus swallowed thickly and steeled himself. “You know nothing, and you will learn nothing from me.”

“They told you that your soul would be sent beyond my reach, didn’t they? That’s true, but not in the way you think. The only way to protect a soul from a Grand Necromancer is to destroy it, to consign it to oblivion. There will be no afterlife for you.”

“No!” Marcus growled. “Impossible. They wouldn’t –”

“They wouldn’t lie to you?” The necromancer shook his head. “Marcus, you are a spy. Lies are part and parcel of your occupation. Do you truly believe that your superiors wouldn’t lie to you if it meant stopping me?”

Marcus reeled back as if he’d been struck. It made sense. Gods, it made far too much sense. Grand Necromancers were different from their lesser kin, and they were known to wield all manner of exotic skills. It was all too plausible that a Grand Necromancer could capture a soul before it was sent to the afterlife, and it was all too plausible that his superiors knew that and had planned accordingly. What was the loss of a single soul if it meant stymying one of the empire’s greatest foes?

Marcus had done his best to live a good, decent life. He had done right by his family and friends, and he had served his nation to the best of his ability. Was his reward to be the eternal nothingness of oblivion? How was that fair? Unbidden, the image of his captain’s smiling face came to mind. The way he’d patted Marcus on the back and told him that he was certain Marcus would never betray the empire – he’d known. The captain must have known all along how the magic on them worked, and he’d never said a thing.

“As for your ‘defences’ against mind control, precise memory alteration or erasure is extremely difficult and costly. Do you genuinely believe that they use it on every spy they have? There must be hundreds, even thousands, of you. The magic on you is far simpler. It will wipe your mind and leave you as little more than a vegetable.” The necromancer glanced back at a table near the fireplace. “You’ll be little better than one of those desert carrots.”

Marcus wanted to deny it, but the words rang true. The captain himself had said they would do whatever it took to win the war. Those words had invigorated him then, but now they took on a decidedly foreboding cast. Would it be worse to die here or to be reduced to an empty husk?

“It would have been futile.” The necromancer gestured, and the armoured zombie brought him a skull from the desk. Crimson light shone in its sockets, and the necromancer clenched his fist. The skull crumbled to dust. “I am the Lord of Black Tower Castle. Their petty magic has no hope of stopping me.”

Despite facing the horror of being killed and turned into a zombie that would gladly divulge all he knew, Marcus was determined to face his end with honour. “I will tell you nothing.”

The necromancer’s lips curled in amusement. Nearby, the demon in the shape of a girl rolled its eyes. Was his evil so vast that he could exasperate even a demon? “Your courage is admirable, Marcus. I mean that. Most men would already have spilled their guts – in both senses of the word. It’s a pity the same couldn’t be said of Ethan.”

Marcus gasped. “What do you mean?”

“You weren’t the only one I captured. You and Ethan are but two of the many I was able to abduct. You are also not the first person I’ve spoken to. You might be brave and honourable, but Ethan was, shall we say, decidedly less patriotic.”

“You lie,” Marcus hissed. “He would never –”

“Have you forgotten my power? I know that Ethan has spent most of his time since your ship docked in the entertainment district. I know that he has spent his money on cheap booze and women. Do you really believe that he would rather die than speak, that he wouldn’t place himself first and the rest of you and your nation last?”

Each word was a hammer blow. Marcus had never liked Ethan. In fact, he argued with him constantly. All that time in the entertainment district – it was difficult to imagine a worse way for a spy to spend their time. Who knew what secrets he might divulge when he was deep in his cups or in the arms of a woman who might be a spy herself? But Ethan had always brushed aside his concerns before wandering off. Ethan had never given away information before, and the captain tolerated his flaws because of his skills in other areas. But when push came to shove, Marcus wasn’t sure he could trust Ethan to put the empire and their mission first.

“He wouldn’t say a word,” Marcus insisted although he couldn’t truly bring himself to believe what he was saying. “He’s… he’s a good man.”

“Is that so?” And then the necromancer began to talk, almost as if he was merely speculating aloud. But the things he said – they were far too close to the truth to be mere conjecture. Ethan had to have talked. “Do you understand now? Ethan has already told me what he knows. Your trust, it seems, was misplaced.” The expression on the necromancer’s face was almost pitying. “Do you still insist on staying silent?”

Marcus closed his eyes. He would stay silent. Ethan might be a traitor, but he wasn’t.

“I see. I can respect your courage.” And somehow, Marcus knew that Lord Bolton meant that. “It’s a pity they’ll never get the gifts you bought them.” Marcus’s eyes flew open. “Your younger siblings, your children, your wife.” There was genuine regret in the necromancer’s voice. “It’s a pity you’ll never see them again, Marcus. You appear to be a good man – a much better man than Ethan. I’m sure they’ll miss you.”

“No! I… but…”

“It doesn’t have to be this way.” Lord Bolton’s voice was gentle. “You see, I’ve been hired by Everton, and they would prefer that I avoid using my full power.

Marcus nodded slowly. Yes, that was right. Everton had rules when it came to the treatment of prisoners. They were pretty decent, all things considered, and they had to be better than leaving the necromancer to his own devices.

“You wouldn’t have to tell me anything I don’t already know. Ethan was a snake. Even I can see that. All you have to do is nod or shake your head when I speak. Just confirm or disconfirm what Ethan has already told me.”

It was so very tempting.

“Of course, I could always do things the hard way.” The necromancer got up and went to the desert carrots. He put them in a bowl and filled it with boiling water from a kettle. “These are desert carrots. Yes, I know they look more like potatoes, but I didn’t come up with the name. They harden when soaked in boiling water before gradually softening as they cool. Believe it or not, they are also excellent conduits for necromantic energy.” He glanced at the demon girl. “Restrain him.”

Marcus tried to move, but his own shadow had bound him in place. Lord Bolton walked back to him with a desert carrot in one hand and a bucket of blood in the other. He dipped the desert carrot into the blood and began to paint runes and seals onto Marcus.

“Stop!” Marcus screamed. “Please, don’t do this!”

“I’d really prefer not to, Marcus. It’s a shame that Ethan gets to live while you have to die. If it’s any consolation, I’ll send your soul to the afterlife once I’ve learned everything I need to know. I’m sure your family in Windwatch will be sad to hear of your passing, assuming they’re ever told what happened to you.”

“How can you know where my family is from?” Marcus asked.

“I already told you. I know everything.” The necromancer stepped back, and the runes and seals on Marcus began to glow an ominous red. His skin crawled, and his gut clenched. “Wait.” Lord Bolton paused and pulled a cloth out of his pocket. “Here. This is going to hurt a lot. You can bite down on this.”

“Stop!” Marcus shouted. “Please!” He wanted to live. Ethan had already told the necromancer everything. Why did he have to die while Ethan got to live? How was that fair? Lord Bolton could be bargained with. He’d spared Ethan, hadn’t he? And he didn’t appear to hate Marcus either. It felt more like he was just doing his job. “If… if I agree to nod and shake my head, will you let me live?”

The necromancer waved one hand, and the runes and seals grew dim. “If you agree, you won’t be my problem anymore. Once I’m done questioning you, you will be transferred from my custody to Everton’s.”

“And then what?” Marcus dragged in a deep, deep breath. Just how close had he come to being turned into a zombie?

“I haven’t been there personally, but I’m told you’ll be kept in a purpose-built village in a secure area. It’s supposed to be a decent place, and you’ll get food, shelter, and a warm bed to sleep in. You won’t be able to go anywhere, but you’ll be treated fairly, and there will be no beatings or forced labour unless you make trouble. When the war is over, you’ll be handed back to the empire. You’ll get to see your family again.”

Marcus bit his lip until it bled. “And… and you won’t ask me to tell you anything new?”

Lord Bolton shook his head. “I admire your courage, Marcus. You’re a good man who has found himself in a very difficult and unfortunate situation.” He smiled ruefully. “You know, not all necromancers are evil. Me? I’d much rather be back at my castle. I have a lot of renovations I could be overseeing instead of interrogating people and fighting to the death, but we all have to make a living somehow. We’re not so different, you and I. We’re simply trying to get by.”

Marcus nodded weakly. “I… I guess.”

“All you need to do is to listen carefully. Nod your head if what I’m saying is correct and shake your head if it’s wrong. That’s all. You won’t have to say a word.”

It sounded too good to be true.

“How can I be sure you’ll keep your word?”

“You’re currently covered in runes and seals capable of breaking the magic they’ve put on you. I could turn you into a zombie who has no choice but to obey and tell me what you know.” Lord Bolton shrugged. “I don’t have to make this offer. I’m making it because Everton would prefer a living prisoner over a zombie and because you seem like a decent person.” His expression grew troubled, and he stared off into the distance at a time and place that Marcus couldn’t see. “And perhaps I don’t want any other children growing up without parents the way I did. You see, my parents and my village threw me out the second they realised I was a necromancer. I was a child at the time. Can you imagine it? A child thrown out of the only home they’ve ever known by the only people they’ve ever trusted, all because of their magic. Did I choose necromancy? Of course not. Nobody gets to choose their magic. I was simply born with it. So was it any surprise I turned out this way?”

Despite the utter absurdity of it, Marcus found himself sympathising with the other man. None of his children had truly awakened their magic yet, but if one of them turned out to be a necromancer, could he bring himself to throw them out? To his shame, he couldn’t immediately answer no. He shook his head fiercely. What was he thinking? Of course, he wouldn’t throw them out! The necromancer was right. People didn’t choose their magic, and maybe necromancers wouldn’t turn to evil if their own families didn’t abandon them.

“I’ll do it,” Marcus said quietly. “I’ll do it.”

“I’m pleased you saw reason, Marcus.” The necromancer wiped off the runes and seals, and the shadows released him. “While we’re doing this, would you care for some tea? Your voice sounds a little scratchy.”

As Lord Bolton spoke, Marcus sipped on a cup of the most popular tea from his hometown. It was a stark reminder that the necromancer wasn’t lying. He already knew everything. What would have happened if Marcus had refused the offer? He shuddered. It was better not to think about it. Instead, he would steel his resolve. He would get through this. Lord Bolton was a reasonable man. All he had to do was listen and then either nod or shake his head. When the war was over, he’d be able to drink more tea with his wife while they watched their children play on the beach.

When they were done, the necromancer said something that Marcus had not expected. “You should know that this place is being watched.”

Marcus gasped and almost spilled his tea. “What?”

“Your captain has known where you are for some time, yet he has made no move to rescue you.”

Marcus knew it was standard procedure, but it hurt all the same. He and the captain had been friends, or so he’d thought. Looking back on it, how much of the captain’s friendliness had been genuine, and how much had been an act designed to make the crew like him? Maybe that was why Ethan drowned himself in booze and women. He was older than Marcus. Perhaps he’d known all along how little loyalty there truly was amongst spies, and that knowledge had broken something in him.

“In fact, your captain has just departed with the Illustrious Voyager. You, Ethan, and the others have all been abandoned.” Marcus took another sip of his tea to calm his nerves. His cup was nearly empty, but the necromancer politely poured him more. “You made the right choice, Marcus. Why die for people who would never die for you? Why give up your life for people who are only too happy to leave you behind?”

Lord Bolton’s words made sense. They made far too much sense.

“Nevertheless, allow me to offer a word of advice.” The necromancer gestured, and the armoured zombie waited for Marcus to finish his tea before lifting him back onto his feet. “I have quite a few of your colleagues here. I sincerely hope they are as reasonable as you. I would prefer to avoid any unpleasantness. However, I would suggest screaming and struggling as you’re brought back to your cell. That way, if anyone asks, you can say that I brutally tortured you. If you and your colleagues are going to be spending the rest of the war in a prison camp, then it’s best they don’t think you cooperated.” The necromancer smiled thinly. “They doubtless already think the worst of me. There’s no need for your reputation to suffer too.”

Marcus stared. He’d misjudged this man. “Thank you. I’ll do what you said.” He paused and then spoke again. “I… I don’t know the details, but I overheard the captain talking about a whaling station along the Chaotic Coast.”

“Is that so? Ethan didn’t mention that. Thank you.” The necromancer reached into a sack and stuffed a muffin down Marcus’s shirt. “It’s a blueberry muffin. If anyone asks, you can say you stole it.”

Marcus waited until he was back in the corridor before he began to struggle and scream. “I won’t say a word!” he roared. “I won’t tell you anything! Let me go!”

* * *

Katie stared at her master in a combination of awe and disbelief. “Master, that was the biggest load of –”

“Language, Katie.” Timmy smirked. “And the word you’re looking for is brilliance. It was the biggest load of… brilliance.”

She shuddered. “You had him on a string. Everything you said…”

“Most people don’t want to die. Give them something to hope for, a way out, and they’ll latch onto it.” He gestured at the room around them. “All I had to do was get him off balance, mentally speaking, so I could come across as a reasonable man who would prefer not to do terrible things. I wanted him to relate to me and to feel as though I related to him. I wanted him to view me as more reasonable and caring than his own superiors.”

Timmy chuckled. “But I couldn’t be weak. Mercy is one thing, but you should only offer it from a position of strength. You’re helping them because you sympathise, because you’re not the monster their superiors have been telling them about. And if their superiors have been lying about that, who knows what else they’ve been lying about? All it takes, Katie, is a little kernel of doubt. At that point, helping you becomes common sense because it helps them too.” He took a sip of tea. “People can endure terrible things. The human spirit is a truly wonderful and tenacious thing. Breaking someone’s spirit can be incredibly difficult, so why break it when you can take away your opponent’s reasons to fight you instead? Why not make helping you their best option?”

“But how did you know all that stuff?” Katie looked as if she wanted to pull her own hair out. “We haven’t even talked to Ethan yet, and we only captured the two of them!”

“No, we haven’t talked to Ethan yet, but I’ve had plenty of time to study the empire’s activities in this area. Predicting the actions of an idiot can be almost impossible. However, the empire isn’t run by idiots. Whoever is in charge of their spies is intelligent, cunning, and logical. Uncovering their real secrets is hard, but I can make some educated guesses. What’s important is that I was able to get Marcus to confirm or disconfirm my theories. Telling him we’ve captured more of his comrades only makes it easier for him to talk. After all, if he doesn’t say anything, one of the others might.”

“How did you know he was from Windwatch? My zombies never heard that, and the rats never mentioned anything about it either.” On her shoulder, Rembrandt frowned. He was curious too.

“His accent told me which province of the empire he was from,” Timmy replied. “And the style of hat he wore when he was out and about is only really popular in Windwatch.” He gave Katie a teasing grin. “Remember, there is no such thing as useless knowledge.”

“Only knowledge waiting for the right time to shine.” She giggled. “And you made him scream on his way out because…?”

“So Ethan will be even more worried when we bring him in. I wasn’t lying when I said that Ethan is a snake. I know his type. Marcus would never have talked unless he thought somebody else had already spilled the beans. Ethan? I’d be amazed if he lasts for longer than a minute before offering information in exchange for mercy.”

“So this entire thing was about manipulation?”

“Yes,” Timmy said. “Magic is very, very powerful. No matter what you want to do, there is probably a form of magic that can do it. But you won’t always have access to the right kind of magic, and your enemies may have magic of their own that can stop you. Manipulation is different. As long as your opponent has a mind, then you can manipulate them.” Timmy got up and sat back down behind his desk. He was about to put his feet up when Katie glared. He grinned and put them up anyway. The runes and seals he’d put on it would fix any damage. “I wanted to create the impression of a reasonable man who was also capable of being very unreasonable. The lights, the magic, the sounds, you, the rats, the props… all of it was to create a situation where cooperation seemed like not only the best move for him to make but also a move he could feel good about making.”

“But he didn’t know anything crucial,” Katie pointed out.

“For the most part, no, he didn’t. Marcus and Ethan aren’t senior enough to know anything truly interesting. They were simply the people I was confident about abducting. Their captain is never alone or unprotected. Short of storming his ship and setting the docks ablaze, we were never going to catch him – and not even my friends in this city would be able to cover that up. But we could reach Marcus and Ethan, and Marcus did mention something at the end about a whaling station that I wasn’t aware of. It could be nothing, or it could be an important lead.”

“There has to be more to this.” Katie huffed. “We let ourselves be seen entering the city, but otherwise, we’ve been keeping a low profile. I don’t think you’d move so openly just to get confirmation about a few theories you have.”

He smiled. Oh, he loved having a smart apprentice. “Very good. Here’s a question for you. What makes you think that Marcus and Ethan are the only ones I’m manipulating?” He cackled. If ever there was a time for a good cackle, this was it. “Tell me, Katie. If you were the captain, and two of your spies got abducted, how would you feel?”

Katie’s brows furrowed as she worked through all the possibilities in her mind. “I’d be worried. Who wouldn’t be? Even if I knew that Marcus and Ethan didn’t have any important information, it would still mean that somebody knows about me. What if they go after me next? What if they know who my collaborators are?” She paused and fed Rembrandt another grape. The other rats shot him envious looks, and she tossed some grapes their way too. “I’d want to warn my collaborators, and I’d leave once it became clear that I couldn’t get my people back – or maybe I’d leave as soon as I knew they’d been captured.” She paused, and her eyes widened in sudden realisation. “Wait! Marcus and Ethan were never the point of this! This entire time, you were… you were trying to provoke a response from their captain!”

Timmy clapped. “Well done. That’s right.” He sighed contentedly. “It’s so nice having a competent apprentice. Otherwise, I’d have to spend hours explaining.” He took another sip of tea. “We can’t get to the captain and his most senior officers while they’re in the city, and we can’t find their collaborators either. They’re too well hidden. But when he sends messengers to warn them about us…”

“We can follow those messengers!” Katie was practically bouncing with excitement. “I mean… there’s a chance he won’t send any, but he has to be afraid of you, right? With everything we’ve accomplished against the empire, there’s no way he won’t try to warn them.”

“Exactly. If the empire is going to treat us like bogeymen, we might as well take advantage of their fear.”

“But you said the captain already left.”

“I wasn’t lying about that either or about the fact that we’re being watched. The captain only contacted his collaborators just before leaving to minimise the risk and only after he had eyes on this building. As long as we stay inside, he’ll assume it’s safe, which is why we allowed ourselves to be seen entering the city whilst the others snuck in. They know we have zombies, but we haven’t shown any of the bigger and scarier ones, and the ninja rats have been handling most of the up-close surveillance.”

“He thinks we’re without our strongest weapons and that we’ll have to go ourselves if we want to capture him or act against his collaborators,” Katie said. “He’s worried but also… kind of confident about being able to handle this situation.”

Spot had not been happy about the group being separated. There had been no using Katie as a makeshift plush toy or having Timmy brush his teeth. Instead, Avraniel had been on teeth-cleaning duty while Gerald played the part of plush toy.

“If you’re wondering who’s watching us, you can ask Rembrandt,” Timmy said.

The rat squeaked his reply.

“Four people, all of them stealth experts?”

“The captain wasn’t taking any chances. He’s too wary of us to hope we’ll stay put forever.” Timmy raised his hand, and Katie tossed him a grape. “Since he has no idea how long we’ll be staying put, he decided to flee while warning his collaborators. He’s good, but not as good as he thinks, which is why we haven’t done anything about the people watching us. If you know your opponent is watching, you can show them what you want them to see.”

Katie’s eyes gleamed as her mind raced through the plan. It might appear intricate, but it wasn’t nearly as complicated as it seemed. Timmy had faced countless spies and saboteurs. He knew how they operated and how to manipulate them. The days they’d spent watching the crew of the Illustrious Voyager had also given him a chance to take the captain’s measure.

“Now that the captain is away from the city, he must think he’s safe,” Katie said. “Sure, he’s probably looking over his shoulder, but if he has people watching us and reporting to him, he’ll think he’s safe. That’s why you sent Old Man, Spot, and Avraniel out earlier with some of your zombie drakes. We couldn’t attack the captain while he was in the city, but now that he’s sailed away, we can!”

“Yes. Better still, as long as the captain thinks he’s in the clear, he won’t destroy all the valuable documentation and artifacts he has. If they can hit him hard and fast enough, he might never get the chance. As for Amanda, Gerald, and Daerin, they’re on the move too.”

“Already?”

“You don’t have the range and control to blanket the entire city in zombies the way I can.” He saw the disappointment on her face and smiled gently. “Relax. You’re still years away from your prime. You’ll be able to do it soon. Anyway, combined with the ninja rats, we have eyes on the entire city. We were able to follow the captain’s messengers. My zombies and some of the ninja rats will be going after the less important collaborators. The big fish is for Amanda and the others.”

“You meant the Accountant?” Katie asked.

“Yes.”

As his title suggested, the Accountant was an accountant. However, he was no ordinary accountant. He was notorious for his deep connections with the criminal underworld, along with his shady dealings with various nations. He was the nexus around which the empire’s network of collaborators in the Mercantile Alliance was built.

The Accountant was no imperial loyalist. Too many of his previous dealings contradicted that idea. The empire must have made an exorbitant offer to win him over, something along the lines of a lordship, absolution for his crimes, and more gold than he could ever hope to spend. Frankly, given the Accountant’s abilities, it was a fair price to pay.

Timmy had worked with him before, but he didn’t know his precise location. They had only ever spoken through multiple proxies, but the empire must know his identity. They would never have agreed to work so closely with him if they couldn’t keep track of him. The risk of betrayal was simply too great.

In exchange for supporting and legitimising him, the empire would gain access to the Accountant’s connections and all the dirt he had on everybody. The Mercantile Alliance was currently neutral in the war between Everton and the empire. The Accountant could change that.

“One of my heavily modified zombie seagulls was able to follow a highly skilled messenger to the wealthiest part of the city. Imagine my surprise when it detected all sorts of powerful and carefully-concealed defences.”

“If we can capture the Accountant and get his records, we’d be able to learn so much.” Katie rubbed her hands together greedily. “And that’s not even considering the money, influence, and favours we’d be able to get too.”

“Careful, Katie. Get any greedier, and you might start growing scales.” Her expression reminded Timmy of the distinctly draconic smile Spot wore whenever they stumbled across particularly valuable loot. “We’ll be applying the same approach to the Accountant as the captain. We hit hard and fast. We do not allow him to destroy his records or escape. Naturally, since we can’t have our watchers realise that something is wrong, we need to stay here until the attack has already commenced – and until we’ve dealt with the assassins that are on their way.”

“What?” Katie yelped. “Assassins?”

“Did I not mention them earlier?”

“No!” Katie wailed. “You didn’t.”

“Oops.” Timmy ducked the grape she threw at his head. “It’s simple. The captain thinks it’s only us and a few of our zombies, which makes this the perfect time for an assassination attempt.”

“But it is only the two of us, our zombies, and the rats – the others are all busy!”

“Don’t underestimate the rats, and we also have plenty of zombies hidden in the cellar.” Timmy gestured at the room. “This room might not have many useful runes or seals on it, but I’ve covered the rest of the building with defensive runes and seals, as well as traps. Anybody who tries to attack us is in for a nasty surprise. Reinforcements are also on their way.”

Katie relaxed. “So your friends will be sending people to help?”

“Yes. One of my friends is very influential. Once I give the signal, his forces will arrive in less than three minutes. I’m confident we can last that long against whatever assassins the captain has been able to scrounge up on such short notice.”

“That’s a relief.” Katie handed more grapes out to the rats and took one for herself. She’d bought them earlier, and the grapes here tasted different from those back home. “I hope Amanda, Gerald, and Daerin will be okay. I know that Chomp and some of the rats are with them, and Gerald does have a lot of zombies and golems stored away, but I worry.”

“I don’t enjoy sitting here either – I’d rather be with them – but this is the best way to get what we want.” Neither of them were too worried about Avraniel, Old Man, and Spot. If anything they were more concerned that the elf and the dragon might accidentally – or not so accidentally – blow up the captain and his ship. “The Accountant has never – to anyone’s knowledge – demonstrated significant fighting ability. Amanda should be able to handle him.” Timmy stood and picked up a desert carrot. “Here. You should eat this. It’s quite nutritious.”

Katie’s look was flat enough to shame a floorboard. “You’re not seriously telling me to eat my vegetables right now, are you?”

“It wouldn’t do for you to grow up short.”

Katie scowled but used her shadows to grab the desert carrot. She hated to admit it, but it was pretty tasty. All it needed was a smidge of salt and a pinch of pepper, and it would be perfect. The secret, apparently, was to boil them and let them cool, leaving them nice and tender.

“This whole thing has been about using psychology to manipulate people,” Katie said. “Have you ever manipulated me like that?”

Timmy smiled beatifically and then nodded at the desert carrot.

Katie stopped chewing. “Hey!”

He walked over and ruffled her hair. “Apart from showing you how to manipulate the people in front of you, I also wanted to show you how to manipulate people who are further away. That should make it harder for others to manipulate you.”

“I guess.” She grudgingly went back to eating the vegetable. “By the way, are these any good roasted?”

“Yes, but you have to boil them a bit, let them cool, and then roast them. Normally, you’d season them with olive oil, salt, pepper, and rosemary.”

“That does sound nice.”

“Once you’re done eating, we’ll interrogate Ethan. I’ll let you handle it. Remember, you want to put up a strong front. Be tough but reasonable.”

“Is it really okay to ignore the assassins?” Katie asked.

“We’ll be fine. We have at least half an hour before they make their move. Ethan won’t last that long.”

He was right. Ethan didn’t last that long. In fact, he ruined the point of the exercise by immediately passing out in terror when Katie approached him with a desert carrot in hand. Was he afraid of her bashing him over the head with it, or did he have a crippling fear of vegetables?

“Was that supposed to happen?” Katie poked Ethan with a shadow. “I hope he didn’t die of a heart attack.” He groaned. “Ah, good. He’s alive.”

“Just go with it,” Timmy said. “All the screaming Marcus did must have gotten to him. He was absolutely terrified before you had a chance to do anything.”

Katie backed off and waited for Ethan to regain consciousness as a rat waved smelling salts under his nose. He stirred and then jerked away from the rodent with a cry of horror.

“Did you think death would allow you to escape my awesome necromantic powers?” Katie cackled and struck Totally Menacing Pose #2. “My master has instructed me in the forbidden arts. Not even death can save you! However, if you answer my questions, then –”

“I’ll tell you everything!” Ethan screamed. “Whatever you want to know! Just don’t turn me into a zombie!”

Katie blinked and then hurried over to Timmy. “This seems way too easy, master. Do you think he’s faking?” she whispered.

“I don’t think so,” Timmy replied as Rembrandt squeaked his agreement. “For a spy, he’s remarkably self-serving. Maybe he’d put up stronger resistance if he thought he could escape, but he appears to have given up.”

“Ah. Okay then.” Katie cleared her throat and turned back to Ethan. “Very well! Speak! Tell me all you know, and you shall keep your life! But beware! I will know if you lie, and you shall face a fate worse than death!”

The girl cackled madly, and Timmy made a mental note to try this again with someone more like Marcus. Not only was Katie enjoying this a little too much, but Ethan’s instant capitulation meant she wasn’t learning anything either – or perhaps she was learning the wrong thing.


Chapter Two

“Are you sure we’ll be okay?” Gerald asked as he pressed himself against the wall of the alley. He wasn’t standing straight, but slouching could only do so much to make him a smaller target. “Because this doesn’t seem very safe.”

Amanda bit back a smile, and Daerin turned to stare at the bureaucrat. The dwarf made a choking sound before finally forcing out a reply. “Safe? I don’t think much of what we’ve done recently could be classified as safe. We’re about to attack the home of an infamous criminal who has been working with the empire. Maybe he’ll come quietly, but powerful men rarely do. We might have to… impose ourselves a bit before he sees things our way.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Gerald shuddered. “I wish people would surrender before all the violence. It would be a lot less messy.”

Amanda patted him on the back. Despite his impressive height – Gerald was easily the tallest member of the group – he did have a tendency to hunch over when danger was afoot. Part of it was simple pragmatism. Hunching over made him a smaller target. It also drew less attention, and he had never enjoyed drawing attention to himself, especially from people who wanted to kill him.

“We will be fine. The Accountant should not be expecting us, and we can handle any guards he might have.” Amanda smiled reassuringly. “If you are not sure of what to do, then drop boulders on whoever is attacking you and then hide behind them. Leave the fighting to us, and don’t forget the zombies and golems you have.”

Gerald took a calming breath, and Amanda’s smile widened. She was proud of him. Not too long ago, he’d have been hyperventilating or screaming and running in the opposite direction. “You’re right. I’m just a little worried. That’s all.” She could tell he wanted to pull out a paper bag. “It can’t be any worse than our other missions. We’re not dealing with thousands of angry goblins, and Timmy has already checked. There aren’t any eldritch abominations lurking around either.”

“Precisely,” Amanda said. “We shall be fine although, to be honest, I would actually be more concerned if you were not at least a little nervous.”

Behind Gerald, Chomp chuffed and wagged his tail. The three-headed dog was carrying several teams of ninja rats. The stalwart rodents were waiting patiently for their orders, seemingly unaffected by the tension in the air. This was what they had trained for – what they lived for. Rather than relying on the rats to conceal them, Amanda had layered a subtle but powerful illusion over the alley. They could watch the Accountant’s estate without being noticed.

Timmy’s plan had amused her. The necromancer could be incredibly cunning, and he’d done a masterful job of manipulating the imperial captain and his collaborators by preying on their fear and uncertainty. Rather than dealing with them directly, he had allowed them to hoist themselves upon their own petard. It would be an excellent lesson for Katie since psychological manipulation was not an area she currently excelled in. Then again, Amanda would have been worried if a child Katie’s age could manipulate people the way she or Timmy could. But how long would it be before the girl realised that some of the tactics Timmy employed to get her to eat vegetables could be viewed in a similar light?

The first few hours following the abduction of the crewmen had not been particularly fruitful, but the captain had eventually cracked under pressure. He’d sent trusted messengers to warn his collaborators before fleeing the city aboard his ship. One of Timmy’s zombies had tracked an especially stealthy messenger back to the property in front of them, a spacious mansion in the wealthiest part of the city. The subtle but exceedingly potent defences around it, combined with the generous number of guards on patrol, suggested it belonged to the Accountant, and not one of his lesser minions. Such a minion might find refuge in obscurity alone, but a man as influential as the Accountant would never leave himself so vulnerable.

The Accountant would not normally have been their concern. However, he had decided to work with the empire, and the breadth and scale of his operations meant he had to be dealt with. There were other collaborators in the city, but they were all far less important than the Accountant. Timmy’s zombies and the ninja rats could handle them. Timmy’s friend would also be helping, but he could not send any forces of his own until after the attack had begun since he believed there was at least one traitor amongst his people. Tonight’s events would also help expose any turncoats.

Amanda was quietly confident, but she wasn’t about to celebrate yet. The Accountant could not have risen so high by being careless. He was far better defended than the other collaborators, and if they tried to capture him and failed, he would disappear. It could be years before they had another opportunity to capture him.

The mansion was surrounded by a tall wall that was patrolled by several groups of guards. Their armour and weapons were all of excellent quality, and they were alert, well trained, and disciplined. They were not the riff-raff so often employed by petty thugs or two-bit crime bosses. There was also a powerful barrier around the property, but she was confident the rats would be able to sneak in and sabotage it.

The Accountant had to straddle a fine line. A normal fortress had no need to conceal itself. However, the Accountant was a criminal. He could not afford to make his presence too obvious. Many properties in this part of the city had their own barriers, but anything too obviously outstanding would draw unwanted attention. Indeed, searching for properties with overly powerful barriers had been the first thing they’d done when searching for the Accountant.

Alas, Mercatia was a rich trading city that was home to many powerful merchants, most of whom operated not only legal businesses but also quasi-legal and outright illegal ventures. For them, no home would be complete without a decent barrier. The barrier in front of them was powerful, but not overly so at first glance. Its true strength had been carefully concealed through intricate construction and preparation.

Capturing the Accountant and taking control of his operations would strike a powerful blow against the empire. He must have intimate knowledge of the empire’s dealings in this region, which would be essential to countering or even subverting whatever schemes they’d concocted. They would also gain access to plenty of secrets and leverage over his clients. In fact, if they managed to keep news of the Accountant’s fall from spreading, they could take over his network and replace him with someone loyal to Everton. Given how secretive the Accountant was and how almost none of his clients had actually met the man in person, it could work.

With all of his skills, Gerald would actually be a good candidate for the position. Knowing him, it wouldn’t be long at all before the whole operation was running more smoothly than ever. He truly was a genius when it came to paperwork. However, the chances of the bureaucrat accepting such a position were incredibly slim. Putting himself at the centre of a vast criminal enterprise was the complete opposite of Gerald’s preferred tactic of avoiding attention and danger.

A quiet squeak drew her attention. It was Peruzzi. The rodent was not only a demolition rat but also one of the few true seal masters amongst the ninja rats. He had studied extensively with Timmy since the rats had entered Katie’s service, and he and the necromancer had developed several nasty surprises for anyone who relied on barriers for their security. His skills would be crucial here.

Their two main objectives were to capture the Accountant and secure as many of his records as possible. Simply levelling the place was off the table – which was probably why Spot and Avraniel had been sent with Old Man to capture the imperial captain and his ship. The elf and the dragon were utterly reliable in battle, but their penchant for property damage meant they were poorly suited to attacking a mansion in the richest part of the city. Not even Timmy’s connections would be able to help them if they laid waste to this neighbourhood.

“Are you ready?” Amanda asked. Peruzzi gave his reply. He had surveyed the barrier with a variety of devices and rituals, and he was confident that the techniques he and Timmy had devised would work. He had also briefed his fellow rodents. They were ready to strike. “Excellent. You may proceed. Once the barrier has been dealt with, we will move in to assist you.” She gave him a gentle pat on the back. “Be careful. Stealth may help during the infiltration, but once you have dealt with the barrier and our attack commences in earnest, I do not think it will be of much use. We will have a fight on our hands.”

Peruzzi grinned toothily. He was no cowardly fieldmouse. He was a ninja rat. If there was fighting to be done, he was only too happy to spill the blood of his enemies. Behind him, the younger rats who had accompanied them for this mission were barely able to conceal their eagerness. She nodded crisply. It was time for them to go. Any longer and that eagerness might turn into unwanted tension or anxiety.

Peruzzi gave her a final bow and then hopped off Chomp. Several rats followed him, and they made their way toward the wall of the estate. They stuck to the shadows, easily evading attention despite not using their magic to turn invisible. In the middle of the night in a city of this size, nobody would look twice at a group of rats skulking about. A wealthy merchant might complain and send for an exterminator in the morning, but by the time anyone realised their true nature, it would be far too late.

Gerald absentmindedly gave Chomp’s closest head a scratch behind the ears before the dog turned, so his other heads could enjoy a scratch too. “What was the plan again?” he asked. Amanda raised an eyebrow and tried not to smile. Gerald waved his hands in the air. “I just want to make sure I didn’t miss anything when you were explaining!”

Amanda didn’t need magic to sense his unease. Despite his growing bravery, Gerald would never approach battle with the same steely calm as Old Man, but that might be for the best. The thought of Gerald charging stoically into battle while cutting down his foes with almost comical ease was genuinely disturbing.

“Our plan is simple, at least in concept. It is the execution that may prove tricky. The rats should be able to sneak through the barrier. Once they are inside, they can use the techniques that Timmy and Peruzzi developed to repurpose it. Rather than keeping people out, it will stop them from leaving while also cutting off communications and concealing what is happening inside. Only after that change has been made can we begin our attack. We will enter the barrier, quell whatever resistance they can muster, and then secure the Accountant and his records.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Gerald said. “I mean… he’s called the Accountant. They’d call him something else if he was an expert swordsman or something, right?”

Daerin nudged Gerald with his elbow. Thankfully, the dwarf did not use his full strength. Otherwise, he’d have sent Gerald sprawling. “Don’t tempt fate.”

The dwarf had a dozen of his golems at the ready, and there were more stored away in Gerald’s magic. Even with Amanda’s talents, concealing all of his golems in a city bristling with anti-magic defences and skilled mages would have been impossible. Moreover, there simply wasn’t space for all of them in the alley, and the golems were made of a material that was naturally resistant to magic. It would be difficult for the rats to conceal them.

“Don’t let your guard down,” Daerin said. “Accountant or not, nobody survives in the criminal underworld this long without knowing how to handle themselves. He could be good with daggers, or maybe he’s an expert in poisons. Whatever it is, he’s bound to have tricks up his sleeve. Stay sharp.” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed. “And expect treachery. If you see him, leave him to me and Amanda. Don’t go after him yourself.”

Amanda nodded. “If nothing else, he might come after us with stacks of paperwork. Gerald, you, of all people, should know how dangerous that can be.”

* * *

Palladio followed Peruzzi. The older rat had specifically asked for Palladio to be assigned to this mission. Given his relative inexperience as a member of the clan’s warrior elite, he had been both deeply honoured and concerned. Would his skills be sufficient? What if he failed and brought shame upon his family and the clan? Worse, what if his meagre talents brought harm to Lady Katie? But Peruzzi had spoken to him and reassured him that he had not asked for Palladio because of his long friendship with Bramante, Palladio’s father. Instead, he truly believed that Palladio was ready and the best rat for the job. He also shared several tales from his youth. Peruzzi was older than Palladio’s father, but not so old that he could no longer take on the most difficult missions. He understood how Palladio felt, for he had felt that way himself in his younger days.

Palladio had sworn to justify the older rat’s faith in him. Now, as the moment came for him to do his part, he steeled his resolve.

“Focus.” Peruzzi gently bopped Palladio on the head with his staff. Had he wanted, he could easily have split his head open. Peruzzi was a demolition rat and a master of seals, but he was also one of the clan’s most skilled staff wielders. “You are needed.”

Palladio rubbed his head as the older rats snickered. Their laughter was less mocking and more the amusement of seasoned warriors fondly remembering similar incidents from their youth. The rats closer to him in age gave him sympathetic looks. They too were nervous. “Together?”

“Yes.” Peruzzi traced intricate patterns in the air with his staff. His magic flowed, and runes and seals formed to outline the small hole they intended to make in the barrier. “Strike now!”

Palladio gathered his magic. It was not the most impressive magic in the clan – not even close – but it was perfect for this. His magic let him weaken the abilities of his opponents or things he hit. Combined with the magic Peruzzi had used, they should be able to make a small hole in the barrier without anyone noticing. Carefully, he struck the barrier as Peruzzi had instructed. A hole opened, and the rats snuck through before closing it behind them. Even the finest barrier mage would have struggled to detect what they’d done.

Peruzzi patted his shoulder. “Good work.” His brows furrowed. “We do not know the layout of this property, but we do not have to. Our task is to subvert the barrier. With its size and shape, it is almost certainly controlled by a single main anchor.” He led them to a bush where they could hide from prying eyes. The guards here were vigilant, but the night and their small size made it easy for them to go unnoticed. “We must work together to trace the flow of power back to the main anchor.”

The rats linked claws and closed their eyes. Individually, none of them had senses capable of finding the main anchor without risking exposure. However, their clan had a variety of techniques that were designed to be used in groups. The magical divination technique they were about to use was powerful and had been passed down through the clan for centuries. Provided they weren’t too far from their target, they should be able to find it. Palladio calmed his breathing and extended his senses as he sank deep into the meditative trance the technique required. His fellow rats joined him. Individually, they were mere sparks, incapable of illuminating the great darkness around them. Together, they were a mighty flame.

There!

“This way.” Peruzzi waited for them to regain their senses before they darted through the shadows, mindful of the guards, the flickering torchlight, and the eerie, unwavering shine of the magical lights embedded in the walls. Given the presence of skilled mages and other esoteric defences, relying solely on their invisibility to conceal them would only have given them away. Instead, they used their small stature and well-honed stealth to avoid detection.

As they approached one of the buildings, Palladio studied their surroundings. It was not without cause that the Mercantile Alliance was said to possess some of the most beautiful architecture in the world. The buildings of the estate were wrought of marble, granite, and other fine stones, and they made extensive use of arches, columns, and all manner of intricate ornamentation. Expertly carved gargoyles, griffins, and dragons loomed high above them, and marvellously detailed scenes were etched into the walls and columns. Even the fountains were works of art that depicted characters and scenes from famous myths and important moments in history. Such opulence – and all of it the proceeds of crime.

A strange haze fell over Palladio. His mind became both incredibly relaxed yet impossibly sharp. This had begun to happen to him recently, and he had approached both his father and Rembrandt about it. Rather than being upset, they had been pleased. They had explained to him that it was a sort of… active meditation that many rats sought but which few could ever attain without years of specialised training.

His mind was relaxed, freeing him from doubt, uncertainty, and hesitation. Yet the sharpness that remained meant that he missed no details and was exacting in his conduct. His mind could wander yet remain present, pondering both the distant future and present events. If he could master this technique, he would be able to remain composed in any situation. Not even the most grievous injuries would shake his resolve, and he would be able to recall every detail of his missions with perfect accuracy. Only a fool would waste such a precious gift, and his parents had not raised a fool. Rembrandt had also counselled him to seek out Old Man when the opportunity presented itself. The swordsman would undoubtedly be able to help him.

Rather than keep his mind on a leash, Palladio allowed it to expand. He thought of the secrets his father had told him – secrets that were only passed down through certain families and certain groups. Had Palladio not joined the warrior elite, his father would never have told him. Instead, the secrets would have been kept hidden until someone else in their family reached a similar level of accomplishment.

It had not escaped Palladio’s notice that the names he and his clansmen bore were not similar to the names common to their former homeland. Indeed, although the ninja rats hailed from the same land as Old Man, their names were far closer to the names popular in the Mercantile Alliance. Palladio had even heard people addressed by his name while scouting the city. His father had revealed the truth to him, not simply because Palladio was finally qualified to hear it but also because he would have begun to wonder about it himself.

Their clan was not originally from the Land of Clouds and Rivers in the distant east. Although they proudly called themselves the Himitsu Clan, they had only adopted that name later. Their clan had originally come from the territory now held by the Mercantile Alliance. In fact, they could trace their origins all the way back to this very city, to Mercatia itself. They had only reached the east after stowing away on a merchant ship centuries ago.

According to his father, they had once been normal rats, little better than the rodents that skulked in sewers or lived in alleys. However, they had been made into something more through the experiments and research of the Original Master. That long-dead sage had lost his entire family to the ravages of war. In his grief, he had remembered his mother’s tales of special animals from her distant homeland and had sought to replicate them with magic. He had succeeded. His pet rats had become more than mere rodents. They had become trusted companions who were smarter, lived longer, and wielded magic of their own. The Original Master had been overjoyed, and he had doted upon them, viewing them not as servants but as precious members of his family.

The Original Master had educated those rats personally, and they had lived alongside him, faithfully aiding him in his research. Yet as the Original Master had grown ever more powerful and prosperous, his rivals had grown ever more bitter and envious. Eventually, he was struck down, defeated due to the treachery of his apprentices who had allied with his rivals and sought to steal his research and use it for their own ends. They cared nothing for honour, decency, or family. They did not wish to create companions. They wanted to create slaves.

Alas, the rats of that ancient era had not been warriors. They had been scholars, poorly suited to the desperate battle that had erupted. They had tried to fight, first to protect their beloved master, and then, when he perished, to avenge him. In the end, however, they had been forced to flee. One by one, they had all found their way east, to the homeland of the Original Master’s mother, drawn there by the stories he had shared with them. The Original Master’s father had been a merchant from Mercatia who had made his name trading with the distant east. His mother had been the daughter of one of his trading partners. According to the Original Master, theirs had not been a love match, yet they had grown to love one another, only for the fires of war to claim them both, along with the Original Master’s siblings.

There, in the Land of Clouds and Rivers, the rats had struggled to survive, scarcely any different from common rodents. Slowly, though, they grew accustomed to their new home and its ways. They learned its language, and through careful study and observation, the arts of war. With their great intellects and cunning, they improved themselves and became the various clans of ninja rats that Old Man and his people held in such high esteem.

Few of the clans remembered their ancient origins, for time had worn away their memories, and there had been much intermarriage with certain groups of local rats who shared their unusual intelligence. Palladio’s father took this as proof that the stories the Original Master’s mother had told him were based on fact. His research was not simply good fortune but the discovery and careful refinement of a rare but naturally occurring process.

Those other rats had been less numerous than Palladio’s ancestors, and they had been plagued by a simple problem: not all of their offspring shared their gifts. Instead, many were born as normal rats and would never become anything more. However, intermarriage between the two groups resulted in smarter and stronger rats who were always special. Thus it had not taken long for the locals and new arrivals to join forces, and the blood of both east and west flowed through the veins of all ninja rats.

Yet although many of their fellow ninja rats had either forgotten or no longer believed the old stories, the Himitsu Clan had a powerful advantage. Although they were famous for being able to turn invisible, which is where many believed their clan’s name originated, they also possessed powerful clerics who could call upon their honoured dead for wisdom or aid in battle. True, there were few clerics with the power to call upon the most ancient of their ancestors, but there had been several of them over the centuries, and through them, the truth of the stories had been confirmed. It was said that Cezanne was such a cleric, but nobody was foolhardy enough to demand such a thing. Given his advanced age, his remaining strength was best saved for truly urgent matters.

Despite this, the clan kept the knowledge of its true origins a secret from most of its members. At first, they had done this to keep anyone from leaving their home in the east to seek revenge. Later, it had been done to ensure complete loyalty to the Lords of the Bulwark of Cherry Blossoms, the masters they had served faithfully for centuries before betrayal had forced them to flee the Land of Clouds and Rivers. The clan’s elders had thought long and hard about revealing the truth during their days of exile, but so much had changed. Their Original Master had sired no children, and none of his family had outlived him. There was no place for them in the Mercantile Alliance, no one left to whom they could pledge their loyalty.

But things had changed. Their clan was no longer powerless, homeless, and masterless. Their strength and numbers grew with each season, and their new home was a mighty fortress. They had also found a new master – one truly worthy of serving! Lady Katie was a legend in the making, and Lord Timmy’s influence stretched far beyond Everton. He had many connections in the Mercantile Alliance, so it was only a matter of time before the rats were asked to set up outposts here. Perhaps they could even find the place where the Original Master’s estate had been. It would surely have been destroyed by now, but merely setting foot on the same ground that had once birthed his people would be an incredible honour. At the very least, the rats could finally pay their respects.

Their Original Master had loved them like his own children, and such a thing was worthy of honour and remembrance. According to Palladio’s father, it would not be long before the elders revealed the truth. Too many rats were here to lend aid, and they too would be wondering about the similarity in names.

Palladio’s focus narrowed once again, and thoughts of the past and future gave way to the present. Their target was a stout building, which was more heavily fortified than the others but still pleasing to the eye. Only when they were on the threshold of the building and stealth was no longer possible did Peruzzi give the order to attack.

“The anchor we seek is in this building. Once we enter, we will be seen. Our magic will not be able to conceal us, and the guards will show no mercy, even if we pretend to be normal rats. Therefore we must abandon any attempt at stealth and strike with all our might. Permit none of the enemy to escape or raise the alarm.” Peruzzi exchanged his staff for a handful of needles and a dagger. “Attack!”

The rats burst into motion. There were eight of them, and Palladio allowed his training to take over. They struck the guards before the men could truly process what was happening. Needles and blades coated in poison flashed through the air. At the same time, one of his fellows use a brief burst of magic to blanket the area in silence whilst another used her magic to puppet the bodies and keep them upright and moving as normally as possible. It would not withstand close scrutiny, but it would fool a casual glance.

The rats reached the thick, magically reinforced door that guarded the main anchor. This was the moment of truth. They needed to get through the door and suppress those inside before they could raise the alarm or cut off access to the anchor.

“Again,” Peruzzi told Palladio. “Together.”

The pair of them worked on the door together as they sought to unlock it and disable whatever magic protected it without giving themselves away. They could have forced it open, but they could not risk alerting those within. Instead, they worked as subtly as possible. It took them nearly a minute – a minute that felt like a lifetime.

The door swung open, and the rats bounded into the chamber. Those inside were caught completely off guard. None had noticed them working on the door. To their credit, their enemies did not hesitate. They immediately moved to confront the rats and sound the alarm.

The rats attacked with ruthless speed. Palladio hurled needles and then leapt, his sword poised to strike. He caught the man closest to him in the throat and then yanked his sword to the side. The man fell, but Palladio was already throwing himself at his next opponent. The broad-shouldered mage had no time to prepare his magic. Instead, he lashed out with the iron-shod staff he carried. Palladio was batted aside, saved only by a frantic dodge and a special technique, but Peruzzi was there to take advantage. The veteran’s poisoned dagger caught the mage in the neck, and he slumped to the ground. Palladio got back to his feet as the rats swarmed the remaining guards. He leapt over to the alarm and kept watch, striking twice in quick succession to prevent their foes from activating it.

When all of their enemies had been dealt with, they shut the door. Peruzzi once again beckoned Palladio over. They stood beside the main anchor, which was a huge pillar covered in runes and seals that extended all the way from the floor up to the roof of the chamber, some thirty feet above them.

“Do exactly as I say, when I say,” Peruzzi ordered. “If we make a mistake here, alarms will trigger, and we will lose control of the anchor. Our mission will fail. Even if all goes according to plan, once we start making changes, we will not have long before we are noticed. We must work quickly.” As if sensing Palladio’s unease, the older rat smiled. “We can do this. We will do this.”

Once again, Palladio paid close attention as Peruzzi worked, adding extra runes and seals to the anchor and removing or modifying others. Palladio was no expert in this art – he knew only the basic runes and seals that all the elites were required to know – but it was fascinating to watch the older rat work. To witness a true seal master in full flight was a rare privilege, and Peruzzi was one of only three rats in the entire clan who could claim that rank. Of those three, only Peruzzi regularly left the safety of the castle. One was too old, and the other not skilled enough in battle. Their importance to the clan was such that the three were never allowed to be in the same place at the same time, save for the most important and sacred occasions.

There were perhaps a dozen rats training to succeed those three, but true mastery was never a certainty, regardless of effort or desire, so complicated and taxing was the art they pursued. The techniques that Peruzzi was employing were the product of his studies with Lord Timmy. The older rodent often praised Lady Katie’s master as a genius without peer, and it was difficult to fault him. Palladio had heard tell of the wondrous defences that protected the castle and its surroundings although he had never seen them in action and prayed he never would. When Peruzzi called for him to act, he did not hesitate. He had no idea what Peruzzi was doing, but he trusted his judgement.

Finally, it was done, and there was a brief surge of magic as their alterations subverted the barrier. There was no need to signal their comrades outside the wall. The other rats – to say nothing of Lady Amanda – would surely notice the change.

“Excellent work,” Peruzzi said. “Palladio, you and I shall guard the anchor. We cannot allow it to fall back into enemy hands. The rest of you, go outside and aid the others. Use the agreed upon codes if you wish to return here or to signal for a full retreat.”

The others snapped to attention and then left as the first sounds of battle rang out. Palladio’s claws clenched, and he took an instinctive step forward. The urge to help the others was strong.

“Calm yourself,” Peruzzi said. “Our foes are not stupid. It will not be long before we too find ourselves under siege.”

“What shall we do then?”

“What we must.” Peruzzi’s dark eyes gleamed as he stalked toward the door with several explosives. “The door is stout, but the corridor outside is narrow – a perfect killing field for a demolition rat who happens to be a seal master. Come with me. We shall lay traps. If the enemy wishes to reach the door, then let them pay in blood.”

* * *

Gerald clutched his trusty frying pan. He could have picked a regular weapon. He had no shortage of swords, spears, and axes. But none of them – and he’d tried dozens – had ever felt as right in his hands as frying pans did. This particular frying pan had already served him well in several battles. Sadly, it wasn’t easy to clean since the non-stick coating was on the inside of the pan. It wasn’t too bad when he hit somebody wearing a helmet, but it could get terribly messy when he bashed somebody over the head who didn’t have a helmet.

His magic filled the back of his mind with a vast, seemingly endless parade of images of all the things he had at his fingertips. All he needed to do was reach for them, and they’d be there. He gulped and shoved the images aside. He needed to focus. He wasn’t a legendary swordsman who could casually cut down hordes of enemies while discussing tea. That was Old Man’s forte. Gerald needed to devote all of his attention – and both his hands – to swinging his frying pan properly.

“The barrier has been altered,” Amanda said. A small but toothy smile crossed her lips. For a second, Gerald could have sworn her eyes were bloody crimson instead of piercing blue despite the silver light of the full moon. “We are going in. I trust you two can get over the walls.”

Daerin hefted his axe. The shaft of the weapon had been modified by adding a chain that let the axe extend and be swung around like a whip. Most people would have struggled with such a weapon, but dwarves were made of sterner stuff, and Daerin was strong even by dwarven standards. “I can use my axe as a grappling hook or have one of my golems carry me over. Gerald?”

The rats beside Gerald answered for him.

“The rats can take me over the walls.”

“And I shall be taking Chomp,” Amanda said.

Gerald thought back to the last time that Amanda had carried the labyrinth hound. It had looked ridiculous. Amanda was by no means a large person while Chomp was an enormous dog. However, she was an ancient vampire. She could easily have thrown Chomp over the walls if she wanted, not that she would.

“Ready?” Amanda asked. “I can cover our approach with my magic, but I doubt we will be able to stay hidden once we are inside. The Accountant will have spent a considerable sum of money to ensure that concealment magic does not work properly in his estate.” They nodded. “Good. Go!”

With her magic cloaking them, they ran for the walls. One of Daerin’s golems grabbed the dwarf and then leapt. At the apex of the jump, Daerin extended his axe and swept the top of the wall clear of guards. The other golems simply threw themselves at the wall and climbed. The guards that Daerin hadn’t dislodged moved to meet them, but that fine. It meant less attention for the rest of them.

Amanda transformed into her gaseous form and swept Chomp up and over the wall before descending on the other side. The big dog looked equal parts happy and befuddled, and his tail wagged furiously at the prospect of battle. Gerald readied himself at the base of the wall, and the rats yanked him up and over it with well-placed loops of wire. There was a sickening moment of weightlessness at the top – he could see the entire estate, and crime really did pay – before he began his descent, slowing as he reached the ground to land lightly on his feet. He patted the closest rat on the back and slipped him a few grapes.

“Thank you.”

On the wall behind them, the golems and ninja rats were fighting the guards. Needles, mechanical projectiles, and magic crackled through the air. A stray blast hit the barrier, only to vanish. Good. Peruzzi had succeeded. Despite the commotion, the outside world would be none the wiser to what was happening within the barrier.

Amanda’s gaze flicked to the oncoming guards. The Accountant certainly hadn’t been stingy about hiring. “Gerald, bring out some golems and zombies.” A beam of ice lanced toward them, and the vampire stepped forward to bat it aside with her rapier. “Now, Gerald!”

Gerald winced as magic washed over them. The estate’s defences were active. There would be no hiding. They would have to fight. “Right!”

“It’s them!” a guard shouted. “We were warned about the necromancer and his apprentice, but they’re not supposed to be here. Kill them all – and their dog too!”

Despite the imminent threat of murder, it was nice to know that their plan to sneak into the city had worked. It was less nice to be greeted by a barrage of crossbow bolts. Gerald reached into his magic and did what he did best – spew stuff onto the battlefield. The golems came first, their gleaming metal forms easily weathering the barrage, which was for the best. Daerin would have had an aneurism if any of his golems had succumbed to mere crossbow bolts. There were dozens of them, armed to the teeth and ready for battle. They swarmed forward, and the golems at the front immediately went down as the guards hastily adjusted their attacks and began to layer magic onto their previously mundane projectiles. The other golems didn’t even slow down. Much like zombies, golems didn’t suffer from morale problems. Behind them, the downed golems were already rising and repairing themselves. Gerald had hated fighting against self-repairing golems, but he loved having them on his side.

The zombies were next. The majority were regular humanoid zombies. He had discussed it with Timmy earlier, and he was supposed to hold off on calling out the larger and more horrific zombies unless it was necessary. The chances of levelling the estate, accidentally killing the Accountant, and destroying valuable records would increase astronomically if he called out something like a zombie hydra-drake-basilisk. The biggest zombie that Gerald was confident about bringing out was the heavily armoured zombie ogre-tree-folk that Katie had dubbed Ollie.

The monstrous creature was an ogre in full plate armour with several wooden protrusions growing out of his body. He could use vines, stinging nettles, roots, and various other botanical horrors to assail his foes. His sheer bulk and toughness would let him hold the line while his other abilities let him provide some level of ranged support. He wasn’t fighting barehanded either. He held a massive war hammer in one hand and a huge tower shield in the other.

The guards took one look at Ollie and blanched. To their credit, they didn’t break and run although the expressions on several of them suggested they were reconsidering their choice of career.

“Attack the shield wall, Ollie.”

The zombie lumbered toward the guards who had formed a neat shield wall to protect their crossbowmen and mages. Those same crossbowmen and mages hastily shifted their attention to Ollie, trusting their fellows to hold the golems and lesser zombies at bay. A maelstrom of ice, lightning, and raw force enveloped the zombie. Someone – likely an alchemist – hurled a jar of fluid, and Ollie was immediately set alight. The zombie roared in defiance, and the symbols etched into his armour lit up in a dazzling display of seal craft. The fire died, and the storm of magic cleared. Katie must have badgered Timmy into paying special attention to the zombie’s armour. The girl’s knowledge of runes and seals was exceptional for her age, but Timmy was a true master.

As Timmy had once put it, seal masters were often useless in the middle of a fight since seal craft of the highest order was usually too slow to use in direct combat. But give them time to prepare and materials to work with, and a seal master could absolutely ruin even a powerful mage’s day.

“Hah!” Daerin laughed. “I’ll have to examine that armour after the battle. My golems could use upgrades like that.” More crossbow bolts sailed toward them, and Daerin ducked behind another golem. “We need cover, Gerald.”

BOOM.

Ollie’s war hammer came down, and all the praiseworthy professionalism and discipline the guards had shown so far evaporated in the face of a massive slab of magically reinforced metal that was several times the weight of a grown man. Those who hadn’t been crushed by the initial blow were sent flying as the zombie swept his weapon from side to side.

“Cover? Oh. Right.”

Gerald thought back to Amanda’s words of wisdom earlier. They reminded him of what Timmy had once told him. When in doubt, always choose rock. Boulders thumped down ahead of them, and both he and Daerin hid behind them while Amanda continued to lead the attack. A crossbow bolt or twelve meant nothing to the vampire although she was still dodging or batting them aside, perhaps to keep her clothes from getting ruined. However, the sheer number of projectiles would likely see her clothes destroyed again, so it was a good thing that Avraniel wasn’t there. The elf would undoubtedly tease her about being a nudist.

“Good work.” Daerin switched his axe for a crossbow of his own design. “Wait… Gerald, couldn’t you just drop the boulders on the guards instead of just giving us cover?”

Gerald almost slapped himself. He’d dropped boulders on ships before, so there was no reason – other than how awful it looked and sounded – he couldn’t drop boulders on people. Yes, it was gruesome, but they were trying to kill him. “Of course. Give me a second.” He peeked around his boulder only to be yanked back by a ninja rat before a well-thrown spear could catch him in the throat. “Thank you. Um… yes, I think I can do it.”

He couldn’t summon things too far away, but their enemies were relatively close. His brows furrowed, and a boulder appeared in the air above the nearest clump of guards. They froze for a second and then looked up at the big, big rock that was blotting out the light of the moon.

“What the –”

The boulder dropped. Half of them managed to scramble clear. The other half were less fortunate. Gerald recoiled. That… that was a lot messier than he’d expected. Maybe he’d leave that boulder behind. He really didn’t want to see what was under it. He could also ask Timmy to make him another one, or they could clean it somehow.

It reminded him of yet another thing Timmy had told him. “Gerald,” the necromancer had said. “If you were more vicious, you could easily be the most dangerous person in the group.”

He hadn’t believed Timmy then, but he was starting to see what he meant.

“Good work!” Daerin growled as he rushed forward alongside his golems. “I’ll take my golems this way. We can’t let them flank us. Keep doing what you’re doing.”

Gerald managed to squish another handful of groups before the enemy mages caught on. His next set of boulders were blown apart, thrown aside, or otherwise dealt with before they could do any real damage. Worse, they’d realised how dangerous he was, and they’d gone from casually trying to murder him to really putting their backs into it.

The boulder he was hiding behind began to crack, and Gerald hastily found another.

“I don’t suppose you could blow them up, could you?” he asked a nearby demolition rat. The rodent was whistling a happy tune as he cobbled together a device. “Because that would definitely help.”

The rat gave him a thumb’s up before lighting a cord at the end of the device and then hurling it into the air with a little trebuchet. The device exploded in mid-air, and a cloud of molten shrapnel rained down on their attackers. Screams filled the night, and half a dozen ninja rats charged into the fray. Amidst the growing chaos, their small forms were almost impossible to keep track of. Gerald sent some zombies to help them and then looked for Ollie. The towering zombie was wandering across the battlefield and doing his best to prevent the guards from regrouping. Behind him, more than a dozen people were twitching helplessly on the ground. He must have used toxic spores to incapacitate them. Elsewhere, the demolition rats had set up their weaponry and were maintaining a steady – but measured – bombardment of the estate’s beleaguered defenders.

“Stay back,” Amanda shouted to him. “Let me lead the fight.”

The ancient vampire was at the forefront of the battle. Her rapier was in constant motion, and tendrils of blood taken from her fallen foes rose up to strike down the remaining defenders. It was almost beautiful, like watching a crimson river leap and dance, until Gerald remembered that the river was made out of blood taken from all the people she’d killed. Then it was just scary.

A guardsman who’d realised what Amanda was reached into his pocket and hurled a sandwich at her. Amanda dodged, suspecting a trick, because who would actually throw a sandwich in the middle of a fight? It was probably a concealed explosive. However, her expression changed a moment later.

“Garlic?” She sniffed the air again to be sure. “You threw a garlic and cheese sandwich at me?”

“Yes, you blood-sucking fiend!” the guardsman cried. “Everybody knows that vampires can’t stand – gah!” He went down with a sandwich imbedded in his skull. Amanda had thrown it back with inhuman strength.

“Fool!” she snarled. “That is an old wives’ tale.” Her nose wrinkled. “And now my hand smells like garlic.” She dodged a burst of holy magic. “Ah? Holy magic? That is a more reasonable option. Chomp.”

With a group of ninja rats keeping an eye on Gerald – he hadn’t had to use his frying pan yet – the big dog was free to act, especially since the guards weren’t able to form up into large groups with Ollie wandering around smashing people flat. Chomp wagged his tail and bounded forward. What he lacked in finesse and technique, he made up for with enthusiasm and being a gigantic three-headed dog.

He bowled over a clump of guards and then let loose an unearthly howl. Gerald fought the urge to cover his ears. Those closest to Chomp reeled back whilst those further away shuddered and stumbled, only to be set upon by opportunistic ninja rats, tireless zombies, or angry golems. A wave of poisonous gas followed, and Chomp rumbled toward the nearest mage. The poor fellow had just enough time to raise his hands in a futile defensive gesture before he was greeted by three sets of snapping jaws.

The guards were in full retreat now, and the zombies and golems pressed forward. Spells and projectiles thumped into Chomp, and the dog growled and searched for cover. Much like Gerald, Chomp wore a multitude of charms. As tough as Chomp was, Timmy had made sure to give him extra protection since his size made it hard for him to dodge, and he didn’t have an easy way to protect himself. And if something happened to Chomp, neither Avraniel nor Spot would be pleased. In fact, Gerald would not be shocked if they set the city ablaze in retaliation. Chomp hid behind a boulder and waited for Amanda to scatter his attackers with a deluge of bloody spears before charging forward again. Stragglers, isolated mages, and small groups were easy prey for the massive canine.

All in all, things were going wonderfully, which only made Gerald worry more. When was the other shoe going to drop? And there was always another shoe because who went around with only one shoe? As skilled as the guards and mages were, they were clearly outmatched. Gerald refused to believe that somebody with the Accountant’s resources wouldn’t have at least a few tricks up his sleeve. It couldn’t be that easy. There had to be a catch, and he really, really, really hoped it didn’t involve eldritch abominations. If cosmic fungi who could stop time showed up, he was going to scream – and then probably die. What if they remembered him and the others? They’d have to fight vengeful cosmic fungi, and it was difficult for him to imagine a more terrifying but absurd combination of words.

A squeak caught his attention, and he turned. A guard had managed to sneak around behind him. The man rushed toward him, only to trip over a wire that had been strung out by the ninja rats. Gerald planted his feet, clenched his jaw, and swung his frying pan with all his might. He caught the man square on the chin. A second man leapt over the wire, and Gerald gave a wild cry and bashed him over the head too. His helmet kept the blow from being instantly fatal, but a ninja rat with a dagger did the rest.

A third guard – where were they coming from? – darted forward, and Gerald swung his frying pan again. The man threw himself into a desperate dodge, and the frying pan slipped from Gerald’s panicked fingers. But before the guard could do anything, a poisoned needle hit him in the side of the neck. He swayed drunkenly, and Gerald hastily called up another frying pan and whacked him over the head. Cast iron met bone with a wet thump, and Gerald winced as the man toppled to the ground. That was a lot of blood… and other stuff on the frying pan. He shuddered and put it away before picking up his original frying pan. This one was a little dented, but it was mercifully free of any gore.

“How many of those do you have?” Daerin asked. The dwarf and his golems were surrounded by piles of guards, and he was busy pummelling a cowering mage with a gauntleted fist. The mage finally lost consciousness, and Daerin tossed him aside. Mages were usually senior officers, so it made sense to capture them alive if possible.

“A lot,” Gerald replied honestly. “I stopped counting after twenty.”

Gerald knew that he might – maybe – have a tiny hoarding problem, but was it really a problem if he never ran out of space and could always find what he needed? Besides, at the rate he was going, he’d need every frying pan he could get!

“What do you think you’re doing?”

The words cut through the din of battle, and Gerald’s gaze snapped to the man who’d emerged from the palatial building that dominated the estate. He was not a tall man, but he was a rather large one. A less charitable person might have called him fat. However, Gerald couldn’t help but empathise with his clothing – a cosy dressing gown with fluffy moons stitched onto it, complete with a pair of even fluffier stylised wolf pup slippers. It was exactly the kind of clothing Gerald wore in his spare time, not that he’d ever wander onto a battlefield in it. It didn’t offer nearly enough protection, and he needed all the protection he could get.

Amanda cocked her head to the side and managed to give a perfectly elegant curtsy while gutting a man and then using his blood to impale another. A handful of guards used the momentary lull to run for the gates, but the golems on the walls made short work of them.

“Good evening,” Amanda drawled. “I assume you are the Accountant. We are here to apprehend you. I would suggest you surrender.”

The Accountant examined the battlefield with a critical eye that showed displeasure but not a hint of concern. Gerald swallowed thickly. Those were not an accountant’s eyes. He’d met plenty of them over the years, and he was qualified as one himself. Almost all of them would have run screaming in the opposite direction at the first sign of blood, and none of them would have remained so calm after being confronted by a strike force of zombies, golems, and ninja rats led by an ancient vampire whose sole purpose was to capture them.

The Accountant had been involved with the criminal underworld for decades, and death was part and parcel of dealing with certain types of criminals. However, his eyes reminded Gerald far more of the battle-hardened soldiers and warriors he’d met over the years. The Accountant had done a lot more than deal out death with the stroke of a quill. He’d dealt it out himself and probably more times than Gerald could imagine. The reports had all said that he lacked combat experience. Looking at the man now, Gerald knew those reports were mistaken. The Accountant must be far better at hiding things than they thought.

“I don’t think I will.”

The Accountant stared up at the moon. It was bright and full, and Gerald wondered how it would look reflected in the tranquil waters of the city’s magnificent harbour. Perhaps he’d get to see it later. The Accountant gestured, and more men emerged from the shadows. Outwardly, they looked like accountants too, but they had the same hardened gaze as their leader.

It made sense for the Accountant to have subordinates. If Timmy was right about the scope of his dealings, there was no way he could personally manage all of it. A few of the lesser accountants were also carrying implements of their trade, like stacks of paperwork and even an abacus.

Why weren’t they more worried, and why did they keep staring at the moon? Gerald could believe a few of them being calm under pressure, but they couldn’t all be battle-hardened warrior-accountants, could they? They must have a trick up their sleeves. Gerald’s magic stirred restlessly, but he didn’t know what to call for. Unbidden, an octopus appeared in his hands. The cephalopod flailed at him, and Gerald hastily put it away before it could squirt ink everywhere.

More troublingly, Chomp retreated back to Gerald. That was bad. Chomp’s orders were to prioritise Gerald’s safety if he thought the ninja rats would no longer be enough to protect him. The dog sniffed the air, and the ninja rats fell back into a defensive formation around Daerin and Gerald. Only Amanda remained unmoved, but her eyes had narrowed, and they were slowly bleeding from brilliant blue to bloody red.

Oh, there was definitely something going on.

“I commend you for your attack.” The Accountant chuckled. “That Grand Necromancer… I can see that everything that has happened so far has been part of his machinations. Truly, you all deserve praise. You were able to fool both me and my associates in the empire. However, you made a single, very important mistake although I can’t really blame you for making it, given the lengths I’ve gone to conceal the truth.”

“Is that so?” Amanda asked. “What is the truth then?”

“You all assumed that I was a mere accountant.” He laughed, but the sound was deeper, a low rumble that was utterly at odds with his stature. “Did you really think that any accountant, no matter how skilled or cunning, could have lasted as long as me or risen as high? No. I should have died many times, but here I am. Allow me to show you the truth – the reason I have been able to soar to such heights.” His lips curved up into a gentle smile. “Consider it a gift to those who are about to die.”

A haunting howl burst from the Accountant’s lips, and his clothes tore. His body warped and twisted, rapidly increasing in size before settling into a gigantic, vaguely lycanthropic shape. “I am no mere accountant,” he growled. His mouth was a vast, gaping maw filled with dagger-like teeth, and his body was covered in thick, black fur streaked with grey. He towered over everyone else – a full fifteen feet tall with shoulders so broad he put Ollie to shame. “I am an ancient werewolf accountant!”

There was a crack – cobblestones shattering from the force exerted by huge claws – and then a blur of motion so fast that Gerald was unable to properly perceive it. Even the ninja rats couldn’t respond in time. The charms he wore lit up in a brilliant display of defensive magic, and the Accountant’s claws ground to a halt less than an inch from his face.

Gerald stumbled back. Four of the charms he wore had broken, which meant the attack could have killed him dozens of times over, especially with all the corrosive magic dripping from the Accountant’s claws. Yet around his neck, five of his charms were still glowing, and a quintet of crystalline shields shimmered in the air between him and the Accountant. He was going to buy Timmy a present after this. No! He was going to buy him ten presents. Wordlessly, Gerald retreated and pulled out more charms.

“A pity.” The Accountant snarled, and the sound shook the courtyard. “He has proven to be the most obnoxious out of all of you. I had hoped to take his head, but it seems he was prepared for a surprise attack.”

No. Timmy had been prepared. He’d made those charms for Gerald and insisted that Gerald wear them whenever they had a mission.

The Accountant scowled and turned to glare at Amanda. “And you are no mere vampire, are you, aristocrat?”

Amanda had been the only one fast enough to respond. She had dug both of her feet into the cobblestones hard enough to dig furrows into them, and she had abandoned her rapier to grab the Accountant’s wrist with both hands. Even so, she couldn’t get her hands all the way around his wrist, and her whole body shook with the effort it had taken to halt the strike. Four of Timmy’s charms had broken to keep Gerald’s head on his shoulders. If not for Amanda, the remaining five would have been sorely tested. It was a pity that Gerald could only wear so many charms before their effects began to interfere with each other. Otherwise, he would have covered himself in charms.

“You’re right.” The smile she gave the Accountant was a horrific parody of a grin. It was far too wide, and her teeth were far too large. “I know Timmy used eldritch sorcery to check this city for creatures like vampires and werewolves. I have no idea how you evaded detection, so I shall simply have to deal with you myself.” Her lips curled. “I am no mere vampire aristocrat… I am an ancient vampire aristocrat.”

Amanda roared, and her clothes ripped apart as she transformed into a towering eldritch monstrosity. She drove the werewolf back with blows that held all the force of storm-born thunder – but then the Accountant transformed again. He cast aside his lupine shape in favour of something that suggested that werewolves had far more in common with vampires than Gerald thought. The two titans slammed into a nearby building, bits of broken stone and mangled wood flying as they fought their way through it. The other accountants were not idle either. They threw back their heads and howled before transforming into werewolves.

“Well, damn,” Daerin muttered. “I can’t say I was expecting that.” The dwarf hurried over to Gerald as their zombies and golems lurched forward to meet the werewolves head on. The lycanthropes tore through them without slowing down, which wasn’t hard considering the smallest of them was eight-feet tall with shoulders almost as wide as Gerald was tall. “They’re all damn werewolves! We need silver, Gerald, as much as you can get!”

Silver? Gerald thought back to the book Katie had given him recently. It was called ‘Timmy’s Guide To Things That Will Try To Kill You’. It was a compendium of the various monsters that Timmy had encountered over the years, along with strategies to deal with them. Katie had rolled her eyes at the title before advising Gerald to read it carefully since it was, unfortunate title aside, an excellent book. Timmy had written it for her because he had no desire to find a new apprentice, and he’d steadily updated it over the years.

Gerald had already read through it twice, and he was planning a third reading to make sure he didn’t miss anything. He could distinctly remember the chapter about werewolves. Silver was supposed to be an excellent weapon against them.

“Silver? Of course!” All werewolves except ancient werewolves were weak to silver, and he had plenty of silver stored away. He hastily called for the first thing that came to mind, and silver coins spilled across the ground. Gerald grabbed a handful of coins and hefted them at the closest werewolf. His throw was less than stellar – he’d never been good at throwing things – but a few coins hit home. “Hah! Take that!”

The werewolf jerked back. Clearly, he was not an ancient werewolf. His flesh sizzled where the coins had touched him, and he was promptly set upon by a trio of golems who grabbed the fallen silver coins and began to shove them into his mouth. The werewolf’s panicked screams turned into horrific gurgling right before his head came off and his body burst into flames. A moment later, both his severed head and burning body exploded.

“…” Daerin and Gerald stared at each other. “…”

Gerald swallowed thickly. “I think we can safely conclude that silver works.”

To his amazement, the demolition rats quickly set up a coin launcher, and they were soon busy firing silver coins at the approaching werewolves with surprising speed and accuracy. A coin caught a werewolf in the head and punched right through his skull. Unlike the injuries left by the golems and zombies, the wound didn’t heal. Other rats were throwing the coins like shuriken. A werewolf fell with a silver coin imbedded in his heart – and an expression of utter surprise on his face. Gerald nearly laughed. There was something decidedly demented about werewolf accountants fighting ninja rats armed with silver coins. This wasn’t the other shoe dropping. This was an entire shoe store turning upside down.

But the werewolves did not give up. Some wove protective magic around themselves that increased their resistance to silver. It felt like eldritch sorcery, but without Timmy there, Gerald couldn’t be sure. Other werewolves took cover, using the debris scattered across the battlefield to shield themselves. Some even picked up the bodies of downed guards to use as shields.

“Is that all the silver you have?” Daerin boomed as he tossed more coins at the werewolves. The pained expression on his face was equal parts frustration at how bad the coins were as weapons and dismay at having to throw precious silver away. “Don’t you have anything better? What about silver weapons?”

A silver candlestick holder appeared next to the dwarf. He blinked at it owlishly before shrugging and stabbing a charging werewolf in the throat with it. The lycanthrope made a choking sound and clawed at the air, so Daerin simply stabbed him again, in the eye this time.

“That’s better!” Daerin brained another werewolf over the head with the candlestick holder as his armour screeched in protest. The beast slashed at him with his claws, but the dwarf-forged metal held firm. The werewolf went down, and Daerin hurled the candlestick holder into the face of another werewolf. The lycanthrope screamed in agony and tried to pull the candlestick holder free, but his claws burned whenever they touched it. A wave of zombies swarmed over him. “What about proper weapons? Do you have any of those?”

“Proper weapons?” Gerald tried not to panic, but there were werewolves everywhere. How could there be so many? It was like everybody except the original set of guards and mages was a werewolf. He wanted to file a protest with the local authorities. Being a werewolf wasn’t illegal, but using their powers for criminal activity certainly was!

A quick glance to the side made him wince. Amanda and the Accountant had just smashed through another building, their monstrous bodies little more than whirling masses of bladed and toothed insanity as they tore into each other. Oh, he would definitely be filling out extra forms for property damage after this. At least, the barrier had kept the battle from spilling out of the estate. He wasn’t sure how they’d explain it if werewolves suddenly started fighting on the streets.

Silver cutlery appeared. An enterprising ninja rat grabbed a silver knife and leapt to stab a werewolf in the heart before pushing off the lycanthrope to slash his throat open. The rats cheered. Cutlery may not have seemed particularly deadly, but it was a great size for them. They were even sharpening the spoons to serve as makeshift spears. A silver plate appeared next to Daerin, and the dwarf used it to block a werewolf’s claws. The beast screamed – and his hand broke.

Unfortunately for Gerald and the others, the werewolves had not been reduced to mindless beasts after transforming. They kept their wits about them, and it was clear to them that he was the biggest threat. If they could kill him, they wouldn’t have to worry about any more silver. Several werewolves went after him with murder on their minds, but Chomp – faithful, reliable, enormous Chomp – was there to meet them.

They collided with bone-crushing force, and the big dog roared in defiance. The werewolves were landing hits – there were too many of them, and they were too skilled for Chomp to escape unscathed – but the charms he wore soaked up the worst of the damage. However, those same charms were also breaking one by one under the relentless barrage of claws and teeth. Chomp was losing, but he’d bought Gerald the time and space he needed to collect his wits.

Third time was the charm, right? Or was it the fourth time? It was tough to keep track of things in the middle of a fight. Gerald reached into his magic again…

And a silver war hammer crashed to the ground beside Daerin, along with an assortment of silver spears, swords, and other weapons. Due to its relative weakness compared to steel, silver was rarely used in weapons meant for actual combat. Instead, it was used for ornamental gift pieces, and Gerald had received quite a few of those over the years, to say nothing of the contraband that had been left in his custody and never collected due to a variety of bureaucratic oversights, mistakes, and simple laziness. Not on his part, of course. Gerald always handled matters professionally, but the same could not be said for all his peers or for the criminals intent on smuggling things into Everton.

The zombies and golems grabbed silver weapons while Daerin lifted the war hammer over his head. He laughed and used a dagger to carve a handful of runes onto it to improve its durability.

“A ceremonial silver war hammer… and dwarf-forged too? Not bad, Gerald. Not bad at all.” Daerin took two long strides and then leapt high into the air to bring the weapon down on the head of a werewolf with thunderous force. “Taste the glory of dwarven steel – I mean silver!”

CRUNCH.

Gerald grabbed more silver coins although the realisation that he was literally throwing money at his enemies made his stomach hurt. He had a generous pension lined up for when he retired, so he’d gladly hurl money at his enemies if it meant living. Plus, he was worried that if he tried to throw a spear or a dagger, he might hit Chomp by accident. The werewolves were still trying to press forward, but the stalwart labyrinth hound refused to give ground. Now armed with silver weaponry, the zombies and golems had finally stopped the werewolves from advancing. Elsewhere, Amanda and the Accountant were two clouds of teeth, claws, blades, and blood. Gerald would have to ask Timmy and Amanda about this later. How had the werewolves managed to conceal their true nature, and did all ancient werewolves turn into whatever the Accountant was?

Gerald was broken from his musings when a lone werewolf managed to slip past Chomp and the ninja rats. His life flashed before his eyes – and it was telling how so many of the images were from after meeting Timmy and the others – and he grabbed the first thing that came to mind, the very same thing that had previously saved him in a moment of peril.

It was the octopus.

The cephalopod gave him a blank stare before noticing the werewolf and trying to squirm away. Gerald muttered an apology and heaved the octopus at the werewolf. He hit the lycanthrope square in the face, and the octopus frantically sprayed ink into his eyes. Werewolves had high-speed regeneration, but that didn’t matter against ink. The werewolf was momentarily blinded, and Gerald threw himself to the ground. The beast sailed overhead, and as he struggled to get his bearings back, the octopus hopped off and scrambled into a nearby pond. It looked about furtively, seemingly grasping the dire situation, and then sank silently into the water. Gerald would have to retrieve it later. Hopefully, it would be okay in the pond. Perhaps he could set it free since it had saved his life again, but life in the wild could be very dangerous. It might be better to get it a nice tank to live in back at the castle.

The werewolf finally stumbled to his feet only for a demolition rat to leap forward and shove something into his mouth. One gory, silver-enhanced explosion later, and the werewolf was out of the fight.

“Get outside the barrier and call for aid,” Daerin ordered one of the ninja rats. “This is getting out of hand.”

The rat squeaked in agreement and ran for the walls. Gerald hoped that aid would arrive quickly. Even with their silver weapons, their golems and zombies were struggling against the werewolves. One of them, likely an elder werewolf, had woven a powerful spell that had greatly increased their strength and reduced the effectiveness of silver. The sudden swing in momentum had also allowed the remaining guards and mages to re-enter the battle.

At this rate, Gerald might have no choice but to call up the truly monstrous zombies at his disposal. On the upside, the Accountant being an ancient werewolf meant that he should survive whatever the scarier zombies could do although the same could not be said of his records. Seeing Chomp retreat, Gerald pulled out more charms. The canine might be running low on charms, but Gerald had dozens more to give him.


Chapter Three

“The way I see it,” Avraniel drawled. “Being stealthy isn’t going to work. We’re flying around on a bunch of zombie drakes on a clear night with a full moon. Sure, the rats can cloak us for a while, but they’re bound to notice us eventually. Hell, if I was the captain, I’d be hitting the sea and the sky with all the detection magic I can muster for at least a week.”

Old Man smiled at the moon. It was an impressive sight from atop the back of a zombie drake. “True, but there’s no reason for us to abandon stealth entirely. Perhaps when we are closer.”

“Maybe.”

Avraniel used one hand to sharpen her dagger on Spot’s scales while she used the other to scratch the base of his skull. The dragon was twelve feet long now, and most of his added length had gone to his tail. It still wasn’t the serpentine instrument of death that it would be when he was an adult, but Spot was hoping to kill somebody with it soon. His enthusiasm for murder always made her smile since he only ever directed it at people who deserved it.

The dragon was riding on the back of the zombie drake alongside her and Old Man since there was no point in him going off on his own until they knew what they’d be doing. She scowled. That bastard Timmy could have let her join the other group, but he’d been worried that she and Spot would blow up the Accountant and his records. Oh, come on. She and Spot weren’t that bad. They hadn’t blown up anything important recently.

Those bandits from the other day didn’t count. They weren’t part of a mission, and they were all going to get executed later anyway. She and Spot had done the world a favour by blowing them up. Besides, if they hadn’t thrown a dagger at her after pretending to surrender, they’d still be alive – well, not alive, but they would have faced the headsman’s axe instead of a pissed-off dragon. She could dodge a dagger with her eyes closed, and she doubted it would have done any real damage. Ever since she’d unlocked her crystalline form, she’d gotten way tougher although she hadn’t managed to transform again.

And speaking of Spot, the dragon was napping, absentmindedly nudging her hand with his head to make sure he got all the scritches he wanted. She was putting enough force into her hand to crush a normal person’s skull, but that was the bare minimum he needed to feel as though he’d gotten a proper scratch. As for how he could sleep through his back being used to sharpen a dagger, she’d never know.

It must be a dragon thing. Forget being nervous before a fight, her little – or not so little – dragon was more concerned about what he’d be having for a snack later. The Mercantile Alliance had all sorts of tasty food, and Mercatia had several popular night markets. They should be able to find something nice for him when they got back. If not, she was sure Gerald had something delicious stored away. The paper pusher might be hopeless in a fight, but she’d give credit where it was due. He always made sure to bring whatever they needed.

“Ah, screw it. How about this? If they’re going to see us coming, why not take advantage of it?”

Old Man was carving a figurine. Spot had been curious about it, but the swordsman had told him it would be a surprise. She thought it resembled a flower, but she wasn’t sure what kind. She might be an elf, but she wasn’t a normal one, not by any stretch of the word. “What did you have in mind?”

“Assuming their captain isn’t a total idiot – and he can’t be that dumb since he decided to run rather than mess with the idiot and the twerp himself – he’ll have mages scanning the sea and the sky. That means we’ll be noticed if we get any closer. The rats can’t cloak something as big as these zombie drakes from focused detection magic. That’s fine. We’ll let them see us, but there’s no reason we have to be together when they notice us.”

His eyes twinkled. “Oh?”

“Here’s what I’m thinking.” She smiled toothily. Spot had often told her that she smiled like a dragon. Most elves would have been insulted. Her? Not a chance. It was a compliment, amongst the best that Spot could give. Who’d want to be a namby-pamby elf when they could be a dragon instead? Not her. Forget hugging trees, prancing around in meadows, and cooing over flowers. Fire, wrath, ruin, and loot – that was the life for her.

“Most of us can stay up here on the zombie drakes. We’ll let the other zombie drakes get noticed too. Spot can take a few of the ninja rats and fly off on his own. He’s a great flier, so he can fly low, just above the waves.” Spot stirred as her thoughts reached him, and his instinctive telepathy let him grasp the situation as he awakened in earnest. She grinned and rubbed his head affectionately, earning a contented croon that rustled through her whole body. She had the best dragon in the world. “Once we get closer, we’ll show ourselves, make it as obvious as possible. I can throw a few blasts from up here. They’ll focus on us and shift their barrier upward. They won’t notice Spot. They won’t even be looking for him. The rats can cloak him while he flies. He can swoop in and land on the deck, and he and the rats can do what they do best. Once they’re all worried about Spot and the rats, the rest of us can go down and join them. We’ll kill anyone who doesn’t surrender while the rats grab the captain and secure anything important. Then we can loot the ship and wait for Jake to show up with his dreadnought.”

Old Man nodded in approval. “A cunning plan.”

She smirked. “I’m not stupid. I would have died while I was on the run if I was. It’s just that being blunt usually works better for me.”

“Indeed.” Old Man smiled. If someone else had smiled at her that way, she might have been annoyed, but she knew Old Man. His praise was genuine, sappy old codger that he was. And even if she’d never say it aloud, his praise meant something. He wasn’t a loser sitting behind a desk who’d never fought a battle in his life – an armchair general content to send thousands to their deaths without ever getting mud on his boots. He was the greatest swordsman she’d ever met, and she’d bet her pay for this mission that he’d seen more fighting than anyone else in the world his age. “You are powerful. When you use your cunning, you become exceptionally dangerous.”

Avraniel bared her teeth. “Don’t get me wrong. Walking in there and blasting everybody would be fun, but it’s not as if we can loot the ship if we sink it.”

“Of course.”

“Do you understand the plan, Spot?” Avraniel asked. She might not be as good at explaining things as the idiot, but she was way better than the people eater with all her cloak and dagger crap. Ask the vampire to stab somebody, and she’d come up with an elaborate scheme involving mind control and illusions instead of walking over and stabbing them.

Yes! The dragon chirped happily and nuzzled her cheek. She basked in his warmth. He wasn’t doing it intentionally, but the sheer, unconditional affection he radiated was comforting. She’d never had many friends, not until recently, but she knew in her heart of hearts that even if the whole world turned against her, Spot never would. He’d roar, bare his teeth, and dare the world to do its worst. The others probably would too, now that she thought about it. Well, maybe not Gerald. Instead of daring the world to do its worst, he’d hide behind Chomp and beg it for mercy. But he’d still stick around to fight. He was oddly brave that way. I wonder how the others are doing.

“They’ll be fine. The only person we need to worry about is the paper pusher, but he’s with the people eater, beardy, and Chomp. They’ve got a bunch of ninja rats, zombies, and golems too. The worst thing he’ll have to worry about is getting a paper cut from all the records he’ll be going through. If that Accountant jerk is like most other accountants, he’ll snivel and try to make a deal the second they show up.”

Avraniel peered down. From this high up, her inhumanly keen vision had no problems finding the ship. Her lips curled. The seas were a bit choppy, but that was fine. The waves would make it even harder to notice Spot once the rats cloaked him.

“Time for you to get going, Spot.” Avraniel gave him one last pat on the back and reached for the Bow of the Sun. An arrow made of pure light and heat formed, and she cackled. “I’ll fire a warning shot to get their attention. Wait until they’re distracted before you move in.” Her eyes gleamed gold in the moonlight. “It’s a pity we can’t sink the ship. I bet I could do it from here.”

* * *

Captain Robert Jarvis Ellington was not having the best day in his long and illustrious career as a spy for the Eternal Empire. Setting aside the usual trouble that came from being both the captain of a ship and a spy, two of his crewmen had been abducted. Both had been spies, albeit not the most senior of his subordinates. His agents had managed to track them to a building where it had soon become clear that they had been captured by the Grand Necromancer he’d been warned about. How the man had even known about Robert’s crew was beyond him, but he had received a small bit of good fortune. According to his sources, the necromancer was only there with his apprentice. His companions – particularly the pyromaniacal elf and the dragon they’d managed to enslave – were nowhere to be found.

He honestly felt bad for his subordinates, but there was no way he could rescue them. Regular necromancers were dangerous, and Grand Necromancers were the stuff of nightmares. His top priorities had been to escape and to warn his collaborators while organising a team of the finest assassins he could find at such short notice. He doubted they’d succeed, but the Accountant had offered to send some of his own forces to assist them. At the very least, they ought to keep the necromancer occupied while Robert fled.

With any luck, his collaborators would do the smart thing and go to ground to remain safe and hidden. The Mercantile Alliance had one of the largest navies in the world, and it was arguably the best once the quality of its sailors was taken into account. If the Eternal Empire could win their support, they would have complete supremacy over the seas. The Accountant had promised to deliver that support – for a truly exorbitant price. But what were a lordship and a mountain of gold compared to winning the war against Everton?

Robert considered it a fine bargain, and his superiors agreed. If this all worked out, Robert could expect a promotion and a lordship of his own. He was getting on in years, and Lord Ellington had a nice ring to it. He had truly come to love sailing after all these years although it had originally served as little more than cover for his work as a spy. Hopefully, he’d receive an estate near the sea.

It had been a few hours since he and his ship had left Mercatia, and he was finally beginning to relax. If the necromancer knew he’d fled, he would have made a move by now. Of course, he wasn’t about to let his guard down. He hadn’t survived this long by being careless. He had tasked his most skilled mages with watching the area around them with their magic. It should be impossible for anyone to approach them undetected.

Robert leaned against the railing and sighed. He was glad he hadn’t been forced to destroy all of the documents he’d accumulated. Leaving a paper trail was risky, but there were certain activities that had to be documented, albeit in code. Moreover, leaving everything in his head would be a catastrophe if he were to be killed or otherwise incapacitated.

Once, he would have dismissed such concerns. He was healthy, intelligent, and cunning. However, the sheer number of senior officers and Lords of Magic who’d run afoul of Everton and its troops had forced him to reconsider. The necromancer and his group had wrought all sorts of havoc, and there were disturbing rumours about the Supreme Cleric. She’d apparently gotten so good at killing Lords of Magic that any group containing less than five of them had been ordered to flee the instant they sensed her approach.

It sounded utterly ridiculous, but Robert had spoken to survivors from the battle for the Sky City. The Supreme Cleric had arrived late in the battle, but she had promptly killed three of the empire’s finest Lords of Magic before devastating their fleet and ground forces while taking no injuries whatsoever. If Robert ever ran into her, it was over.

A brisk sea breeze rustled past, and he smiled fondly. His work as a spy aside, the sea was part of him now. He’d grown up in a fishing village, and he’d managed to parlay his natural cunning into a career as a merchant sailor/spy. The Mercantile Alliance was a seafaring nation whose wealth and power had been built through trade. Two of the most respected professions were merchantry and sailing, which made it easy for him to make contacts and blend in. There were circles where only those who could turn a profit and captain a ship were admitted, and the merchant princes who ruled the Mercantile Alliance had never forgotten their roots. Sales and sails – those were the words they lived by, the words that had turned the Mercantile Alliance into a world power.

“We’ll be fine,” he murmured. “And I’ll tell Ethan and Marcus’s families that they died heroically.” Ethan was estranged from everyone in his family except his younger brother while Marcus was close to his parents and siblings. He also had a wife and children of his own.

Robert would see to it that Ethan’s younger brother was able to finish his education, and he could slip extra money to Marcus’s wife to make sure she and the children were taken care of. It was the least he could do for men who perished in service to their country – and there was no way they were still alive, not after they’d fallen into the hands of a Grand Necromancer.

He took another moment to savour the breeze and then turned to go back to his cabin. He had a fine bottle of wine waiting for him that would go perfectly with the cheese he’d bought before the necromancer’s actions had forced him to flee. Ah, it was a pity he hadn’t been able to get more of that prosciutto. There were people in the empire who made prosciutto, but it was never the same. Ah, well, perhaps after the war –

Suddenly, there was a flash of light followed by a tremendous explosion off the port bow. The ship heaved in the water, and he stumbled back. He cursed and turned away as a brilliant pillar of light and fire rippled upward. Steam rushed past, and seawater showered the deck like rain.

“What the hell was that?” Robert boomed as the spymaster part of his mind offered no less than five different ways the necromancer could have smuggled his companions in without anyone noticing – especially if he’d anticipated that Robert would be on the lookout for them. “Where did it come from?”

“Magic!” A mage with a spyglass pointed. “It came from over there! Wait… there are drakes approaching!”

“What?” Robert drew his sword and roared for the panicked crewmen to prepare themselves. “At your stations, men! Prepare for battle!” He stomped over to the mage and squinted. There were barely any clouds in the sky, but the brightness of the full moon was working against them since the drakes were flying in with the moon on their backs. “How many drakes?”

“Half a dozen.” The mage swallowed thickly. “Multiple riders on all of them.”

“Let me see.” Robert took the spyglass and peered into it. He counted half a dozen drakes, all with riders. His breath caught in his throat as the leading drake drew closer. “Oh no…” He thrust the spyglass back at the mage. “All hands, brace for impact! Mages, bring the barrier to full strength and focus it above us! We can’t take a direct hit. The rest of you, I want every damn bow, crossbow, ballista, and cannon at the ready. If it can aim up, I want it pointed at those damn drakes!”

There was another brilliant flash of light before the water off the starboard bow erupted in another explosion of flame and radiance. Robert bit back a curse. That damn elf! Hearing about it was one thing, but seeing it was far worse. What sort of person could hurl such devastating magic so far? Thankfully, she couldn’t aim accurately from so far away. However, the drakes were getting closer by the second. It was only a matter of time before she landed a solid hit.

A third attack thundered down, and this time, it struck the edge of the ship’s barrier. The entire ship trembled, and arcane symbols blazed to life overhead as the barrier and several hastily cast additions from the mages sought to ward off the attack. The sea around them boiled, and the ship bucked madly as the water alongside them vanished in a cloud of steam. They listed badly to the side before righting themselves as water rushed in to fill the sudden void. Their own weapons tried to retaliate, but they couldn’t match the elf’s range.

“Hold your fire!” Robert boomed. “They’re too far. Wait until they’re closer.” There were cries of dismay, but his men – good, reliable imperial men – obeyed. “Give me the spyglass.”

He peered through the spyglass again. The drakes were close enough now that he could be certain of the rider’s identities. Most of them were zombies, including an especially bizarre creature that resembled a combination of a scorpion, a bear, and a porcupine. Was it a zombie scorpion-bear-porcupine or a zombie porcupine-bear-scorpion? Bah. Now was not the time to worry about zombie nomenclature.

His brows furrowed. He could see the elf and the old man who were said to accompany the necromancer, but he couldn’t see any of the necromancer’s other subordinates. Neither he nor his apprentice were present, nor was the vampire, the dwarf, or the bureaucrat. The dragon was nowhere to be seen either. Maybe they were still back in Mercatia. But why would they stay there if they knew Robert had left…

His blood turned to ice in his veins.

No.

Had his messengers been tracked? They were elites, trained in stealth and familiar with the city’s layout. Could the necromancer have used Robert’s own caution against him and somehow followed his messengers to his collaborators? He shivered. Perhaps he should go into his cabin and destroy those documents while he still had the chance. It might mean extra work in the future, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

If Robert had looked over the side of the railing at that exact moment, he might have seen a wave breaking over seemingly empty space. His mages, if they weren’t so terrified of the harbinger of fiery death bearing down on them from above, might have noticed that the drakes weren’t the only things triggering the surveillance magic around the ship. But he and his mages were so worried about the murderous elf with enough firepower to make a dreadnought envious that they never realised that another harbinger of fiery death was closing in.

Robert and his crew would only realise that things had gone from extremely bad to far worse when there was a loud thump on the deck followed by the sound of water sluicing off black scales. The captain turned and found himself staring into the gleaming silver eyes of a dragon. The beast smiled. It was a toothy, toothy smile.

Hi. Fire kindled in the dragon’s jaws. Where’s the treasure?

The wave of flame that spilled across the deck was more raw force than searing heat, but it still had men leaping overboard in a desperate bid to avoid it. Those too slow to dodge either went down screaming or were tossed aside like kindling. The cannons and other weaponry on the deck were thrown out of their moorings and slid across the seesawing deck before smashing through the railing and sinking into the sea. The mages were torn between the need to maintain the barrier and their desire to deal with the oddly proportioned reptile who was threatening to burn them all alive.

Robert cursed. The earlier attacks had never been meant to hit the ship. The elf had drawn their attention, so the dragon could sneak up on them. But why? Of course! They were after his paperwork. Those documents contained priceless information, and there was now a dragon standing between him and his cabin. His eyes narrowed as he weighed up his chances. If he could just get past the dragon –

He took half a step and then fell to the ground.

What? Why couldn’t he move? What was going on?

The answer came in the form of a rat holding a needle slick with poison. The rat patted him on the cheek and then took the keys to his quarters as darkness closed in.

And the dragon?

The dragon leapt into the air and slammed his tail into the head of a sailor rushing to Robert’s aid. The poor man was dead before he hit the deck.

I got him! The dragon cheered in a voice filled with childish glee. I got him with my tail!

* * *

The zombie drake landed on the deck, and Avraniel ordered it to swipe at a few of the crewmen before wading into the fray herself as the other zombie drakes unloaded more zombies onto the deck. The mages had abandoned the barrier entirely to try to focus on Spot while the crewmen did their best to box the dragon in. Meanwhile, the rats that Spot had brought along had already secured the captain and his quarters and were doing their best to aid him against the rest of the crew.

Rather than wait for the zombies to rush into battle, Avraniel drew her daggers and started hitting people. Flames followed in her wake, and each swing of her weapons was accompanied by fire, light, screams of agony, and pleas for mercy. These people thought they could gang up on Spot? Nobody ganged up on her dragon.

The crew’s faltering morale hit rock bottom as people went flying, and there were frantic cries of surrender as Old Man and the zombies entered the fray. Avraniel snorted. Screw the zombies. Old Man could have killed every person on this ship except her and Spot without breaking a sweat. He might be old, but even she would think twice about picking a fight with him at close range. If she ever had to fight him for real, she’d use the Bow of the Sun and shoot at him from as far away as possible.

“Please,” a mage begged, hands held above his head. “We surrender!”

“Yes,” a sailor wailed. “We surrender! Call off your dragon!”

Within moments, there were similar cries from all over the deck.

“Surrender is for cowards,” Avraniel growled. “Are you cowards?”

The pair looked at Spot who was eyeing them hungrily. The soldier had taken a swipe at Spot earlier, and the mage had lobbed a bolt of lightning his way. Neither had managed to hit him, but he was a growing dragon, and vengeance made for excellent seasoning.

“Yes,” the mage said. “I’m a coward. Call off your dragon.”

“Oh, shut up.” Avraniel was sorely tempted to let Spot eat them, but that would only encourage the rest of the crew to fight to the death. Yes, they could kill the lot of them without too much difficulty, but that might damage the ship, which would put their loot and the information they needed to gather at risk. It would also drag things out. If people knew that surrender was an option, they’d be more inclined to quit once the battle swung against them. Otherwise, they’d fight to the bitter end, which would mean a crap load of extra work. “Fine. We accept your surrender. Drop your weapons, get down on your knees, and I swear if even one of you looks at me funny, I’ll set all of you on fire and feed you to Spot.”

There were no objections, much to Spot’s disappointment.

“Help!” Avraniel paused as a shout came from beside the ship. “Help me! I’m drowning. Oh gods, I’m drowning!”

“There are sharks!” someone else screamed. “And killer whales!”

“You.” Avraniel pointed at the sailor. “Who’s yelling?”

The sailor gulped and looked to either side in the vain hope that she was talking to somebody else before accepting that, yes, she was talking to him. “Uh… some people leapt overboard during the attack. I think that’s John and Ernest yelling.”

“And they can’t swim?”

“Uh… no.”

“…” Avraniel stared. “They’re sailors, and they can’t swim? For crying out loud… fine. Spot, go grab whoever jumped overboard.” The dragon smiled toothily and bounded toward a gap in the railing that had been left when one of the cannons slid off the ship. “But no eating them… yet. If they give you trouble, tell them they’re on the menu if they keep resisting.”

The dragon pouted cutely and then dove off the ship.

“Help!” John screamed. “I was drowning, and now there’s a dragon trying to eat me.”

“Take him!” Ernest yelled. “But spare me! He’s young and chubby, and I’m old and stringy.”

Avraniel made a disgusted sound, and the sailor who’d spoken earlier winced.

“Begging your pardon, uh, ma’am, but John has been always afraid of drowning, and Ernest is scared of being eaten by sharks. They visited a fortune teller, and she told them that was how they’d die.”

“If they’re so scared of drowning and being eaten by sharks, why didn’t they become farmers or any other occupation that doesn’t involve going out to sea?”

“Sailing is just about all they’re good at, and the fortune teller told them they’d die if they stayed on land.”

That kind of crap was why Avraniel hated fortune tellers. There were so many frauds out there just looking for suckers to scam. Real fortune tellers – the ones who could actually peer into the future – were incredibly rare and way too expensive for any regular person to afford. They would also be the first to admit that the future wasn’t set in stone. Certain things were more likely to happen, but nothing was predestined. More than one acknowledged clairvoyant amongst the elves had proclaimed she’d be dead before she hit twenty. Hah! All of those clairvoyants were dead, but she was still going strong. She’d even killed one of them herself. Poncy bastard never saw her arrow coming until it was lodged in his eye.

She glanced at Old Man. The swordsman had managed to keep a straight face. “You’d think they’d be better swimmers since they’re sailors.”

“There are sailors who believe it’s better if they don’t know how to swim,” he said.

“What? Why?” That sounded stupid to her.

“That way you’ll die more quickly if you’re thrown overboard, rather than floating alone and helpless for days on end.”

“That’s so dumb. As long as you’re alive, you’ve got a chance. Keep fighting even if it seems hopeless. You only lose when you’re dead – or maybe not, if you know somebody like the idiot or the twerp.”

Spot padded over. He’d tossed all of the sailors who’d fallen overboard back onto the deck, and there was a small shark in his mouth. Huh. Ernest hadn’t been lying about sharks being around. I got everybody out of the water.

“You also found a shark. Are there bigger ones around?”

They swam away when they saw me. Spot wagged his tail. It bashed a hole into the deck, and she noticed there was a bit of gore on it.

“Did you kill somebody with your tail?” She knew he’d been hoping to do that for a while now.

Yeah! I jumped up and whacked him in the head!

She grinned and patted him on the head. “Good work, Spot. And don’t worry. Your tail will only get longer and deadlier although we might have to wash your tail later.” He must have hit his opponent incredibly hard for there to still be gore on his tail despite his trip into the water to fish out the drowning sailors. She didn’t want any getting on her later when he inevitably curled up to her like a big, scaly monkey.

He crooned happily, the sound thrumming through the area. Can we look for loot now?

“Sure. Take Bramante and some of the other rats and see if you can find anything interesting.” The demolition rat was very reliable when it came to spotting loot and assessing its value. “Old Man and I have to stay up here and make sure that nobody does anything stupid.” She glared, and the crewmen flinched as flames billowed to life around her. “We also need to let that privateer know that we’ve captured the ship.”

She fired three bursts of flame up into the sky, and it wasn’t long before Jake’s dreadnought and a few other ships arrived. They’d been lurking off the coast of Mercatia for almost a week now, just in case the empire decided to send in more spies or a proper military force. It wouldn’t have been the first time the empire was involved in a coup although the idiot had been confident that his friends in the city could handle it.

Jake came aboard with a score of his crew. “Nice work.” The wiry captain eyed the damage to the deck and grinned. “Not bad. A few scorch marks, a couple of holes, and a lot of busted railing. It’s nothing we can’t fix although it’s a shame to lose the cannons and other weapons. I was worried you’d sink the ship.”

Avraniel scowled, and Jake’s grin turned into a wince. “I said we’d keep the ship in one piece. I didn’t say it would be in perfect condition. As for the cannons and other weapons, we can send the zombie drakes down to dredge them up.”

“True.” Jake ordered his crewmen to take up positions around the deck. Between them and the zombies, they should be able to keep control of the ship without relying on Avraniel, Spot, or Old Man. “Any trouble?”

“Nah. These losers barely put up a fight. If we were actually trying to kill them, they’d all be dead, and the ship would be at the bottom of the sea.” Spot emerged from below decks, and the dragon gave Jake a welcoming nudge with his head before trotting over to her. Avraniel checked him for injuries. He wasn’t invincible, and spies were sneaky bastards. They usually had a trick or two up their sleeves. It was better to burn them from a distance, but they needed the captain alive and the ship intact. “Find anything interesting?”

Spot sniffed around her pockets and emerged with a treat – a piece of dried mango. We found treasure downstairs and stuff we can trade. Bramante said it should be valuable. The rats also found some interesting stuff in the captain’s room, but they can explain it better than me.

Avraniel turned to Bramante. He hopped onto her shoulder and gave a quick, concise explanation. She gave him a bit of mango and a pat on the back. “Not bad. I’ll get you and the others more grapes when we get back. They have different kinds of grapes here, so you should try them all before we leave. Old Man, can you stay here? Jake and I can have a look in the captain’s quarters.”

“Of course.” Old Man greeted the allied sailors who were coming aboard from the other ships. Whatever thoughts the crew might have had about rebelling fled at the sight of an additional thirty heavily armed soldiers coming aboard.

The rats led her and Jake into the captain’s quarters and opened several hidden compartments. It was a treasure trove. There were stacks of paper covered in writing and several artifacts that were probably used for communication. Most of the writing was in code, but she was confident that the idiot, the twerp, and the paper pusher would be able to decipher it. They also had the captain, so they could throw him at the people eater and let her poke around in his mind until he gave up the cipher. There was magic to prevent mind control, but the people eater was an ancient vampire who specialised in messing with people’s minds. She should be able to get around it. If she couldn’t, Avraniel would never let her hear the end of it.

“This looks important,” Jake said. “I’ll have my most trusted men keep an eye on it.” He raised his voice and called for several of his crewmen to stand guard. “With the other ships lending people, we should be able to get underway soon. We can sail back to Mercatia and go over the ship with a fine-toothed comb, just in case we missed anything. I’d be shocked if the captain didn’t have other hiding spots. Every good merchant ship has plenty.”

“And the crew?”

Jake shrugged. “We can split them up and keep them on our ships, so they don’t get any ideas.”

“Keep an eye on the loot below decks too,” she said. “This whole thing was annoying. I want to make it worth my while.” She frowned as a nearby rat froze before shaking herself and running to Bramante. What followed was an animated conversation before Bramante leapt onto her shoulder again.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Did you find something else?”

The rat shook his head and rattled off a quick explanation. Her expression darkened, and she bared her teeth. The temperature in the room began to rise, and Jake took a wary step back.

“We’re leaving. A rat who was with the group that went after the Accountant is calling for help.”

“Who’s in that group?” Jake asked.

“The people eater, the beardy, the paper pusher, Chomp, and a bunch of ninja rats, golems, and zombies.”

Jake blinked. “And they need help?”

“They say it’s an emergency.”

“That’s not good.”

Avraniel cut off her magic before she could set the room alight. “They found the Accountant, but he’s a damn ancient werewolf, and pretty much everybody who works for him is a werewolf too.” She snarled and strode out onto the deck. “We need to get over there. The people eater is having trouble beating him, which means he’s no slouch.” She glanced up at the moon and glared. “It’s a full moon too. Damn it. Werewolves are always strongest during a full moon. How did the idiot miss this?”

As often as Avraniel called Timmy an idiot, he was one of the sharpest people she knew. There was no way he’d miss a bunch of werewolves wandering around, especially not after using eldritch sorcery to check for powerful threats. There had to be some trick involved, something he’d never seen or heard of before. Knowing their luck, it was more eldritch crap.

“Do what you have to do,” Jake said. “We’ll handle things here.”

Old Man must already have been informed because he’d already called for two of the zombie drakes – one for each of them, so they could travel as quickly as possible. “We’re quite far and the city is protected from direct teleportation,” he said. “We’ll have to fly back.”

“Yeah.” Avraniel leapt onto a zombie drake. “Those idiots better not be dead. Come on, Spot.”

What’s going on? Spot was no longer eating dried mango. The rats had found a nice stash of fruit, and the dragon was busy munching on a pineapple.

“The paper pusher and the others need help.”

What? Spot swallowed the rest of the pineapple. Then we need to go right now!

“Damn straight. Old Man and I are going to fly back on these zombies drakes. Spot, you’re way faster. Grab a bunch of the ninja rats and go ahead. We’ll meet you there.”

As much as she hated to admit it, the people eater was tough. Anybody who could keep her busy and give back as good as he got after she’d turned into a monster was way beyond Daerin or Gerald. There were the other werewolves to worry about too. They were bound to be a hassle during a full moon. Hopefully, the paper pusher could stay calm and remember what the idiot had told him.

“Gerald,” the idiot had said. “If you’re really in trouble, forget the mission. Pull out every zombie you have – including the big and scary ones. Survive.”

“Look for a large property in the rich part of town,” Avraniel told Spot. “It should have a barrier around it that’s concealing what’s happening inside. The rat who called for help should have also have set up a marker. You’ll know it when you see it.”

Spot nodded and waited for a bunch of the ninja rats to climb onto his back before he took to the air and raced toward Mercatia.

“Let’s go.” Avraniel urged her zombie drake into the air. “They better not die. Dealing with new people would be such a pain in the neck.”

* * *

Gerald honestly had no idea who’d given him a silver frying pan – he wasn’t the worst cook in the world, but he wouldn’t say it was an area he took special interest in – but he was going to find out and send them a gift. A normal frying pan to the skull was something any respectable werewolf could shake off, but a silver frying pan was a different story. It was just a pity that silver wasn’t particularly hard. There were already several skull-shaped dents in the frying pan.

The battle was not going as smoothly as they’d hoped. Amanda and the Accountant were somehow still fighting – they were now hurling slabs of rubble at each other – while the rest of them fought off the werewolves, mages, and guards. Gerald had managed to crush a few werewolves beneath boulders, but the rest had swiftly learned their lesson. On the upside, the ones he’d hit had stayed down. He’d also had a decent amount of success with containers full of hydra acid. If only they didn’t scream so horribly when they got hit. That made him feel as though he was the villain.

To make matters worse, the werewolves didn’t instantly melt like most people. Instead, they held on for a while, screaming and wailing as their regeneration battled against the corrosive fluid until they were finally reduced to horrific pools of misshapen goo. It was horrendous. Despite the strange magic that one of the werewolves had unleashed to heighten their resistance to silver, they were still far more vulnerable to it than regular weaponry. The zombies and golems were holding on thanks to their newly acquired silver weaponry, but Gerald and Daerin had to be careful of exhausting themselves, as did Chomp.

The mighty dog was fighting gamely, but the only reason he was still on his feet was because Gerald could pull out protective charms and defensive equipment faster than the enemy could break through them. The rats had sent someone outside to call for help, but they had no idea if the call had been heard or when help would arrive. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before Gerald would have to start adding healing potions to the mix.

“You might have to call out the bigger zombies,” Daerin rumbled. His armour had several scuffs and dents, but he was covered in werewolf blood. More than half of his golems were down for the count since they could only repair themselves so many times before needing thorough maintenance. The zombies had taken serious casualties, but Gerald still had plenty of the regular ones to dump onto the battlefield. Ollie, though, was still going strong. The towering zombie ogre-tree-folk had killed more than a dozen werewolves on his own and was doing his best to draw attention away from them.

“I know.” Gerald tossed another protective charm to the rats on Chomp’s back.

The rodents got the charm into place, and Chomp growled and threw himself back into the fray. It would be terrible if the stronger zombies destroyed the Accountant’s records, but with all the damage that Amanda and the Accountant had already done to the estate, that might already be a moot point.

Timmy would understand. In fact, the other man had told him on multiple occasions that if his life was truly in danger, he should just call out all of the zombies he had. Even if it meant failing the mission, they’d find a way to handle the consequences. What they could not handle so easily was Gerald dying. At least their opponents were also beginning to flag. Full moon or not, wave after wave of zombies and golems was bound to wear even werewolves down.

“It’s about time someone taught you where you stand in the food chain,” an elder werewolf snarled. He was easily the biggest of the werewolves apart from the Accountant. He was ten feet tall and had arms thicker than Gerald’s torso. His fur was matted in zombie guts, and he leaned over to spit out a chunk of metal he’d bitten off a golem. The sorcery he’d used, combined with his higher than usual resistance to silver, had allowed him to shrug off several barrages of argent projectiles from the demolition rats. “I’ll get rid of the dwarf and the dog first, and then it’ll be your turn. You’re pretty stringy, but you could still make for a decent snack.”

Gerald swallowed thickly and took a reflexive step back. Okay. He was definitely going to call out the bigger zombies!

“You can try!” Daerin boomed as he stepped forward and hefted his war hammer. “But you’ll find that we dwarves are not so easy to kill!” He banged the weapon on his shield and spat another insult in his native tongue. “Come on! Kill me if you can, you overgrown puppy!”

The huge werewolf charged, and Chomp and Daerin rushed forward to meet him. A massive claw came down with impossible speed, and the dwarf caught it on his shield. It was a testament to Daerin’s strength that although the cobblestones beneath him cracked, the attack didn’t simply crush him on the spot. However, the follow up sent him tumbling away end over end. From the cursing that filled the air as he sprang back to his feet, he was more annoyed than injured.

In the meantime, Chomp rammed into the werewolf. Their bodies collided with a bone-shaking crunch, and the labyrinth hound’s feet tore up the ground as he drove the lycanthrope back – but only for a few seconds. The werewolf was different from most of Chomp’s other opponents. He had a human’s intellect, along with the size and strength to hold the canine at bay. Worse, he was far more agile. Soon, Chomp was the one of the defensive. The protective charms he wore flashed as the werewolf bit and clawed, shrugging off the frantic attacks from the ninja rats on Chomp’s back. Glowing shields formed around Chomp only to shatter, but the dog refused to retreat, squaring his shoulders and holding his ground as best he could. The werewolf roared and raised a claw high over his head. The lycanthrope’s magic flared, and deadly, corrosive energy swirled around his claw –

And then a black, scaly meteor streaked out of the sky and crashed into the werewolf like a hammer thrown down from the heavens by an angry god. The sheer force of the impact shattered every bone in the werewolf’s body and carved a crater into the ground. Before the werewolf could even think of defending himself, Spot’s jaws clamped around his throat, and the dragon heaved him away with a brutal swing of his head. The lycanthrope hit the corner of a building and then thudded into the wall of the estate. His head was barely attached to his body, and he looked closer to a slab of minced beef than a werewolf. Spot roared, a thunderous, bellowing cry of draconic rage, and then flared his wings as black flame erupted around him.

Spot might have been a young dragon whose proportions were still a bit more comical than threatening, but he was nevertheless a dragon. The sound lingered in the air, shook the soul, and stirred primordial instincts. Everyone except Amanda and the Accountant stopped and backed away from Spot in ancient, instinctive terror. It was easy to forget since so many people lived their entire lives in cities and towns, far away from the wild and desolate places that dragons called home. There was a food chain, but werewolves were not at the top of it. Dragons were.

Leave my friends alone! Fury blazed in Spot’s eyes, and the ninja rats who’d accompanied him took up positions around Daerin, Gerald, and Chomp. Gerald could feel Spot’s wrath. He was so angry that he could barely form words. You’re all going to die!

Gerald giggled, and if there was a bit of hysteria in it, Daerin was kind enough to ignore it. “Careful, laddie,” the dwarf warned. “They’re werewolves. They can regenerate. Silver works, but your black fire should be fine too.”

To Gerald’s disbelief, the werewolf Spot had thrown at the wall was already pulling himself back to his feet. The dragon growled, and the sound came from deep within his chest. Gerald’s bones quivered. It was a reminder that although Spot was his friend and someone he trusted with his life, he was also an apex predator. The carnage of the battlefield was where Spot felt most at home. Fighting didn’t scare him. It invigorated him. A blast of midnight flame leapt from the dragon’s mouth, and the werewolf tumbled to the ground. His body burned and rotted at the same time until there was nothing left but a pile of strangely coloured dust.

Is he dead now?

The dwarf nodded grimly. “Aye, laddie. I’d say he is.”

Spot turned and breathed a wave of healing flame over Gerald, Daerin, Chomp, and the ninja rats. Gerald’s aches and pains vanished, and the panic that had clawed at him ever since the Accountant had transformed receded. Spot must be getting stronger because his healing flame hadn’t done that before. Gerald now felt as if he could fight for hours if needed.

Good. Spot stalked forward, silver eyes alight with menace. Chomp bounded to his side. The tables had turned yet again, and the remaining werewolves and their allies were backing away. Let’s get them!

Chomp howled from all three of his mouths, and the pair charged alongside a fresh wave of zombies and the remaining golems. Alone, the dog had been forced back. Now, Spot was there. Bursts of fire turned their enemies to ash and forced them to scatter, so Chomp was free to do what he did best – trample over his opponents as the zombies and golems took advantage of the chaos to swarm over their foes.

“Come on, Gerald!” Daerin boomed. “We can’t let them have all the fun.”

“I mean… I wouldn’t want to take away any of their fun.” Gerald shuddered. “Please, just give up already.”

A few minutes later, a pair of Timmy’s zombie drakes arrived. They landed in the middle of the courtyard, crushing anyone who wasn’t quick enough to get clear. Avraniel and Old Man jumped off their mounts and looked around.

“You idiots are still fighting?” Avraniel asked. People promptly began to catch fire, and the elf stomped toward Gerald and Daerin. A nearby werewolf leapt at her only to be reduced to ash in a heartbeat. “Good. You two aren’t dead. How’s my dog?”

“Chomp is fine.” That was technically true, but Gerald wasn’t sure how Avraniel would react if she knew how many protective charms they’d burned through. The whole city might be in danger.

“He looks okay. He and Spot seem to be having fun.” With the majority of their enemies either dead, wishing they were dead, or frantically trying to surrender, Spot and Chomp were ripping through the remaining resistance with Ollie at their side. Avraniel cracked her knuckles. “Might as well get this over with. Are the idiot and the twerp not here yet?”

“They must have been delayed.” Old Man frowned. “I sensed powerful eldritch sorcery in the city while we were flying here. It would not surprise me if they were involved.” He lowered his voice and smiled. “Avraniel was most concerned about you and Daerin, Gerald. We rushed here as quickly as we could.”

“Stop talking,” Avraniel snapped. “I was just worried about my dog.”

Old Man chuckled. “In any case, you two have done enough. Gerald, pull out a bench and rest. We can handle the rest.”

Gerald summoned a bench and sank onto it wearily while Daerin threw his head back and laughed. “Rest? There’s still fighting to be done. No good dwarf leaves a job half finished.”

The dwarf stomped after Old Man and Avraniel as the pair helped Chomp and Spot deal with whoever still wanted to fight. Frankly, Gerald was amazed that anybody wanted to keep fighting. They must either be extremely devoted to the Accountant or extremely deranged. Possibly both.

As for the Accountant, Avraniel had evidently decided that Amanda was taking too long to subdue him. Ignoring the freakish, inhuman roar that the ancient vampire directed at her, Avraniel unleashed a sizzling blast of white flame that had the Accountant shrieking and staggering back as huge slabs of charred flesh sloughed off his body. Ever since she’d awakened her star maiden powers, she’d only grown stronger – and she’d been terrifyingly powerful to begin with.

“Oh, shut up.” Avraniel glared at the Accountant. “You should have surrendered if you didn’t want to get blasted.” The Accountant’s body swelled in size, but the blonde merely rolled her eyes. “What? You think getting bigger is going to help. Dumb ass. That might help against the people eater, but against me? You’re just a bigger target.”

More white flame washed over the Accountant, and Amanda crash tackled him into the ruins of an already-destroyed building while hammering him with chunks of rubble bigger than Gerald. Blood from the battlefield coalesced above them and drove down into the Accountant’s twisted form in a rain of crimson spears.

“This isn’t how I thought the night would go.” Daerin walked back toward Gerald. It hadn’t taken the others long to finish up. “This was supposed to go smoothly. I never thought we’d run into an accountant who was also an ancient werewolf – or a bunch or other accountants who were also werewolves.”

Gerald pulled out a gourd of cold water and tossed it to Daerin. The dwarf caught it and removed his helm. He took a few sips before pouring the rest over his head. “In fairness, I don’t think any of us were expecting that.” Gerald sipped on some water of his own. “But where are Timmy and Katie? We should go look for them now that the Accountant has been dealt with.” Gerald had the utmost confidence in Timmy’s ability to handle the unexpected, but the thought of simply waiting for Timmy and Katie to show up did not sit well with him.

One of the remaining werewolves saw the writing on the wall and made a break for it. He managed to reach the top of the wall only to run right into Timmy and Katie as they crested the wall from the other side. From the aggravated expressions on their faces, something must have gone awry. The werewolf snarled, bared his teeth, and then lunged at Katie.

The girl was having none of it.

Katie’s eye twitched – and then her shadows ate the werewolf.

Gerald blinked.

Was… was he seeing things? Had Katie’s shadows eaten the werewolf? It certainly looked that way. One second, the werewolf had been there, the next, he was gone, devoured by a huge set of spectral jaws. Normally, when Katie did that, there was plenty of gore left over since the shadows were merely shaped into jaws. But this time, there was nothing left. Not a trace of the werewolf remained. Katie winced, and Timmy turned and raised an eyebrow. She must not have meant to do that. Gerald would have to ask her about it later. She was quite young, so her magic was still developing.

“Hey, paper pusher,” Avraniel shouted. “Get over here. The people eater needs new clothes.” The elf chortled as the writhing mass of inhuman flesh that was the Accountant shrank back into his pudgy human form – except there were now more than a dozen spikes made of blood driven through his body. Gerald would have thought he was dead if not for his increasingly weak attempts to pull the spikes out. Avraniel smirked at Amanda, who had retaken her human form. “You spend almost as much time naked as Spot, and he doesn’t even wear clothes.”

“Be silent.” Amanda petulantly flicked a whip of blood at Avraniel, but it dissolved harmlessly against her mantle of white flame. “You are the most aggravating elf I have ever met.”

“That doesn’t sound like a thank you – which I totally deserve for helping you deal with that creepy werewolf bastard.” Avraniel gave the Accountant a contemplative but forceful kick in the side. She radiated smugness. “You must be getting slow in your old age, people eater. He wasn’t so tough.”

Amanda frowned, and her usual expression of utmost elegance was replaced by a petulant pout that would have better suited a child. “I suppose you do deserve some thanks.” She sighed. “Thank you. As annoying as you can be, you can also be rather helpful on occasion.”

“See?” Avraniel cackled and patted Amanda on the back. “Was that so hard?” The ancient’s reply was a punch that Avraniel easily dodged. Ever since transforming, her strength and speed had increased to the point that Gerald was confident that if Timmy ever hit her over the head with his shovel again, all he’d do was make her mad. “Hah! You’re acting like the twerp. That werewolf must have really pissed you off.”

Gerald hurried over with Amanda’s clothing before the squabbling could get out of hand. He kept his gaze locked onto Spot and Chomp as the vampire put on the clothes. Spot had dragged a werewolf over. Strangely, the werewolf hadn’t reverted back to his human form upon death. From what Gerald had read, they were supposed to do that. Either the books he’d read were wrong, or there was something strange going on here.

Spot brought one claw down on the werewolf to make sure he was dead before taking a big bite out of the fallen lycanthrope. It was a grisly sight, but Gerald couldn’t help but ask, “Out of morbid curiosity, Spot, how does werewolf taste?”

Not bad. The werewolf’s body, which had shrugged off blows from regular weapons with ease was no match for the dragon’s teeth. Tastes similar to wolf. He eyed the Accountant. I wonder if ancient werewolf tastes better. Maybe I can eat him later.

* * *

Timmy waited until they’d dealt with the rest of the werewolves and had the remaining guards and mages rounded up before asking Katie about her shadows, which had eaten most of their would-be assassins, many of whom had been werewolves. “Katie, unless I’m sorely mistaken, your shadows don’t normally eat people.”

His apprentice shrugged helplessly. She seemed genuinely baffled by what had happened. That was either very good or very bad. “They’ve never done that before, and I don’t know where the bodies are going.”

Timmy’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“It’s…’ Katie looked a bit queasy before reaching up to adjust her glasses and fiddle with her robes. “Um…”

“Katie, calm down. You’re young. It’s perfectly normal for your magic to develop, sometimes in unexpected ways. I knew somebody whose magic went from healing minor wounds to accidentally giving people extra limbs.”

Katie’s jaw dropped. “Really?”

“Yes. It was… pretty horrific until he learned to control it. It turns out that rather than simply healing people, he was actually controlling their biology. He can regrow lost limbs, cure short-sightedness, and all sorts of other things. Compared to that…”

“My shadows eating people isn’t that weird.” Katie giggled. “What happened to him?”

“He now earns a living healing people and helping people with troublesome physiological problems. He wanted to be a warrior when he was younger, but his magic isn’t as useful in battle as you’d think. He can’t use it on himself, and he has to stay still and maintain prolonged physical contact to do anything.”

“Oh. That sounds problematic.”

“And don’t even get me started on the mage whose plant magic went from helping plants to grow faster to turning plants into mutants who could perform necromancy.”

Katie huffed. “You’re making that up, master.”

“Nope. You know that guy who runs courses on reanimating tree-folk at big conventions? The guy who wears way too much green? That’s him.”

“Huh… that explains a lot.” Katie shook herself. “I’m just a little worried. My shadows have always done what I want, and now they’re going around eating people.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll do a bit of experimentation later to work out the details.” He paused. “You can stop your shadows from eating people, right? It would be troublesome if you couldn’t.” He might have to temporarily suppress her shadow magic with seals, but he’d prefer to avoid that. It would feel extremely unpleasant, not dissimilar to losing a limb, albeit not permanently.

“Well, it doesn’t feel like they want to eat you or any of the others, only our enemies.” Katie made a face. “You know how I can feel things through my shadows?” Timmy nodded. That ability was exceptionally useful. “Lately, my shadows have been feeling… hungry. I wasn’t sure until tonight, but now…”

“Hmm… and people eat when they’re hungry. Your shadows might be the same.” Her shadows having feelings wasn’t the strangest thing in the world. They were capable of defending her without being ordered to, so there must be some kind of awareness there, perhaps linked to a subconscious part of her mind. “But you’ve never mentioned your shadows feeling hungry before.”

He'd have to speak to Amanda. She, of all people, would be able to recognise what Katie had done, and the last thing he needed was Katie feeling like a horrible monster. She’d gotten enough of that from her parents after awakening her necromancy. Years might have passed, but he knew their words still cut her deeply. Katie was a child, for all that she was a prodigy, and her heart had never hardened against cruelty the way his had – and he was thankful for that. He wouldn’t wish his childhood on anyone.

“I know, but I thought it wasn’t a big deal until they started eating people.” She sighed. “My shadows don’t feel hungry anymore. If anything, they feel a bit full. It really does feel like my shadows ate them, but my shadows don’t have stomachs. Where are the bodies going?”

“Who knows?” Timmy ruffled her hair. There was no point in worrying her until they knew for certain. “Like I said, you’re young. It’s normal for people’s magic to develop as they get older. The important thing is whether or not you still have control over your shadows.”

Katie nodded. On her shoulder, Rembrandt gave a comforting squeak and nuzzled her cheek. He would definitely tell her if she was turning evil. “I think I do. My shadows only ate people I was trying to kill.” Her brows furrowed. “If anything, my shadows feel stronger now.” She gestured, and a curtain of darkness rose up, taller than the walls of the estate. “In fact, they feel even more eager to obey me than usual.” The curtain receded into a pool of tenebrous claws and teeth that appeared far more solid that Timmy was used to. “Hmm… they want me to grab a few of the other dead werewolves too.”

“Interesting. Do they want to grab anyone else?”

“No.”

“Go ahead and grab them. I’m curious to see what happens.”

She gestured again, and her shadows spread across the ground. Timmy wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or offended by the wide berth the shadows gave him before they latched onto the lycanthropes. These werewolves hadn’t returned to their human forms after dying, which was very odd. Then again, ancient werewolves weren’t supposed to turn into eldritch monstrosities either. That was supposed to be an ancient vampire thing. He’d encountered multiple ancient werewolves over the years, so he’d know. Had this lot been dabbling in eldritch sorcery, or were the origins of werewolves more complex than he’d thought? Based on the assassins that he and Katie had encountered, he was leaning toward the former.

Timmy’s lips curled. In addition to the riff-raff he’d expected, he and Katie had also faced more than a dozen werewolves. None of them had been as powerful as the Accountant, but one had been exceedingly well versed in eldritch sorcery. He and Katie had managed to deal with the majority of their would-be assassins without too much trouble.

Katie’s shadow magic was perfect for dealing with opponents who had to close in, and attacking Timmy in a house made mostly of stone that wasn’t sealed against earth magic was basically a death sentence. Throw in the ninja rats and the zombies they had, and the situation had been perfectly manageable. Unfortunately, the eldritch sorcery the werewolf had employed had been particularly nasty. It had persisted even after his death via hungry shadows, and breaking it with brute force would have put the entire neighbourhood in danger. Since Timmy wasn’t in the habit of potentially killing hundreds or even thousands of innocent people, he had been forced to dispel it using less volatile methods. That had taken him far longer than he would have liked, and the magic involved had left him unable to take proper control of the zombies Gerald had deployed.

The whole thing was a sobering reminder that eldritch sorcery was both exceedingly powerful and incredibly broad in scope. Despite being an acknowledged expert in the field, there was plenty he hadn’t encountered before. His solid foundations meant that he could almost always find a way to deal with what his opponents threw at him, but that could take time – time he wouldn’t always have.

It was possible that the creatures they referred to as werewolves had multiple origins. All vampires shared a common origin, but they only knew that because vampires kept detailed records of their lineages. Werewolves had, generally speaking, been less historically inclined. It was entirely possible that there were two or more different types of werewolves who shared outward similarities but had different origins, with the differences only becoming noticeable once they became ancients.

The werewolves Katie had grabbed vanished into her shadows, and she blanched. “Oh. That doesn’t feel good.” She rubbed her stomach. “You know that feeling when you eat a bit too much? It’s similar to that.”

“Ah. Well, try not to eat anybody else with your shadows until we know what’s going on.” It would have been great to ask Sam for his opinion. However, the protoplasmic horror could only be summoned to certain locations, and there wasn’t anywhere suitable nearby.

Timmy walked over to the benches that Gerald had set up for them. The bureaucrat looked utterly exhausted, and he was sitting beside a large fish tank that held an ornery octopus. He was tempted to ask why the cephalopod was so angry, but there was something he needed to say first.

“I want to apologise,” Timmy said. “For not knowing about the werewolves.”

Gerald startled and then blurted out a denial. “No! You don’t have to apologise! Nobody could have known they’d be werewolves, and we managed to get through it okay, so –”

Timmy chuckled and patted Gerald on the shoulder. “I’m the one who came up with the plan. That means I have to take responsibility for what works and what doesn’t. Taking credit for success means accepting responsibility for failure although I wouldn’t call this a failure. We caught the Accountant alive, and my earth magic tells me that there is a system of intact tunnels and vaults underground. I’ll bet that’s where his records are. This mission was a success – but it involved greater risk than I anticipated. If I had known the Accountant had this sort of power at his disposal, I would have done things differently. At the very least, I wouldn’t have allowed the werewolves they sent after me and Katie to assemble.”

“Damn. They sent werewolves after you and the twerp too?” Avraniel folded her arms across her chest. “I figured it was something like that. You’re not normally late.” Her lips curled. “Don’t screw up next time, idiot.”

“Hey!” Katie growled. “My master did his best! I know the ritual he used. It should have worked. Those werewolves must have used some kind of… of trick to fool it!”

Timmy smiled. “It’s fine. If Avraniel was actually mad at me, I’d already be on fire.” His smile widened and he made sure to take a step away from the elf. “This? This is what Avraniel is like when she’s worried about us.” Katie’s eyes widened, and the elf shot him a vicious glare. “Anyway, this is why I insist on Gerald keeping our monstrous zombies with him. If worse comes to worst, he can use them to either crush our enemies or stall for time until help arrives.”

“You both seem fine, but what sort of eldritch sorcery did they use against you?” Old Man asked. “I felt it as we flew over the city.”

Timmy gave them a brief summary of what had happened. “It was a form of domain-sealing eldritch sorcery, which is extremely rare but exceedingly potent. It’s akin to high-level imprisonment magic. Even after we killed the werewolf responsible, breaking out of it without potentially levelling the neighbourhood in the backlash took longer than expected.” He chuckled. “They thought that preventing our escape would give them the advantage, but locking themselves in with us was a terrible idea.” He reached into his sack and pulled out a scrap of flesh he’d cut off one of the werewolves. “I managed to cut this off one of the werewolves that didn’t get eaten by Katie’s shadows. Do you see the intricate tattoo? Their fur makes it hard to see, but I’m willing to bet all the werewolves we encountered have something similar.”

“What does it do?” Gerald asked. “And… what happened to the werewolf you got it from?”

“He’s dead,” Timmy replied. “As for what it does, I suspect it’s how they were able to avoid detection.”

Amanda scowled. “Of course, they have something like that.” She glanced back at the Accountant. He had stopped struggling, but both Chomp and Spot were watching him intently. The moment he tried to break free, he could look forward to being bathed in black fire. Timmy would have to add his own seals later to make sure he stayed incapacitated. But for now, the blood spikes, combined with the damage Avraniel had done, should be more than enough to keep him contained.

“The tattoo is a seal. I haven’t fully deciphered how it works yet, but it shouldn’t take me long. By the way, Amanda, have you met any other ancient werewolves who can transform like the Accountant? I’ve encountered several ancient werewolves, but none of them have ever done that before,” Timmy said.

“No.” Amanda shook her head. “I have fought dozens of ancient werewolves. None have ever transformed like that.” Her brows furrowed. “He was strong, Timmy, as strong as I was.”

“And that’s what worries me.” Timmy sighed. “Your spears and the lingering effects of Avraniel’s flames are keeping him subdued for now, but I’ll have to whip up a more permanent solution, so we can transport him safely. It’s a good thing that Gerald is carrying around some of the materials we got from Black Scales. They’re not all ready to use yet, but there are parts that can suppress his regeneration and interfere with his magic. I should be able to suppress his ability to transform too. I’ve developed plenty of countermeasures from dealing with transforming cultists.”

The lingering malice and hatred that Black Scales had for them would take some time to completely fade from the parts they’d harvested from the dragon. In the meantime, they could make use of the scales that Spot shed instead. Spot might not be as powerful as Black Scales had been, but he was growing quickly, which meant they had plenty of scales to use. Moreover, his desire to watch over and protect them would carry over to any equipment made out of his scales.

The best example was their clothing. Their clothing was made from interwoven layers of special silk and wool that had been dyed using various ingredients – including Spot’s scales – and it also incorporated protective runes and seals. It was incredibly durable but also light and flexible. It was akin to running around in plate armour but without all of the hassle. Nevertheless, Timmy was currently on the lookout for a tailor or clothier whose magic would let them interact with clothing more directly. Alas, such individuals were hard to find and expensive to recruit, and few of them would have the power and skill required to bring out the full potential of the materials he had available.

Timmy walked over to the Accountant and ushered Chomp and Spot back before carving a series of elaborate seals onto the ground with his shovel. “Gerald, if you could be so kind as to give me four chickens, another bucket of pig blood, eight magical crystals, and three clams, that would be great.” His lips twitched. “I also need someone to perform the Dance of the Descending Moon with me.”

Katie immediately pretended to not hear him, instead choosing to check Chomp for injuries.

“Katie, that means you. I doubt anyone else here knows it.” Keeping the chickens and clams away from Spot, whose stomach gave an ominous rumble, Timmy completed the rest of the ritual with Katie’s help. As rituals went, the Dance of the Descending Moon wasn’t too bad. They didn’t have to do anything extreme like cutting off their limbs while dancing or drenching themselves in the blood of their enemies. It just looked completely ridiculous. Thankfully, Avraniel had the decency to keep her teasing down to a bit of sniggering although she didn’t have to say anything. The gleam in her eyes said it all.

The seals shone with eerie, otherworldly light, and the Accountant went completely limp. “Don’t worry,” Timmy said. “He’s not dead. The ritual is designed to siphon his power, suppress his regeneration, and keep him from transforming. It’s a temporary solution, but it should hold for several days, possibly as long as a week. I’ll need to use those bits from Black Scales to come up with a permanent solution.” He turned as his zombies alerted him to some new arrivals. “We’ve got company.”

The others tensed, but Timmy grinned. “It’s fine. They’re with a friend of mine.” Timmy raised his voice, so the rats on the walls could hear him. “They’re on our side. Let them in.”

The rats got the gates open, and guardsmen bearing the livery of the city poured in. Spot bristled and hunched protectively over the werewolf corpses he’d dragged into a pile. Timmy doubted the guardsmen would be interested in those although he would have to ask Spot to leave a few untouched for examination and possible reanimation. After being shown the tattoo, Spot had checked the dead werewolves, and all of them had it too.

Avraniel watched silently, but Timmy didn’t think for a second that her seemingly relaxed posture meant she’d lowered her guard. The air wasn’t hot, but it was warmer than it should be for this time of night. Old Man, though, gave a small nod of approval at the speed and ease with which the guardsmen fell into formation, securing the area and policing the captives.

Once all of the guardsmen were in position and the area’s safety had been assured, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a spectacularly ostentatious hat walked in. His clothing and armour were several cuts above the guardsmen, and the feathers in his hat belonged to a storm phoenix. Timmy bit back a grin. Those feathers alone would fetch a princely sum, which was fitting since this man was a prince – of a sort.

“My friend!” Lorenzo di Marino no longer had the whipcord leanness of his youth. His time as a merchant prince had added a few extra inches to his waist. However, only a fool would have called him weak. He was stouter now, solid in a way that made it clear his large frame was not just for show. His eyes were as keen as ever, and frequent patrols with his men and regular matches in the ever-popular duelling arenas and pavilions ensured he remained a dangerous man to cross both at the bargaining table and upon the battlefield. Like the greatest of his ancestors, Lorenzo appreciated the finer things in life and had worked hard to attain them, but he had never forgotten all of the bloodshed and toil it took to acquire such luxuries. Nor would he ever hesitate to spill blood to protect what he had built. “You’ve succeeded… but our enemies were far more troublesome than expected.”

“It would seem so.” Timmy clasped arms with Lorenzo. The other man’s hazel eyes flicked from the Accountant to the dead werewolves. “You appear to have a werewolf problem in your city.”

Lorenzo’s lips twitched. “It would seem so. I was informed that the assassins who came for you and your apprentice were aided by werewolves. I must admit that I found that difficult to believe, for we employ multiple methods to detect such individuals. But standing here…” Lorenzo shook his head. His dark hair was streaked with grey. He could have dyed it, but he never had despite it being common practice amongst merchants and the nobility. If scars could be worn with pride, then why not greying hair? “And the man impaled by spears with seals around him?”

Timmy smirked. “The Accountant.”

“Truly?” Lorenzo beamed. “I had hoped you and your companions might catch a few fish for me, but you’ve brought back a whale instead.”

“He’s also an ancient werewolf, which is why those spears and seals are there.” Timmy lowered his voice. “Assign only your most trusted men to guard him, Lorenzo, and do not let anyone disturb the spears or seals. He is strong, my friend, very strong.”

“I see.” Lorenzo nodded crisply. “It shall be as you say.” He called for four of his most trusted men and ordered them to stand guard over the Accountant. Each was a skilled warrior with powerful magic, and in keeping with the ways of the Mercantile Alliance, all four belonged to families that had loyally served Lorenzo’s family for generations. “And now?”

“There is a system of tunnels and vaults beneath us,” Timmy said. “We were about to have a look. I assume you wish to join us.”

Lorenzo smirked and adjusted his hat. The magic it contained made it far better than any regular helmet. “A chance to examine the fabled vaults of the Accountant? Whether it is treasure or records of his dealings, I would not dare to miss this opportunity.” He patted the rapier at his side. “I don’t get to do much adventuring these days, my friend, so I will relish this opportunity.”

As they headed toward the entrance to the vaults, Avraniel elbowed him in the side. “When were you planning on telling us that one of your friends in this city is the merchant prince who rules it?”

“It must have slipped my mind.”


Chapter Four

Timmy led the group to one of the ruined buildings and used his magic to toss aside the rubble and clear a path to a hidden staircase. Amanda and the Accountant had certainly made a mess of the place, but their struggle had also destroyed most of the estate’s concealment and protective magic.

“A secret staircase?” Lorenzo grinned. “This reminds me of old times.”

Timmy grinned back. “At least this time, we’re not so shorthanded.”

Lorenzo was a merchant prince of a High Family, one of the truly great noble Houses that had ruled over the city-states of the Mercantile Alliance for centuries. By and large, Mercatia was his city, but his powers were not absolute. That was why he’d been only too happy to work with Timmy on this matter. The High Families were always in competition, and Mercatia had not always been in his family’s hands.

Lorenzo had suspected that the empire was digging its hooks into the city via several groups that were opposed to his family. Dealing with those groups would help both him and Everton, which was why he had sent for Timmy. There were things a necromancer of legally questionable status could do that a merchant prince could not.

“I sometimes wonder what my life would be like if I was not a merchant prince,” Lorenzo murmured as Timmy cleared the last of the rubble and sent several zombies ahead. A man as cautious as the Accountant was bound to have traps waiting for them. They could have asked Amanda to tear the information out of his mind, but it was better to wait and let the spears and seals weaken him further. “This takes me back to the island.”

“The island?” Katie asked. The ninja rats had gone ahead too. The rodents swiftly disabled a trio of traps, and the zombies triggered another two – a spike pit and an acid trap. That made for five traps on the stairs alone. The Accountant wasn’t simply cautious. He was paranoid – or maybe not since there really had been people out to get him.

“Has your master told you how we met?” Lorenzo laughed good-naturedly. From the letters they had exchanged over the years, Timmy knew that Lorenzo had a son and daughter who were both significantly older than Katie, along with another daughter who was close to her in age and a son who was much younger. The merchant prince had always wanted a large family, and a great deal of his griping on the island in question had been about dying without ever getting to see his family again.

“Timmy,” Lorenzo had groused. “Do you have any idea of the horrors I had to endure to win my father-in-law’s approval? I refuse to die here. Otherwise, I will have suffered all of that for nothing!”

“My master hadn’t been dead for long when Lorenzo and I first met,” Timmy said as they reached the bottom of the stairs. Chomp gave a low growl, and Timmy motioned for the rats to deal with the traps the dog had sensed. Daerin rolled his eyes at the crude nature of the traps – an arrow trap triggered by a thin wire stretched across the passageway at knee height and a poison gas trap activated by a pressure plate. “I had just done some trading in Mercatia when a storm hit the ship I was on. Now, before you ask, I would normally have travelled via zombie, but zombies were not welcome in the city then.”

“My father had several unpleasant experiences with them, I’m afraid.” Lorenzo shrugged. “But I owe your master my life, Katie. Necromancy is no longer illegal in Mercatia, but it is still far from popular, and we keep a close eye on any who use it.”

“A normal storm would have been fine,” Timmy continued. “I’d paid extra to be on a stout ship with an experienced captain. Alas, it wasn’t a normal storm. It was a kraken.”

“An angry kraken,” Lorenzo added with a shudder. “The bane of every sailor. It smashed the ship to kindling.”

“When I woke up, I was on an island.” Timmy grimaced at the memory and fought the urge to rub an old scar. “All I had were the clothes on my back. I didn’t have any of my shovels or zombies.”

Katie winced. “That sounds bad.” He was dangerous even without his shovel or his zombies, but she knew him well enough to understand how much harder his life would be without them. “What happened next?”

“I checked to make sure all of my limbs were intact, and then I walked along the beach to see if anything useful had washed up. I didn’t find anything from the ship, but I did find a stick I could use as a weapon. I carved runes and seals onto it and continued to search for anything useful. That was when I realised the entire island was covered in a magic-suppression field. It was so subtle that I only noticed it when I tried to use my magic in earnest. My runes and seals still worked, but they were weaker than normal. I did think about building a raft to escape, but without knowing where I was, I didn’t see the point. I kept walking along the beach, hoping to find someone or something else from the ship. All I found were corpses and bits of wood. And then I met Lorenzo.”

Lorenzo laughed. “I was half-mad with fear, pain, and exhaustion. All I had was my own stick and a bottle of rum. Drinking the rum was likely a mistake, but it numbed the pain in my leg.”

“He threatened me with his stick, and I threatened him with mine.” Timmy smiled fondly at the memory. Two bedraggled men on a beach brandishing sticks at each other. “And then he said he would give me half the remaining rum if I could make his leg stop hurting.”

“I was drunk,” Lorenzo said. “And my leg hurt a lot.”

“We got lucky. There were plants growing near the beach that could make a weak healing potion. It wasn’t anything special, but I was able to fix his leg with several doses. It got him sober again too, so we came to an agreement. It would be foolish to fight each other when we didn’t even know where we were or who – or what – might be on the island with us. We decided it would be better to work together.”

“Did you get your half of the rum?” Avraniel asked since that was clearly the most important part of the story. Spot was also anxious to know the answer. Since Spot wasn’t an alcoholic, Timmy wondered if it was another glimmer of draconic greed. Probably. Dragons were notorious for enforcing the oaths that people swore to them.

“I did offer it, but he declined.”

“Getting drunk would not have helped us survive.” Timmy held up a hand, and they waited as the ninja rats got to work on the traps in the corridor ahead. Good grief. There had to be half a dozen traps there. “Eventually, we ran into more people from the ship.” The wall ahead of them opened up, and a boulder rolled toward them. Avraniel scoffed and reduced it to powder with a carefully calibrated blast of fire and force. “Nicely handled.” Timmy gave Katie a teasing look. “Getting any ideas?”

Katie snickered. “A few, but they didn’t do a very good job with the trip wires. They need to be thinner and strung at varying heights.”

Timmy raised his hand again, and they stopped as the rats once more ventured forward to disarm any traps. “Trip wires are easy to set up, but they’re usually easier to detect than pressure switches or sensors that key to magic, body heat, or people’s souls.”

“Do you encounter those often?” Lorenzo asked.

“The magic, body heat, and soul sensors?” Timmy carefully stepped around the pit that had been revealed by the rats. “It depends. In older ruins, the mechanical traps are generally the first to break down. Things like trip wires or pressure plates need to be replaced or maintained regularly. Magic-based traps can last a lot longer, especially if they’re designed to run off ambient magic instead of magical crystals or isolated reserves.”

Katie nodded. She used her shadows to cover the pit, allowing their larger and less nimble members to cross. Gerald gave her a grateful smile as he passed, and Chomp wagged his tail. “There was this ruin we visited that still had working traps despite being more than ten thousand years old.” Her eyes gleamed. “We studied all the traps once we’d disarmed them.”

“Whoever built that place must have put a lot of effort into it.” Lorenzo’s nose wrinkled as a lightning trap discharged ahead of them, filling the air with the acrid scent of ozone. The rats snickered as the rodent who’d triggered it retreated with his fur standing on end. He’d been a little too close while setting it off. “Was it a king’s tomb?”

“It was an emperor’s,” Timmy replied. “And although there wasn’t a lot of conventional treasure in it, we did find several useful artifacts.” He used a pebble to trigger a swinging blade trap before having one of his zombies grab the blade to keep it still, so the rats could jam the mechanism and lock it in place. “Anyway, Lorenzo and I ran into more people from the ship, not all of whom were as reasonable as us. I’d say maybe half of them tried to kill us.”

“But why?” Katie asked. “Wouldn’t it have been better for everyone to work together.”

“You’d think so,” Lorenzo said. “But some people are very unpleasant. Others panic very easily – and panicked people rarely make wise decisions.” His lips twitched. “Do you remember the fellow with the rock?”

Timmy nodded, and the others gave him curious looks. “I’d say he was in his late thirties or early forties. He had this rock that was about the size of my fist. Rather than threatening to throw it at us, he tried to bash our heads in with it.”

“But you both had sticks,” Katie pointed out.

“Yes. We each had a stick. Mine was almost as tall as I was, and Lorenzo’s was about the length of a sword. Needless to say, it didn’t go well for him.” Timmy paused dramatically and shared a wistful smile with Lorenzo. “And then we ran into the cannibals.”

Katie’s face contorted. “There is no way you ran into cannibals. You’re making that up.”

Spot trilled inquisitively and then darted forward to smash a guillotine-like blade as it dropped down from the ceiling ahead of them. The dragon poked the broken blade curiously before happily munching on it. This is good steel, but what’s a cannibal?

“People who eat people,” Timmy said.

Does that make me a cannibal? Spot frowned. They were talking about cannibals like they were the bad guys, and Spot was definitely one of the good guys. His mother said so.

“Nah.” Avraniel scratched his back. “Cannibals are people who eat their own kind. A human who eats other humans is a cannibal. You’re a dragon, so you’re not a cannibal for eating humans. To be a cannibal, you’d have to eat other dragons.”

“And for what I’ve read, that’s a socially acceptable thing to do after a battle to the death.” From what Timmy had been able to learn from his research, adult dragons rarely targeted other dragons for food. It was too risky to challenge other adults, and there was little glory to be had in hunting down and eating a dragon who was smaller and weaker. That said, it was perfectly acceptable to eat another dragon after a fight to the death. To the victor went the spoils, and fights to the death almost always involved dragons who were evenly matched since any large disparity would either lead to the weaker dragon fleeing or the stronger dragon ignoring the challenge. After all, an eagle wouldn’t go out of its way to meet the challenge of a pigeon while a pigeon would flee the moment an eagle went after it. “The cannibals were worshipping a demon who was suppressing magic on the island. They were sacrificing anyone they could find to increase its power. Knowing demons, it likely made all sorts of promises to them. I can’t prove it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the demon was also involved in the kraken attack.”

“It would probably have devoured all of them later,” Amanda said. “Demons rarely tell the truth unless they are compelled to, and they do hate to leave loose ends.”

Lorenzo lifted a hand. Mist gathered over his palm. “The most desirable sacrifices were people with magical power. I do not have as much magic as your master, Katie, but I had enough to ensure they were very interested in sacrificing me.”

“Um… I don’t want to be rude,” Katie said. “But how do you know my name?”

“Ah.” Lorenzo’s eyes twinkled. “Your master and I correspond regularly. He writes about you a lot. He is very proud.”

“Oh.” Katie blushed and then puffed out her chest. “I am pretty amazing.”

Timmy chuckled and reached out to ruffle her hair. “The cannibals chased after us. To make a long story short, we managed to break the technique the demon was using to suppress our magic. I then sabotaged the volcano at the centre of the island, and the whole island exploded and sank. The demon fled, and Lorenzo and I – along with the people we’d allied with – managed to make it off the island and signal a passing ship. We’ve been friends ever since.”

“They say that you do not truly know a man until you have fought at his side.” Lorenzo patted the rapier at his waist. “I would say you learn a lot about a man when you’re fighting off a demon and seemingly endless hordes of cannibals together. Your master being a necromancer was hardly a problem. On the contrary, once he could use his magic properly again, it was an important advantage.”

The rats ahead of them squeaked, and Timmy grinned. “We’re here.”

They stopped in front of a huge vault door. According to Timmy’s magic, this was the largest and most heavily fortified vault. He stepped forward and took his time examining it with a variety of runes, seals, and devices he got from Gerald. Last of all, he gave it a few stout whacks with his shovel. Maybe it was superstition, but the old rogue who’d taught him how to open vault doors – for what amounted to a modest retirement fund – had said it never hurt to give vault doors a whack from time to time.

“Can you open it?” Gerald asked.

“The Accountant had this door designed to stay locked if he was ever incapacitated. Working around all of the security could take days, even weeks.” Timmy poked the door again. “We should find out who built this because the work is outstanding.”

“Aye.” Daerin had also examined the door. “I can see a lot of dwarven influence, but whoever built this combined multiple styles. It’s given me a few ideas.”

“Fortunately, we have Old Man.” Timmy glanced at the swordsman. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you can get this open in a jiffy.”

Old Man stepped forward. “Would you like it in pieces, or do you want to preserve as much of the door as possible?”

“Hmm…” Timmy rubbed his hands together. “Considering the contents, it would be nice if we could still use it as a regular door afterward.”

“Very well.” Old Man reached for his sword. “Stand back. This will only take a moment.”

Timmy didn’t actually see the strike, but he did hear the click as Old Man’s sword slid back into its sheath. At first glance, the vault door didn’t appear any different, but he knew Old Man. “Is it safe to open now?”

The swordsman nodded. “The magic on it has been destroyed, and I cut the locking mechanism. It can be opened and closed like any regular door now.” He reached out and pushed the vault door. It swung open. “See?”

Lorenzo stared at the vault door and then turned to Old Man. “If you ever visit a duelling arena, let me know in advance. I will make an absolute killing betting on you.”

Old Man’s lips curled. “I was planning on visiting at least one before we leave. I will be sure to let you know.”

Spot peeked into the vault. I hope there’s good loot.

“Let the rats and zombies in first,” Timmy said. “I wouldn’t put it past the Accountant to have traps inside his vaults too.”

Once the rats had declared the vault safe, they went inside. Lorenzo’s eyes widened as he saw what was in the vault, and he reached over to squeeze Timmy’s shoulder. Lorenzo was a merchant prince, but he was filled with child-like glee. “My friend, it will take us some time to sort through all of this, but I think we have struck gold.”

Inside the vault were shelves packed with folders, books, parchments, and other papers. At a glance, Timmy could see that the majority of it was written in code, but Amanda should be able to pull the ciphers from the Accountant’s mind. If not, he was confident that between them, he, Katie, Gerald, and Lorenzo would be able to decipher the documents.

There were also more than a dozen large chests, and Avraniel and Spot made a beeline toward them. The first chest was full of platinum coins, and Spot crooned and buried his head in them. His wings beat the air happily, and his tail wagged.

Loot!

“Good loot too.” Avraniel smirked. She picked up a handful of coins and let them fall back into the chest. The sound they made was music to their ears. She tossed a coin to Lorenzo. “How much are these worth?”

Lorenzo caught the coin and examined it. “These should be worth ten gold coins each. An entire chest of them makes for quite a princely sum.”

The elf’s smile was terrifying. “Hear that, Spot?”

The dragon rumbled in agreement, but his head was still buried in the coins. Finally, he pulled his head out, but his gaze immediately went to the other chests. We should check the other chests. Maybe we’ll find more!

“Just be careful,” Timmy warned.

“Yeah, yeah. The rats already checked them for traps, but we’ll check them ourselves. This isn’t the first time I’ve raided a vault.” Avraniel nodded at Old Man. “But it might be the quickest I’ve ever gotten into one. That technique of yours is really handy. Sure, I could have blasted my way in, but I probably would have destroyed most of what was inside.”

“I developed that technique to open the gates of a mighty fortress,” Old Man replied. “You should have seen the expression on the faces of the defenders when the gates that had never been breached before swung open.”

“I can imagine.” Avraniel punched the air. “Come on, Spot. Let’s get the rest of these chests open.” The demolition rats trailed after the pair, rubbing their little claws together greedily. They were always on the lookout for extra funding for their research.

Gerald moved to a stack of papers and waited for the ninja rats to signal it was safe before browsing through it. He studied the pages intently and then pulled out a book with his magic. It was, Timmy realised, a guide to a variety of ciphers – and it was written in Vicky’s own hand.

“The Supreme Cleric was kind enough to entrust me with a copy of her notes detailing some of the more… esoteric ciphers that Everton has encountered over the years. We’ve done our best to conceal our knowledge of them, so our enemies don’t stop using them. However, if any of them can work on the Accountant’s documents, we can’t afford to let this opportunity slip away.” Gerald ran a finger along several lines of text and leafed through the notes Vicky had left him. “Yes. I was right. This is definitely related to ciphers we’ve encountered in the past.” He studied another page. “It’s not an exact match, but it does appear to use elements from two known ciphers. I don’t think it will take too long to crack.”

Lorenzo nudged Timmy. “You never did introduce all of your companions fully.”

“Ah. That’s Gerald. He’s a senior bureaucrat.”

“I have met many senior bureaucrats,” Lorenzo replied. “I can count on one hand the number who could spot a modified cipher, and perhaps only two might have seen it so swiftly.”

“He’s the Supreme Cleric’s favourite senior bureaucrat.”

“Ah. That explains it.” Lorenzo stroked his tastefully kept beard. As was common in the Mercantile Alliance, it had been carefully trimmed to accentuate the squareness of his jaw and to grant him an air of wisdom and stern nobility. “I have met the Supreme Cleric several times for negotiations. She was… most impressive although I will admit that her power put everyone on edge.” His smile was thin. “Bodyguards are less than reassuring when you know the person on the other side of the negotiating table could kill you, your bodyguards, and everybody else in the city if she were so inclined.”

Timmy bit back a laugh. Vicky was a living super weapon whose mere existence was enough to deter all but the mightiest of Everton’s foes. He could only imagine the nightmares Lorenzo’s bodyguards must have had at the mere idea of her going rogue. Two of those bodyguards had accompanied the group to the vault although Timmy had politely avoided drawing attention to them since they were doing their best to stay hidden. Of course, their presence had not gone unmarked. At the very least, Amanda, Avraniel, Old Man, Chomp, Spot, and the ninja rats had all noticed them. However, they had opted to follow Timmy’s lead. Lorenzo was a merchant prince. Timmy would have been concerned if he didn’t have at least one bodyguard hidden nearby.

“She is the main reason the empire has struggled to advance,” Timmy said. “Every time they try, she’ll swoop in, blast their forces, kill several Lords of Magic, and then retreat. Their great armada might be powerful, but they don’t have a single person who can match her in the air. As long as she’s careful, she can continue to harass them until they’ve fully assembled.”

“At which point you have a problem on your hands,” Lorenzo replied. “I no longer spend as much time on the open sea as I did in my youth, but the armada the empire has amassed… once it has gathered its full strength, the empire will do everything in its power to force Everton and its allies to give battle. The Supreme Cleric is powerful, and Everton has gathered many allies to its cause, but I do not know if such a force can be stopped.”

“That’s why we need to work out what the empire is doing sticking its nose into the Mercantile Alliance’s affairs, Lorenzo. Anything we can do to distract them, slow them down, or split their forces helps.”

Gerald waved Katie over, and the girl began to skim through the papers as well. Lorenzo raised an eyebrow, and Timmy smiled.

“Both Gerald and I have discussed cryptography with her,” Timmy said. “It’s not unusual for necromancers to encrypt their research, and many of the most notable necromantic texts are written in code.”

Katie must have overheard them. “Necromancers have to keep a lot of secrets, so it’s common practice to encode anything you want to keep private. Any enemies I have are likely to use codes for their important documents too, so knowing how to decipher them is important.” She shrugged. “I could kill my enemies and turn them into zombies to learn what they know, but you don’t want that to be your only option, especially since it won’t always work.”

“Indeed. There are countermeasures against necromancy.” Lorenzo gestured, and one of his bodyguards stepped out into the open. Gerald visibly startled before calming himself. “If you can give me a copy of the relevant ciphers, I can examine the documents too. My bodyguard is also skilled in matters such as this.” He inclined his head. “I understand how valuable that knowledge is, and you have my assurances that it will not be used against you unless my family’s interests are directly threatened. Furthermore, I have knowledge of several ciphers the empire uses that you may not be familiar with. I would be happy to share that knowledge in exchange.”

Gerald glanced at Timmy. It was his decision. Timmy nodded. Lorenzo was many things, but he was a man of his word. “Of course,” Gerald said. He brought out several tables for them to use and began to write a brief guide to the ciphers he thought would be relevant. “These should help.”

“I’ll go back up and interrogate the Accountant,” Amanda said. “There’s no guarantee that you’ll be able to decipher all the documents here. However, he should have weakened enough by now that it will be difficult for him to keep secrets from me.”

“Wait a second.” Timmy went over to a set of switches. “These are the controls for the traps. I’ll disable them, so you don’t have to worry about accidentally triggering any on your way out. I think we got all of them, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.” And although Amanda could shrug off whatever damage she took from traps, Lorenzo’s men would not be so fortunate.

“By the way,” Lorenzo said as Amanda turned to leave. “Would you happen to be related to Councillor Arthurs? You resemble his aunts somewhat although they are older than you.”

Amanda’s reply was hidden behind an illusion that ensured only Lorenzo and Timmy could hear her words. “It’s more that they resemble me. I am an ancient vampire, and they are descendants of mine.”

“I see.” Lorenzo’s brows furrowed. “That would explain several things. Thank you for trusting me.”

“Oh.” Gerald waved to Amanda. “If you’re going back up, could you ask them to keep an eye on my fish tank? I asked the zombies to take care of it, but it couldn’t hurt to have another pair of eyes on it. I could have put it away, but I thought Octavius would appreciate the fresh air.”

Amanda blinked. “Octavius? You mean the octopus?”

“Yes.” Gerald scratched the back of his head. “He saved my life again, so it would be a shame if anything happened to him. I was thinking of getting him a better tank when I have the time.”

“I shall see to it.” Amanda smiled. “Really, Gerald, Octavius?”

“I couldn’t think of a better name,” Gerald said. “It was either that or Bob.”

Katie patted him on the back. “I think Octavius is a great name.”

“I’m not sure that’s the endorsement you think it is,” Timmy drawled. Katie was talented at many things. Choosing names was not one of them.

“Please ask Francesco to come down here too,” Lorenzo said. “When it comes to work of this kind, there are few who can match him.” He sighed wearily. “That man has a mind sharper than any blade, but I cannot promote him to my council until he has served time as a guard and a sailor. It simply isn’t done. Alas, even the calmest seas make him sick, and he’s more of a danger to himself than the enemy with a blade. Thank the gods he’s been able to last this long. Another month should be sufficient for him to leave his position as a guardsman with his dignity intact, and I think I can get away with having him sail patrols around the harbour for a few months.”

Gerald shuddered. “I’m glad I didn’t have to do anything like that to get promoted. Otherwise, I’d still be a novice bureaucrat.” He took out several vials. “Although if he gets seasick, I have several potions that might help.”

“Is that so? Thank you. At this point, I’d say he’s willing to try anything.”

With Amanda’s help – there had apparently been plenty of screaming from the Accountant whose real name was, believe it or not, Melvin – and the combined efforts of Lorenzo, his bodyguard, Francesco, Timmy, Gerald, and Katie, they were able to make swift progress. His stereotypically bookish name aside, Timmy was quite impressed by the Accountant.

The Accountant was a cunning man, and his records spoke of a highly sophisticated operation that had been widely diversified, well supported, and run with the sort of precision and care that any nation would have loved to see from its ruler. It made him wonder how many other personas the Accountant had used over the years. He was an ancient werewolf, so there could easily be dozens of them – and perhaps dozens of other networks to seize control of.

They’d have to investigate although Timmy would likely leave that to Lorenzo and his people. Right now, with the Accountant in their hands, they could try to take over his network. However, the sheer volume of documents they needed to go through meant they would need more than a single night to examine everything. Thanks to Amanda’s interrogation, they could at least focus their efforts on the most important documents.

Never one to put all of his eggs into one basket, the Accountant had his fingers in all sorts of pies, both legal and illegal, and all of them had been masterfully concealed. Despite being someone who also made extensive use of shell companies and other obfuscating devices, Timmy would have been hard-pressed to unravel what was going on if the records hadn’t been right in front of him. Even with the records and the information Amanda had obtained, it was difficult.

It was no wonder that Lorenzo’s prior efforts to uncover the Accountant’s identity and operations had failed. His friend was an outstanding merchant with impressive cunning, but the Accountant had likely spent centuries doing this. Even Gerald, the greatest bureaucrat that Timmy had ever met, admitted that without these records, he could never have identified the Accountant.

The amount of money involved was mind boggling. Several of the ninja rats had actually stopped and stared and then rubbed their eyes in pure amazement. Prior to swearing themselves to Katie, the rodents had worked for several truly wealthy individuals. However, the Accountant’s wealth surpassed all of them – combined. The chest full of platinum coins that Spot was currently curled around protectively was basically spare change to him. They had opened the other vaults, and they had found more than a hundred such chests. Daerin had almost puked blood when they came across a pile of ingots made of adamant. There was enough there to build gates as mighty as those that defended Cavernholme.

There was so much wealth in the vaults that both he and Lorenzo had agreed that they needed to be very careful about spending it. If they were reckless, they could easily cause an economic catastrophe. As much as it pained them, the money would have to be spent slowly and cautiously although both of them were already imagining what they could do with it. Lorenzo saw a revamped and expanded harbour and docks, along with infrastructure improvements throughout the city. Timmy saw another wing for his castle.

They would also have to fortify the area to prevent anyone taking what they’d found, which shouldn’t be too difficult since Lorenzo was a merchant prince. Timmy could reinforce the barrier and deploy his zombies while Lorenzo could station his personal troops at the estate.

“We need to replace the Accountant,” Lorenzo said with a weary sigh.

They had been working for hours now, and food and drink had been brought down to them. Old Man was aboveground speaking with Lorenzo’s men whilst Daerin, Amanda, and Avraniel were cataloguing the contents of the other vaults. Spot and Chomp were both napping next to the treasure in the first vault. Spot had wanted to heap the treasure into a huge pile that he could sleep on, but Timmy had managed to convince him to just snuggle up to the chests full of platinum coins instead.

Daerin had found several truly ancient golems in the other vaults. They had been kept due to their immense value as relics, to say nothing of the incredibly rare materials involved. However, the dwarf was more concerned with the techniques used to make them. The golems dated back to an era long before the goblins had laid siege to the dwarves, so there was much he could learn from them.

“We do.” Amanda’s voice rang out. She had returned to the first vault with Avraniel. “Daerin stayed behind to continue examining the golems. As for the rest of the vaults, they do contain a few documents, but it would seem that the most important documents were kept here. The rest was treasure, artifacts, and other exotic items.”

“You can never have too much treasure,” Avraniel said. “Especially treasure that is easy to liquidate.”

“In any case,” Amanda continued. “If we do not replace him, there will be a bloodbath. He is a lynchpin of the criminal underworld, both here and abroad. Such chaos will not help our cause.”

“Yes.” Lorenzo rubbed his beard. “As amusing as it would be to watch all the criminals tear each other to pieces, we can ill afford such conflict in the midst of the war between Everton and the empire. They also fill a certain… niche. The criminals we have now, well, we know how to deal with them and what they are likely to do. We cannot say the same for those who might replace them.” His eyes narrowed. “I do not wish to be rude, my lady, but I grow increasingly certain that I have seen you before today.”

“Perhaps. As I said earlier, I am an ancient vampire.” Amanda’s full lips curved up into a warm smile. “And I used to visit Mercatia quite frequently. One of your ancestors was rather enamoured with me. He was… a dear friend, but he wished to be more. We parted on good terms, and I eventually introduced him to the woman he would marry, who was herself another dear friend. The pair grew to love one another, but they insisted I sit for a portrait, so they would have something to remember me by.” Her gaze turned distant. “I was a wanderer then, for reasons best left unspoken.”

Timmy had a few ideas about her reasons. After all, how many times could someone watch the people they loved grow old and die before they decided to leave everything behind and wander the world?

“I was right!” Lorenzo’s eyes lit up. “I had my suspicions earlier, but hearing your words now, I am certain. I have seen that very painting. It still has a place of honour in my family’s estate.” He paused. “But it is centuries old…”

“What are a few centuries to an ancient vampire?” Amanda’s lips curled. “Besides, it is rude to speculate about a lady’s age, is it not?”

Lorenzo laughed. “So it is!” He massaged his temples. “We must appoint someone reliable to take the Accountant’s place. Thankfully, we do not have to make a decision right now. I would say that we have a few days before we must take action.”

“We can each put forward a candidate and have them work together,” Timmy said. Everton would want a representative. He trusted Lorenzo, but this was not a matter he could leave to chance. And if something were to happen to Lorenzo, there was no guarantee that his successor would prove to be as friendly.

Gerald shot to his feet. “I’ve found it! It’s right here!”

They hurried over to where the exhausted bureaucrat was poring over several stacks of paperwork. He looked half-crazed, but he was grinning from ear to ear.

“What did you find?” Timmy asked.

“These are documents related to the Eternal Empire,” Gerald said. “I’m sure of it. Unfortunately, a different cipher was used, and it is…”

“Incredibly complicated,” Lorenzo muttered. “Which means these must be of critical importance.”

Amanda frowned. “He was able to shield the existence of these documents from me. That speaks volumes of his mental fortitude and their importance. However, I was able to glean parts of the cipher from his mind. I was puzzled since I hadn’t seen it used anywhere until now.” She wrote down what she knew of the cipher. “That should help you work out the rest.”

“This will take more than a single night to translate even if we all work on it,” Timmy said. “How much longer can you stay?”

Lorenzo’s brows furrowed. Even if they worked out the cipher, they could only trust these documents to a select few. “I have already stayed longer than I should have. I have engagements I must maintain if I wish to uphold appearances.” He tapped his hat fondly. “I do have a few tricks up my sleeve. I disguised myself on the way here.”

“And your men?” Timmy asked.

“The finest. They were chosen for both their skills and their loyalty. I am confident they would rather die than betray me.” Lorenzo ran his hands through his greying hair. He was no longer a young man, and overseeing one of the wealthiest cities in the world was stressful. “How long will it take you?”

“A few days,” Gerald replied. “And perhaps a few more if these documents refer to other documents that we have yet to decipher.”

“I see.” Lorenzo closed his eyes, deep in thought. When he opened them, they were filled with resolution. “Very well. I will have Francesco and my bodyguard work with you. I can also send two others that I trust who can help once the cipher has been determined. When you have finished, send word to me.”

“I can make copies of the originals and the translations,” Timmy said. “I have several zombies with the dexterity for it.” Unfortunately, using regular zombies to help with the deciphering was impossible. They didn’t have the intelligence for it, and his mind would react extremely poorly to the strain of trying to complete such a complex task through multiple bodies. But simply copying the words was something a sufficiently dextrous zombie could do.

“Then when you are done…” Lorenzo groaned and stretched to work the kinks out of his back. “Bah! I used to be able to spend an entire week hunched over a ledger without a care. Now, look at me! It’s barely been a night, and my back already hurts.” He nodded to Francesco and his bodyguard. “You two remain here. Call for Antonio and Giuseppe once the cipher is done. In the meantime, we will take control of this estate. Since the collaborators have already been rounded up, I do not expect any unwanted visitors. However, we must remain vigilant. The Accountant was able to conceal his true nature. He may have allies who are able to do the same.”

Timmy nodded. “Give my greetings to your wife and children. We will let you know once we are done.”

Lorenzo left, and they focused their efforts on the documents Gerald had uncovered. Timmy felt a headache building. The discussion with Lorenzo would be very interesting. Even the little they’d uncovered was concerning because it suggested the empire had proceeded further with their plans in the Mercantile Alliance than either he or Lorenzo had anticipated. In the meantime, there was something else he needed to do. If worse came to worst, it would be better to have too many troops available than too few.

His magic stirred, and Katie flinched as it rose far beyond what was necessary to control their zombies in the area. That was because he wasn’t reaching out to their zombies in the city or even the few they had in the waters around the city. No. He was giving orders to their zombies back at the castle. It was a tremendous distance to cover, and Katie had neither the raw power nor the control for it yet – nor did many other necromancers in the world. But Timmy wasn’t a Grand Necromancer for nothing, and his control and range had always been considered outstanding, even in comparison to other Grand Necromancers.

It would take a while for his zombies to arrive, but if what they’d already uncovered was headed where he thought it was, they’d need them. Keeping them at home to help defend Everton would be meaningless if they lost a battle out here that could decide the war.

Fortunately, his zombies now had clearance to travel from the Council, and several of his staff had been assigned to accompany them whenever they were deployed without him. Their job wasn’t to fight. They were there to ensure that nobody bothered his zombies while they went about their business. Official Council approval should theoretically keep his zombies from being attacked by Everton or its allies, but having a normal person with them to smooth out any potential problems was far better than sending them out alone. The servant in charge was a butler who had served at the castle since before Timmy’s arrival. He might be getting on in years, but he was utterly reliable. He would be accompanied by his grandson, who was training to be a butler. At least one of Amanda’s maids would also be going, most likely the former assassin.

“Master?” Katie yawned. She’d been working alongside them all night. He’d asked her to go to sleep several times, but she’d insisted, and she really did have a knack for this sort of work. “What did you just do?”

“I called for a lot of our zombies back at the castle. I would have asked you to do the same, but it will be a while before you have the range.” He saw the scowl forming on her face and gently poked her cheek. “Don’t be annoyed. There isn’t a single person your age who could have managed it either. Your range is great for your age.”

“I bet you could have at my age,” Katie grumbled.

“Maybe, but my control and range are considered outstanding, even for a Grand Necromancer. By the time you’re my age, your raw power will dwarf mine, and you’ll have the skill and experience to back it up.”

Timmy wasn’t saying that to make her feel better. Katie’s magical reserves were absolutely colossal for a child her age, and it was common for a person’s magical reserves to explode in size during puberty. By the time she was in her late twenties, Timmy would be shocked if she didn’t have the largest reserves of any necromancer in the world. At the rate her reserves were growing, Katie should end up in the same league as Vicky and Avraniel – people who had an ocean’s worth of power to throw around while everybody else was struggling to make do with a bucket or two.

“If what we’ve been deciphering is right and if what Vicky has mentioned about the skirmishing in this area is true, we’ll need them later.” Timmy shrugged. “And if we don’t, we can always have Gerald store them away. Honestly, it would be very convenient if we could have Gerald store all our zombies. However, he can’t be in two places at once, and we can’t afford to leave the castle and its surroundings defenceless. There are bound to be at least a few bandits stupid enough to make trouble.”

“How many zombies did you call for?” Gerald asked. The bureaucrat was already carrying around quite a few of them.

“Thirty thousand or so. That’s not everything we have, but it’s a big chunk of what we have in reserve. If push comes to shove, it’s enough to make a difference in a proper pitched battle against a well-led opponent, especially if we’re fighting a defensive battle.”

Gerald swallowed thickly. “Do I want to know what kind of defensive battle would need thirty thousand zombies?”

Timmy offered him a cup of coffee. The aroma alone was invigorating, a testament to the popularity of the beverage in the Mercantile Alliance and the lengths they had gone to develop ever-better blends. “If everything goes to plan, you’ll never find out.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then you’ll see just why you should never get into a battle of attrition with a necromancer.”


Chapter Five

“My friends,” Lorenzo said. “Welcome. I hope you do not mind a spot of exercise before we enjoy breakfast and begin our discussion in earnest.”

Katie looked around. It had been four days since they’d started deciphering all of the documents, and they had come to the merchant prince’s palatial estate to discuss what they had learned. Rather than meeting them inside one of the buildings, he had instead invited them to join him outdoors in an area that had clearly been set aside for duelling – one of the three great loves of the Mercantile Alliance, alongside merchantry and sailing.

“Is it normal for people to duel before discussing important matters?” Katie asked.

Lorenzo raised his rapier in an intricate flourish that spoke well of his competence before ending in the traditional sword salute common to the Mercantile Alliance. It was said that any man who could not perform the traditional salute with passing skill was no man at all. “I ask that you allow me this indulgence. As you are Timmy’s trusted companions, you have my trust as well. Yet I must confess that I am used to taking a person’s measure myself, and I have found there are few better places to do so than inside the duelling circle.”

“A circle?” Now that he mentioned it, the duelling area was sectioned off into circles. “I thought duels took place in long, rectangular arenas.”

“That is the case for traditional elvish fencing,” Old Man said. “But although many of the great Houses of the Mercantile Alliance have faint traces of elvish blood, fencing here uses circular arenas to encourage lateral movement.”

Lorenzo laughed. “You are well informed.” He motioned to the young man beside him. “Ah, but where are my manners. This is my eldest child, Vittorio.” He put one arm around the young man’s shoulders. “He is already an established merchant, sailor, and duellist. A man could not ask for a finer son.” He beckoned a young woman over. “And this is Sofia, my older daughter. She is no less accomplished than her brother.” His eyes twinkled. “Her mother, my dear wife, is called the Rose of Mercatia, for she has both beauty and thorns. It will not be long before Sofia is called the same.”

Both had Lorenzo’s dark hair, but their eyes were a sharp peridot instead of his warmer hazel. Where Lorenzo had a reassuring bulkiness to his frame, both were slighter, with Vittorio better fitting the stereotype of a young, leanly muscled duellist.

“They get their looks from their mother,” Katie’s master drawled, a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Hah!” Lorenzo laughed. “And for that they are fortunate. I consider myself a handsome man, but my dear Katarina is the most beautiful of women – and amongst the wisest and most cunning too.” His lips twitched. “But she has always been mediocre with a blade, much to her dismay.”

“She is a crack shot with a crossbow, however,” Katie’s master quipped before eyeing the buildings and gardens nearby. “And did you check the bushes and rooftops before saying that? She has a knack for stealth too.”

Lorenzo smirked. “Of course.” He sighed melodramatically. “And if she wishes to claim my heart, she has no need for a crossbow, for she already owns it.”

“Will she be joining us?” Katie’s master asked. “Jokes aside, she is a fair duellist although not a match for you or I. She threatened to stab me when she first found out I was a necromancer.”

Lorenzo shook his head fondly. “It was a sign of how much she liked you. If you had been any other necromancer, you would have sprouted several crossbow bolts from your back. Fear not, old friend, she is well. However, we received news from our healer only two days ago that she is expecting.”

“Is that so?” Her master slapped Lorenzo over the back. “Then you have my congratulations.” The others offered their own congratulations as well, with Spot being particularly pleased at the thought of another baby entering the world. The dragon was kind-hearted although he did appear put out at the thought of having to wait for breakfast. Luckily, her master had planned ahead, and Spot was soon munching on some freshly baked beef pastries that he’d purchased earlier. “Shall your son go first?”

“Yes,” Lorenzo said. “He is of an age now when he must learn to take a man’s measure for himself, and he is skilled enough that victory should not be all that he has in mind when he takes up his sword.”

“Then allow me to go first,” Old Man said. “I have experience with a blade although I shall have to trouble you for a weapon.”

“Of course.” Lorenzo gestured, and a servant came forward with a selection of suitable blades. All were rapiers of some kind or another, or so Katie thought, based on her lessons. Old Man chose a weapon and stepped into the arena. He took a moment to settle the rapier in his hand and then performed a magnificent flourish of his own followed by a perfect traditional salute.

“I hope that was acceptable. It has been a while since I last duelled in the Mercantile Alliance.”

Lorenzo’s eyes widened. “That was more than acceptable.” He nodded at his son. “Vittorio, do not take him lightly. Warriors who live to his age are either exceedingly skilled or exceptionally lucky. His flourish should tell you which one he is.”

“I know, father.” Vittorio flourished and saluted back. Katie was no expert in blade work, but there was confidence in his movements, and his rapier moved with swift, easy precision. “I am Vittorio di Marino, son of Lorenzo di Marino. Are you ready, sir?”

“I go by Old Man,” Old Man replied. “For I left my name behind many years ago. Nevertheless, I thank you for your courtesy. I am ready.”

The duel began.

Vittorio advanced with the vigour of youth, striking swiftly and accurately as he probed for openings. Old Man barely moved at all, his blade flicking out now and again to parry whichever of Vittorio’s attacks he did not simply evade. The younger man was fast, very fast, but his speed scarcely seemed to matter. Old Man seemed to know what he was doing before he did it, and his body was always just out of reach, his blade always there in the nick of time.

Lorenzo chuckled. “My son is already better than I am with a blade – and I am no slouch – but your friend… I’ve not seen his like in a long, long time, and I can tell he is still holding back.” His lips curved up into a mischievous smile. “My son is already one of the ten best duellists in the city. It would be good for him to be reminded, every so often, that he is still only at the base of the mountain.”

Katie studied the duel intently. She was learning how to use weapons, and Old Man had always stressed the importance of using footwork to control distance and angles. She could see it clearly in how a subtle step here and there was enough to keep Vittorio turning and reaching. The younger man was free to attack, but it felt as though he was always attacking on Old Man’s terms and not his own.

“How does this work?” Katie asked. “How do you judge someone through a duel?”

Lorenzo and her master shared a look, and her master gave Lorenzo a nod. The merchant prince smiled at Katie. “Perhaps it is merely arrogance or fantasy on our part, but there are few things that focus a man’s mind more than danger. True, this is not a duel to the death, but competition and danger strip away some of the lies and conceits we use to hide our true selves. A man might bluster bravely, but if he flees the duelling circle, then you will know he is a coward. Likewise, a seemingly timid man might turn into a lion and reveal the steel beneath the silk, showing you that he is not a man to be pushed carelessly. A man may speak highly of honour only to use dishonourable methods to win.”

Lorenzo watched as Vittorio took a step back, not afraid, but uncertain and faintly wondering as he tried to unravel the puzzle that was Old Man’s defence. “I am sure you have felt it yourself, Katie, for your master has told me that you have already seen battle. There are times when you feel as if you know your opponent – who they are, what they stand for, what they would die for – as though they were your dearest friend. Some think it is mere superstition, but I have felt it too often to doubt its existence.”

His gaze grew distant. “On that island, with nothing but a stout stick between me and death, I learned who I was – and I learned who your master was. I am a merchant prince as, gods willing, one of my children will be after me, but a merchant prince must be more than a money counter, a negotiator, and a schemer. To reach the top and stay there, you must be steel inside, and steel cannot be forged without fire.”

There was a cry of surprise, and Katie gasped as Vittorio lost his weapon. The rapier spun end over end through the air, and Old Man caught it before handing it back to the younger man.

“Well fought,” Old Man said. “Your technique is excellent, and your speed and instincts are praiseworthy.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You are perhaps a tad overeager, but that is the way of the young. A battle need not be won with the first blow or the second, and you will win as many battles with your head and your feet as you will with your blade. What you need now is experience, challenges to both your mind and body. Steel sharpens steel, or so they say.”

Vittorio grinned ruefully. “I do not think I have been defeated so utterly since I was a child.” His grin turned eager. “Could you demonstrate that disarm you used?”

Old Man inclined his head. “Certainly.”

It did not take long for Vittorio to learn the technique, and Katie knew from his expression that he would be trying it the first chance he got.

“And what do you think of him?” Lorenzo asked his son. “As short as the duel was, surely you gained some insight.”

Vittorio’s expression turned serious. “A veteran of a thousand battles. Your expression never wavered. I wonder what sort of foes you have faced to fight with such equanimity. And that disarm, having learned it, I can see now that had you wished, you could easily have taken my hand. Yet you took care not to leave a single scratch.” He nodded thoughtfully, as much to himself as to them. “I do not think you are a man who fights for money or glory, or if you were, those days are long past. I feel that you are a student of the sword, a man to whom the challenge itself is the greatest reward. Yet at the same time, I cannot see you keeping your blade sheathed if you witness injustice.”

Katie blinked. That was a surprisingly good read on Old Man’s character. Her surprise must have shown because Lorenzo chuckled good-naturedly.

“My son has a poet’s tongue, Katie, but I agree with him. Besides, there are those who speak louder with their weapons than their words.” Lorenzo’s gaze settled on Old Man. “Since you set aside the ways of a boy and became a man, have you ever lost a duel?”

“No.” Old Man’s reply held no arrogance. It was a simple statement of fact. “But several have come close to beating me.”

“As I said, you must visit the duelling arenas of the city before you leave. Certain individuals are sorely in need of humbling.” Lorenzo patted his son on the back. “There is no shame in losing to such as him, my son. Consider this an incentive to continue training. You stand at the bottom of the mountain, but at least you have seen the peak.”

Vittorio shook hands with Old Man to show there was no hard feeling between them. “I am honoured to have faced you.”

“Allow me to go next, father.” Sofia stepped into the arena. Katie almost squealed when she saw her black duelling gloves. They were made of exquisitely worked drake leather and were embossed with intricate patterns. They were functional, yet they also granted Sofia an air of sophistication and refinement. Katie wanted gloves just like that, albeit with more necromancer-appropriate designs and some rodent imagery to honour the ninja rats.

“Then I shall face you,” Amanda said. The pair saluted, and Katie had to admit that Amanda appeared to be utterly at home in the arena, her stance almost nonchalant without being disrespectful. “Would you like to begin?”

“Then, please, allow me to trouble you.”

Sofia did not have her brother’s strength, but she had the same lightning quickness. However, Amanda was equal to the task, easily evading or repelling each blow but never going overboard although Katie knew that the vampire could easily have overwhelmed her opponent with just her physical prowess. Instead, Amanda was happy to let Sofia take the lead for a time before eventually retaking the initiative and pressing her. The bout eventually ended with Amanda gently tapping Sofia’s cheek with the flat of her blade.

The younger woman stared for a moment and waited for Amanda to withdraw her sword before leaping to her feet, her footwork having failed her at the end of the bout. “Outstanding.” She clasped Amanda’s hands excitedly. “How long are they staying, father?” She beamed at Amanda. “You’re the finest female duellist I’ve seen. I would say you’re the finest overall, but I suspect that my brother’s opponent might be better still. Is there any advice you can give? And your style…?”

“It would be referred to as the archaic imperial style these days,” Amanda said. “Although that was not the name it had when I learned it.” Of course, Katie thought. Amanda had learned the style back when it had been the current imperial style. “It is not perfect, but I have had ample time to remedy its faults.” She peered into Sofia’s eyes, and the young woman turned away for a moment before composing herself.

“Why are you staring at me?” Sofia asked.

“Ah.” Amanda inclined her head. “My apologies. You reminded me of Alessia just now. She was quite fond of duelling although she usually fought with a dagger in her off hand.” She shook herself. “But that was rude of me. You are yourself, and you strike me as a young lady who will go far. You have determination and wit in equal measure, and you know when to step lightly and when to strike without hesitation. However, you should practice your footwork more. As it is, your thoughts are swifter than your feet. What do you think of me?”

“Measured,” Sofia said quietly. “I get the feeling you could have overwhelmed me at any moment but chose not to. I think that is how you are with most people.” She paused. “And lonely, I suppose, although you are magnificent even in your loneliness.”

A sad smile crossed Amanda’s lips, and Katie wondered who Alessia was? A long-dead friend perhaps? The vampire had so many of those. “You are not wrong. Now, who shall go next?”

They each took a turn, and Katie was pleasantly surprised by the restraint Avraniel showed against Vittorio. The elf used her borrowed rapier with surprising dexterity. It wasn’t a conventional style – Old Man said so – nor did her swordsmanship possess the elegant, refined beauty of Amanda’s. However, it was undoubtedly effective. Quietly, Old Man told Katie that Avraniel had likely developed it through observation before honing it in battle after battle. It was not made to be pretty. It was made to work, and Vittorio’s words on her character were right on the mark.

“You prefer to attack rather than defend, and I suspect whoever makes an enemy of you will not live long enough to regret it.” Vittorio paused. “But those you call friend are lucky to have you, for they will not meet many who can match your loyalty.”

Even Gerald gave it a try. Apparently, he’d taken fencing lessons as a boy although he’d given them up after realising he lacked the temperament for it. Yet watching him spar against Sofia, Katie didn’t think he was completely awful. He didn’t stab himself, and she could actually imagine him holding off a random bandit for a while. The issue was his mindset. He was too cautious, and he tended to overthink things. Nevertheless, Sofia praised his awareness and willingness to understand his own flaws. Gerald had gotten braver, but he wouldn’t be helping anybody if he charged headlong into battle. He was far more useful playing a support role.

Her master also fought, and although he bested Vittorio, there was a distinctly workmanlike quality to his swordsmanship. It was also clear that he was used to employing grappling and other tactics that would have been viewed unfavourably in a friendly sparring match.

“Your master’s swordsmanship is better than he thinks,” Old Man said. “Indeed, there are a great many swordsmen who would be envious of his talent. But I can see that blades do not hold his heart. They are a means to an end for him, not that there is anything wrong with that.” His eyes crinkled. “Besides, he is better with a shovel.”

“I can see why my father praises you,” Vittorio said. “I can tell the sword is not your favoured weapon, but you have still reached a level that many would envy.” His eyes narrowed. “But I think you would be far deadlier on the battlefield. I got the sense there were many opportunities you could have taken to win. Your composure in battle stands out, along with your cunning.”

Daerin abstained from duelling, citing his dislike for rapiers and his preference for a good axe and a solid suit of armour. His words were met with amused acceptance. Apparently, it was common for visiting dwarves to share Daerin’s opinion. Katie was the last of them to be offered a chance to spar.

“You need not accept,” Lorenzo said. “I understand you have focused more on magic than weapons. I have two children closer to you in age, and I would not ask either of them to face an experienced opponent outside of training.”

Katie considered his offer briefly before accepting. She had a good read on the merchant prince’s character, or so she thought. He wasn’t the sort of man to exert his full strength in a friendly spar unless it was called for. “I’ll give it a try.”

Lorenzo smiled. “You have my thanks.”

Katie took a rapier and did her best to give a proper salute. It couldn’t have been very good, but Lorenzo inclined his head in acknowledgement all the same. Taking a deep breath, she thought back to the lessons she’d received from Old Man, her master, the ninja rats, and the maid who was also an assassin. They had not tried to teach her too many techniques, knowing that would only confuse her. Instead, they had relentlessly drilled her on a handful of techniques that would work with most sword-like weapons, and she had practiced dutifully whenever she had the time. She might not be talented with a sword, but becoming even mediocre would be handy if she ever had to use one in battle.

What technique should she use? The answer came to her swiftly.

A thrust.

It was such a simple technique, but it was one she’d seen and practiced many times. The rapier was not exactly the same as the weapons she’d practiced with. In Everton, the arming sword or similar weapons were more popular, along with weapons like the long sword and the messer. However, the rapier was still a sword – and it was one designed for thrusting.

She took a second to judge the distance between them – and then she thrust.

Lorenzo’s eyes widened ever so slightly, but he parried the attack easily and stepped to the side. Katie’s feet moved of their own accord. She had sometimes joked about never being a dancer because footwork had never come to her easily, but she was a hard worker. The natural counter to a thrust was to sidestep, so it was only natural that she had practiced how to deal with that. She would often practice before going to bed, squaring off against a shadowy opponent or a zombie while Rembrandt offered advice.

She adjusted her footing and thrust again. Another parry and sidestep. Lorenzo replied with a downward slash. She saw the strike coming, and her shadows trembled. Her shadows had always – always – been far stronger and faster than her own body. She could have caught the rapier, ripped it from his hands, and tossed him aside with ease. Instead, she held her shadows back and focused on the weapon in her hands.

She was too small to meet the blow head on, so she parried and let the angle of her weapon divert the attack. It was far from perfect, but there was approval in Lorenzo’s eyes. As Old Man had told her many times, it was a common mistake amongst the young to unnecessarily meet strength with strength. She thrust again, and when he stepped to the side, she turned the thrust into a cut. Rapiers were best at thrusting, but they could cut to some degree.

He chuckled, and his blade caught her blow easily. “A fine adjustment. I can tell you’ve practiced diligently.” He circled, and Katie turned, keeping pace and hoping her footwork remained solid. She was glad she’d foregone her longer robes. Hmm… her master must have known they’d be doing this because he’d told her to change. “You seem to be sticking to the basics.”

“I have to practice,” Katie replied. “I don’t have a lot of talent for swords, so I have to work hard to make up the difference. As for the basics, everyone I’ve spoken to says it’s better to learn a handful of techniques properly than to dabble in a dozen.”

“Precisely so.” Lorenzo attacked, and Katie did her best to keep up. It was obvious that he was pulling his strikes, and this was more a teaching bout than a proper spar or duel. It was fun in a way since he moved differently from Old Man and the others. He was definitely used to fighting children, so he must have helped train his own. “You have quick eyes, and your instincts are sharp for one so young. However, your body has not yet caught up. How do you normally fight?”

“With my shadows,” Katie replied. “They’re stronger and faster than I am and have longer reach too.”

“Is that so?” Lorenzo took a step back. “We have all refrained from using magic so far, but would you be able to demonstrate?”

Her master gave her a look, and Katie nodded back. Since her shadows had eaten those werewolves, they’d been very well behaved. They didn’t feel hungry anymore, and they’d only really acted like that when she was striking to seriously injure or kill. She’d experimented with them, and unless she was really trying to hurt something, they behaved normally. As her master had said, it wasn’t unusual for a child’s magic to develop as they grew older. They still hadn’t worked out what her shadows did when they ‘ate’ things, but it didn’t seem harmful to her.

“Okay,” Katie said. “If you want.”

She waited for Lorenzo to signal his readiness before the shadows at her feet raced forward. He had a split-second to retreat as mist gathered around him, but then he was locked in place. More shadows rose up to form a forest of jagged blades around him.

He blinked. “That… is not quite what I expected. The last shadow mage I encountered was in the business of entertaining children with shadow puppets.” Katie allowed her shadows to vanish and winced as she saw Vittorio and Sofia staring at her in disbelief. “And I can definitely see why you use your shadows to fight. They are swift indeed. How strong are they?”

“I can throw a grown man dozens of yards without much effort, and I can cut or crush plate armour too.”

Lorenzo’s jaw dropped. “I must apologise. Your master told me of your talents, but I wasn’t sure if he was exaggerating or not. Parents have a tendency to embellish the accomplishments of their children. And you are still only ten years old?”

“I’ll be eleven soon.”

“Hah! I can hardly imagine what you’ll be like at twenty.” Lorenzo chuckled. “But you are as your master said: hard-working, humble, and intelligent. What flaws you have are mostly for time and experience to deal with.” He paused. “You don’t seem overly pleased by your victory.”

“We were supposed to be duelling with rapiers. My shadows being strong doesn’t change the fact that you’re better with a blade.”

His smile widened. “Even so, many would have boasted anyway.” He stretched. “But enough of this. I think I have the measure of you all now. Let us eat breakfast and speak of matters pertaining to our recent discoveries.”

Spot perked up at the mention of breakfast. The dragon hadn’t fought, but Katie thought that was for the best. He didn’t have the dexterity to handle a rapier yet, and his claws and teeth would make short work of any blade. However, he had paid close attention to the bouts and had cheered for all of them, especially her and Gerald. He knew that sword fighting wasn’t something either of them excelled at.

Breakfast sounds good! Spot’s smile was all teeth.

“Fear not,” Lorenzo said. “I have prepared ample food for you all. I am told that you are eager to try the finest cuisine the Mercantile Alliance has to offer. While you must enjoy a good lunch or dinner to truly grasp our expertise, you may rest assured that breakfast will not leave you wanting. After all, I am a merchant prince. How could I let my guests go hungry?”

* * *

Katie bit back a laugh as her master threw himself into a leaping dive to grab Spot by the tail before the dragon could lunge at the dining table. Had the dragon’s tail not lengthened considerably over the past few weeks, there was no way he would have been able to grab him in time. As it was, he would still have been dragged across the room if Avraniel hadn’t rolled her eyes and grabbed Spot too.

The dragon had gotten a lot better at eating politely, and he almost never made a mess anymore. However, he was a growing dragon, and a table laden with the finest foods the Mercantile Alliance could offer for breakfast was the stuff draconic dreams were made of. The only thing missing was a pile of treasure for him to roll around in while he ate.

There was bread of all kinds, along with various condiments and spreads – everything from butter and honey to different jams, meats, and more exotic ingredients. Despite being more partial to meat, Spot’s silver eyes keenly examined each of the different kinds of bread on offer. There was regular bread, breads made from different grains, breads made into different shapes with different textures, and even breads made in entirely different ways that Spot had never seen before. The Mercantile Alliance was known for its baking prowess, and a merchant prince would offer not only a wide selection of breads but also breads of the finest quality.

Spot’s gaze was drawn to a glazed bread whose creation involved ample quantities of butter and a variety of expert techniques to make. There was also a chocolate version of the same thing, and Spot was practically drooling at the sight of it. Not far off, she heard her master whisper to Gerald about storing some, so they could share it with Sam later. It would be great if Sam could accompany them on their missions, but the protoplasmic horror couldn’t travel around freely.

There were sausages of many kinds, along with fish to choose from, to say nothing of the fruits, yogurts, and cereals available. The drinks ranged from chilled water and juice to hot chocolate, coffee – a staple in the Mercantile Alliance – and various teas brewed to invigorate, heal, or relax. It was a sumptuous spread, and the lack of reaction from Lorenzo or his children spoke to the wealth and power they possessed. This was normal to them.

There were attendants waiting to assist them, and Katie did not miss the fact that each of them had at least two weapons concealed on their person. As a merchant prince, Lorenzo must have had his fair share of enemies, so he did not take the security of his home lightly. Unlike Katie and her master, he lived in a city, so he couldn’t isolate himself as easily as they could. Anyone approaching Black Tower Castle would be spotted from miles away. The same could not be said here.

On the way to the dining room, her master had pointed out several features in the barrier around Lorenzo’s estate before revealing that he had helped to improve it over the years. A merchant prince was an excellent ally to have, and her master had many reasons besides friendship to want Lorenzo in power. Her master had also confessed it was fun seeing what sort of barrier he could make when money was no object. If money could buy it, then Lorenzo would spare no expense if it meant turning his home into an impregnable fortress.

“Easy, Spot.” Avraniel smirked. “There’s plenty of food here for you and Chomp.”

The labyrinth hound had accompanied them, and he was waiting patiently nearby. Despite his immense size and menacing appearance, he was fairly easy-going outside of battle. Since all of them were going, he hadn’t wanted to stay behind. He’d have felt left out, and Spot would have been grumpy if his friend had been abandoned.

“Of course.” Lorenzo gestured, and several servants came forward with large helpings of beef and other meats. “In recognition of Spot and Chomp’s efforts, as well as their preferred diets, I have made sure to prepare plenty of meat.” Chomp’s eyes lit up, and Spot made a sound of approval.

I like you. The dragon gently nudged Lorenzo with his head.

“Praise from a dragon?” Lorenzo bowed. “I shall commit your words to memory, for how many others can say they have received the same? From what I heard, Chomp fought most nobly, so I would be a poor host if I let him go hungry.” He motioned for them to take their seats around the table. Spot would likely join them later, but he usually preferred to eat beside Chomp. The dog couldn’t eat at the table, and Spot didn’t want him to feel lonely. “Please, sit and help yourselves. We can eat first and then discuss business. It is also easier to talk to each other around the dining table than in the duelling circle.”

“Will you not introduce me, husband?” The words came from the striking woman beside Lorenzo. The merchant prince was a handsome man, but the woman beside him was stunning.

“Of course, of course. How remiss of me.” Lorenzo wrapped one arm around her. “This is my wife, Katarina. When people speak of my better half, they undoubtedly mean her.”

Katarina smiled at them. Her hair was a lighter shade of brown than Lorenzo’s, but her eyes were the same gleaming peridot as Vittorio’s and Sofia’s. Her gaze drifted to Katie. “Your master writes of you often, but I do not know if I should be impressed or horrified that you have already shown yourself capable of dealing with assassins.” There was suddenly a small crossbow in her hands, and Katie blinked. Where had that come from? “Explain yourself, Timmy.”

Her master poured himself a cup of hot chocolate and stirred it. “Really, Katarina, a crossbow at the breakfast table? This is just like old times.” He took a sip. “I’m assuming you hid that in your skirt. It’s a new model too, more compact than the old one.”

Katarina shrugged. “I had it made. It’s not very accurate past thirty yards, but I’ve little need of a weapon with greater range indoors.”

“It’s a repeating crossbow too.”

“Seven bolts before it must be reloaded,” Katarina replied. “Not enough punch to get through magically reinforced plate armour, even with special bolts, but more than sufficient for most purposes.”

“Oh?” Her master squinted at the crossbow. “I can help you with that. Give me some bolts to work with, and I’ll whip up a rune or seal to improve them.”

The crossbow vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. “I would appreciate it.”

“Out of curiosity,” her master said. “How many other weapons are you concealing right now? I count twelve, but you can be very sneaky.”

Katarina’s smile was wicked. “A lady never tells.”

“Hah!” Avraniel threw back her head and laughed. “I like her.” The room’s temperature momentarily increased. “But I prefer the direct approach.”

Katarina seemed conflicted about her praise. Katie giggled. She must have heard about Avraniel.

“Anyway,” her master said. “I never would have let those assassins get close if I wasn’t sure Katie could handle them. She might be young, but there’s a reason that all the other Grand Necromancers are so envious of me. I have – by far – the best apprentice.”

Katie blushed. “Well, I do have plenty of experience. I’ve been helping you raid old tombs and ruins for years, and I always have a few of the ninja rats around for protection.” Rembrandt nodded solemnly from his place atop her shoulder. He had acquired several grapes without anyone noticing. In a world where familiars and summoned creatures were not unusual, nobody had questioned his presence.

“Even so…” Katarina’s lips pursed, and she glanced at the two children that Lorenzo had yet to introduce. One was similar to Katie in age, but the other was clearly younger.

“I have faced her shadows, my love,” Lorenzo said. “I do not joke when I say that she defeated me the moment she used them.”

Katarina’s eyes widened. “Truly?”

Vittorio grinned. “I was there, mother. Father speaks the truth.”

“Then you are most formidable indeed.” Katarina inclined her head. “I did not mean any insult. I was simply worried.”

“It’s fine,” Katie said. “I mean… it would be odd if people heard about a child fighting off assassins and going into battle, and they weren’t the least bit worried about it.”

“True.” Lorenzo took a sip of his coffee. Katie quite liked the smell of coffee – the aromas of the different blends were fascinating too, in an alchemical sense – but she had always found the taste too bitter, no matter how much milk or sugar she added, not that her master ever allowed her more than the occasional sip. He’d told her she’d have plenty of time to get addicted to it when she was older. “Allow me to introduce my two other children, Elena and Roberto.”

They all introduced themselves, and the meal began in earnest. Duelling was hungry work, or so Lorenzo said to widespread agreement, and the food smelled delicious. Katie started with hot chocolate, alongside several types of bread covered in jam or butter. It was all wonderful, and she added several slices of smoked meat to her plate. A teasing look from her master saw her add fruit while a vague gesture about her height convinced her to add a glass of milk. Psychological manipulation indeed! It didn’t help that he was right too.

Avraniel noticed her scowling and guessed the reason, but she had the decency to keep from teasing her although the gleam in her eyes said it all. One day, Katie vowed, she would be taller than the elf, and then she’d be sure to rub it in!

Her master and Lorenzo were quick to start up a conversation, and Katarina soon joined in with Amanda and Old Man following in short order. Gerald, Avraniel, and Daerin joined next although the three had dramatically different approaches. Avraniel wanted to know about all the latest goings on at sea, especially with regards to piracy, which Katarina was remarkably knowledgeable about. Katie could guess why the elf wanted to know. Pirates were like bandits. Nobody would care if she went off and blasted them, nor would anyone care if she kept most of the loot she found. Gerald wanted to know about all the latest tariffs and other trade policies, along with the other effects the ongoing war with the empire was having. Katie chipped in now and then, as did Lorenzo’s children, but she was mostly content to sit back and soak in the warm atmosphere. Daerin was keen to know about the doings of his distant kin. Apparently, there was a small but active contingent of dwarves in the Mercantile Alliance.

Katie wouldn’t say she was shy, but she was certainly more introverted than her master. Perhaps that was why she got along so well with Gerald. They were both more comfortable around books and scrolls than other people at times. Conventions were different. She was a necromancer around other necromancers, and they all had a lot in common with her, tendency toward psychopathy aside.

“Your master tells me that you have a mind for business,” Lorenzo said, perhaps seeing how quiet she was and hoping to draw her into the conversation.

“I might,” Katie replied. She couldn’t help but smile. “Being a necromancer isn’t cheap.”

“Indeed. During our trip back from the island, your master regaled me with the costs involved.” Lorenzo sighed dramatically. “It is little wonder that so many necromancers turn to crime. It would be almost impossible to afford it otherwise.”

Katie laughed. “I would say that my master has been teaching me about money almost as long as he’s been teaching me about necromancy.” She cleared her throat and then did her best to impersonate her master. “Study. Target. Diversify.” Those were the three words he’d taught her to live by. “Study any potential investment thoroughly. Target those that best meet your needs and criteria. Diversify to avoid overexposure. It helps a lot that I’ve been able to make use of my master’s contacts although I’ve been building a network of my own too.” He was happy to help her, but he also wanted her to be able to stand on her own two feet. She appreciated it since making her overly reliant on him would not be a kindness. It would be a curse.

“Ah, yes. That is fine advice. My boy.” Lorenzo nodded at Vittorio. “Is following in my footsteps, but it is a tricky thing. As a merchant prince, I wield great power and influence. My name alone makes it difficult for him to fail in any venture he chooses to pursue. Yet if he wishes to succeed me and build upon our family’s legacy, then he cannot rely solely on my power. He must learn to succeed with his own strength, as I did in my younger days.”

Vittorio spread butter across his bread and then added slices of smoked ham and cheese. “I remember when you stranded me in that distant port with hardly a coin and ordered me not to use our family name! It took me almost three months to get home!”

“But you learned a lot, didn’t you?” Lorenzo snickered. “And I had you watched, just in case you truly needed help.” He sighed wistfully. “My father did the same thing to me although I doubt it was on purpose or that he had me watched afterward.”

“He just… forgot about you?” Katie asked incredulously. That aside, it seemed as though Lorenzo shared a similar approach to training as her master.

“To be fair,” Lorenzo said. “I was the third son.”

“Oh.” Katie’s eyes widened. “Oh!” She paused as he gave her a very wry smile. That was not the reaction of a man mourning the passing of his brothers, nor did Lorenzo seem the sort of man to celebrate such a thing. “Wait… if I remember correctly, the great Houses of the Mercantile Alliance don’t always choose the eldest child as the heir, do they? If there are multiple children of suitable age and the eldest proves themselves unworthy, then one of the others can be chosen instead.”

“Correct.” Lorenzo took another sip of coffee. “My father had four sons and no daughters. The gap between the eldest and myself is only four years whereas my younger brother is twelve years my junior. My two older brothers made a series of… unfortunate decisions that forced my father to reconsider who his heir ought to be.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Avraniel said in her usual blunt but honest manner. “If the older kids are hopeless, you don’t want them in charge. It only takes one idiot to undo a dynasty.”

“Indeed.” Lorenzo’s smile was sharp, but Katie had a feeling the edge was not aimed at Avraniel. “After various tests, my father chose me. Since I am not a foolish man, nor do I hate my brothers, I ensured they received honourable positions that were better suited to their talents while minimising any damage they could do to our family’s standing and holdings.”

It was often said in the Mercantile Alliance that any real man had to be willing to fight for their position in their family, but it was also said that no real man would ever shed their family’s blood over that position either. Lorenzo had undoubtedly won great acclaim after becoming heir over his two older brothers, but he would only have been viewed with disgust if he had subsequently had them assassinated. Likewise, there was an expectation from his brothers that they be allowed to gracefully live out the rest of their lives, provided they did not oppose him or get into trouble. It was tradition, and it had worked out well for the Mercantile Alliance so far.

“What sort of things do you invest in?” Vittorio asked Katie.

“All kinds of things,” Katie replied. “It’s all about finding an information differential and using it to your advantage.”

“Oh?” Vittorio leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

Katie found herself smiling. She was on familiar ground now, and she had always enjoyed explaining her thought processes. It helped clarify her thinking, and her master encouraged her to do it. If she couldn’t explain something, then did she truly understand it? “How much is something worth?” she asked.

Vittorio rubbed his chin. He had yet to grow the same impressive beard as his father, but he was still a young man. “It depends on who you ask.”

“Exactly!” Katie’s eyes lit up. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Daerin heaping fruit onto his plate. The dwarves had struggled to obtain fruit while fighting off the goblins, so it had become a luxury for them. He probably ate more fruit than anyone in the group except Spot, but the dragon had a bottomless stomach. “If you want a large return on your investment, then you need to know that it is undervalued in some way and then invest in it before anyone else can. Otherwise, you’re either overpaying or breaking even.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Vittorio said. The Mercantile Alliance had many advanced schools of economic thought, so she was sure he was acquainted with the ideas she’d mentioned. “Can you give me an example?”

Katie cackled before catching herself. The others managed to keep straight faces, but she could tell that Katarina found her cackling more adorable than menacing. Oh well. In a few years, her cackling would be terrifying and legendary. “My master and I both have a decent understanding of alchemy, so we’re always on the lookout for opportunities in that area. Certain ingredients can be extremely expensive, so whenever someone identifies a cheap substitute, there’s plenty of money to be made.”

“Naturally.”

“Since we’re necromancers, we tend to deal with a lot of ingredients and substances that regular alchemists don’t. One of the most expensive ingredients in a normal cleansing potion – the kind used to ensure the purity of important reagents – is a certain species of plant. It’s not the rarest plant in the world, but it is very difficult to cultivate and farm. For the most part, all you can do is let it grow in isolated, magic-rich areas and hope for the best. Large-scale farming has either failed or resulted in far lower yields whenever it has been tried.”

“And you discovered an alternative?”

“We did. There is a particular seaweed that shares similar properties. However, unlike the original plant, this seaweed can be cultivated and farmed.”

“But how does seaweed relate to your necromancy?” Vittorio asked. He was hanging on her every word now.

“As necromancers, we need access to fresh corpses. For monster corpses, it’s often best to hire a monster hunter. There are a lot of sea monsters that make great zombies, so we deal with plenty of monster hunters. While talking to them, we noticed that they often used the seaweed to make poultices for their wounds. The poultices themselves weren’t very effective, but a few of them mentioned effects that reminded my master and I of how the original plant used in cleansing potions would react to certain medicinal herbs. That made us wonder if the seaweed contained the same key ingredient.”

Katie’s eyes gleamed. “We tested it, and although the concentration was lower, the seaweed did contain that ingredient. Once we realised that, we checked to see if it was possible to refine and extract the ingredient in useful quantities. It was, and we were able to make cleansing potions of similar quality to those available on the open market. At the same time, the cost wasn’t ideal, but the important thing was that the seaweed could be farmed and cultivated in the right conditions. In fact, some people were already doing that since it was reasonably tasty. If we could expand the farming and cultivation, we’d be able to greatly reduce the cost of producing the key ingredient in cleansing potions. From there, we could sell cleansing potions at a much lower price, vastly increasing sales – but thanks to our lower cost of production, we’d still be making a tidy profit.”

Vittorio blinked owlishly before turning to his father. “Then our seaweed plantations…?”

“You have those?” Katie glanced at her master. “Did you…?”

“Like any good merchant prince, Katie, Lorenzo has a number of companies that act on his behalf to conceal the exact nature of his investments. It makes it harder for his rivals to interfere with him. And, yes, I’m the one who told him about it,” her master said.

“I see.’ Katie took a quick sip of her hot chocolate. “The seaweed grows well in several areas, one of which is off the coast of parts of the Mercantile Alliance. My master and I didn’t know a lot about farming seaweed, but we did have a lot of gold.”

“So you invested in those who knew how to cultivate the seaweed and had them expand their efforts and teach others,” Vittorio murmured. “Allowing you to profit handsomely.”

“Once we secured access to the seaweed and were confident we could protect what we’d established – people have fought wars over alchemical ingredients – we revealed the process to a number of alchemists we deal with regularly, in exchange for a portion of their profits,” Katie said. “It would be nice to make all the money ourselves, but we’re necromancers, not alchemists. We couldn’t possibly manufacture cleansing potions on the massive scale they could, and sharing the process and taking a portion of the profits, keeps trouble to a minimum. We’d never be able to keep the process secret forever, and trying to would only put an unnecessary target on our backs.”

“And from there, your chosen alchemists would be able to use the ingredient to undercut their opponents without compromising on quality or profits. Since cleansing potions are of national importance, you would have to give up the secret eventually. But by the time that happens, you will already be in a dominant position, having secured ownership and control over the seaweed farmers.” Vittorio nodded firmly. “No wonder my father has been so insistent on scouting for seaweed farmers over the past two years.”

“You can certainly make money by investing conservatively, but you need to be willing to take risks if you’ve identified a chance to profit from knowing more than everybody else.” Katie looked at Lorenzo. “I’m guessing my master told you because there was no way we could acquire or set up so many seaweed farms in the Mercantile Alliance without people asking questions.”

“Precisely so,” Lorenzo replied. “Your actions would have been noticed swiftly, and it was far better for you and your master to ally with someone your master trusts and esteems than to wait for potential enemies to get involved. True, I could have tried to cut you and your master out of operations in the Mercantile Alliance, but honourable and wise men do not forget the friends who have helped them – and I like to think that I am both honourable and wise.”

“And being too greedy isn’t good.” Her master laughed. “If you’re the only one in the world who owns the seaweed farms, you’ll become everybody’s target. Splitting ownership with Lorenzo spreads the ire out a little. Besides, if there are any problems here, Lorenzo is far better equipped to deal with them.”

The rest of breakfast passed by in a stream of easy conversation. Now that Katie had found something she felt comfortable discussing, she was more at ease. She spoke mainly to Vittorio and Sofia although she also spoke with their younger siblings. Was it odd that she usually got along better with people who were older than her? Then again, she had grown up at the castle. There hadn’t exactly been an abundance of children around although that had changed as she grew older. It was also harder for whatever children were around to treat her normally since she was her master’s apprentice.

The other apprentices she knew were all a bit strange although some of them were okay. Winston, Millie’s apprentice, was pretty normal, and they exchanged letters from time to time. He was certainly more normal than Millie, and his letters were usually filled with griping about the mischief she got up to. That aside, Millie was absolutely brilliant when it came to creating individual zombies. She didn’t have anywhere near as many as Katie’s master, but hers were all outstanding.

What Katie had noticed was that the youngest of the children, Roberto, was very quiet and watchful. It reminded her less of the casual, seemingly all-encompassing awareness that Old Man had and more of the fearful caution she’d occasionally seen in people who’d suffered terribly in battle. Those people had been constantly on guard, always wondering when the next threat would appear, and the strangest things could send them into a panic. One of the merchants she and her master dealt with was a former soldier who would block his ears and cover his windows whenever there was a storm. According to her master, the army he’d once been a part of had been devastated by a powerful lightning mage. Since then, the sound of thunder and the sight of lightning had been too much for him to bear. Her master noticed her curiosity about Roberto and gave her a look that managed to communicate volumes in an instant.

It was private business, not the sort of thing to discuss around the breakfast table. However, he would tell her more later. She gave him a small nod. It would be rude and inconsiderate to dredge up a private affair when Lorenzo had been such a fine host.

As breakfast came to an end, Lorenzo poured himself a fresh cup of coffee. The merchant prince took several moments to savour the rich, fragrant aroma. “And now, my friends, I am afraid that we must talk business.” He paused. “Elena and Roberto, why don’t you show Spot and Chomp around our estate? I am sure they will enjoy it more than being forced to listen to us prattle on. Perhaps you can take them down to the water. I am told that Spot enjoys fishing.”

Spot perked up at the mention of fishing. He had eaten more than anyone else, but he had a growing dragon’s stomach. Human-sized portions, even multiple human-sized portions, would not satisfy his hunger. And although he grew smarter every day, he probably wouldn’t be able to follow all of the intricacies of the upcoming discussion without getting bored. Her master would likely explain it to him later, albeit with a certain amount of simplification. If not, Spot would ask about it. He was too curious to ignore it entirely.

The dragon nodded happily, and he and Chomp followed the two children and their attendants into the gardens. Several of the ninja rats accompanied them whilst others stayed behind. Katie recognised one of the remaining rats as a rodent whose magic gave him perfect memory. He would listen carefully and then transcribe the discussion afterward, so they could review it later.

“Ah.” Lorenzo folded his hands together. “They are too young for this, but Vittorio and Sofia are of an age where they ought to be involved. How else will they learn?”

“Indeed.” Her master wiped his mouth with a napkin, as servants came forward to clear the table of food, leaving only a few snacks and drinks behind. A maid tried to take Avraniel’s plate, but a minute furrowing of the elf’s brows was enough to send her scurrying away. A large map was brought out that showed this region of the world in great detail, along with a second map that showed the world as a whole. “Katarina, would you like to begin?”

The beautiful woman stood. “For those of you who do not know, I am not simply my husband’s wife. I am also his spy mistress. The present conflict has been far from ideal.”

Avraniel scoffed. “Crap like this always means trouble. Everton has plenty of spies. I’m sure the empire does too.”

“Yes.” Katarina smiled thinly. “And I have had no shortage of infiltrators hoping to make off with my family’s secrets. I would say that covert activity has more than tripled since the war began. Everton and the Eternal Empire are two of the great powers. Any conflict between them brings both danger and opportunity.”

Old Man set his tea down. He had complimented the blend earlier, noting it was a prized blend from his homeland. Katie did not think for a second that was a coincidence. “In conflicts of this scale, it can be difficult to remain neutral.”

“Will the Mercantile Alliance be choosing a side?” Katie asked curiously.

She hoped they chose Everton. The combined navies of Everton, the Shimmering Isles, and their other allies were keeping the empire’s navy at bay. However, the Mercantile Alliance’s navy would swing the naval war completely and lopsidedly in their favour.

Due to its extensive trading networks, the Mercantile Alliance had a history of staying neutral in conflicts between foreign powers unless their interests were directly affected. The volume of trade they dealt in also made many nations – including the empire – reluctant to openly move against them. The Shimmering Isles had an outstanding navy, but they lacked numbers. The Mercantile Alliance had numbers, quality, and enough wealth to hire multiple armies of mercenaries, to say nothing of the economic damage they could inflict with trade sanctions. That was likely why the empire hadn’t tried anything as brazen as the kidnapping of Princess Calista. The Mercantile Alliance was not ruled by a single person, but an attack of that kind upon any of the merchant princes would be an insult the others could not ignore.

“The Mercantile Alliance will be maintaining its neutrality,” Lorenzo replied. “I am a merchant prince, but not the only one. The Chamber of Princes governs the Mercantile Alliance, and there are eleven of us. Seven have voted to remain neutral, two wish to join Everton, and the remaining two seek to ally with the empire.”

“Seven voted to remain neutral?” Her master leaned back in his chair. “If it was less, we might have a chance of persuading them. But seven? We would need four of them to change their minds. Knowing who the other merchant princes are, I doubt that’s possible. I think it’s safe to say the Mercantile Alliance will not join the war on either side unless something drastic happens.”

“I am, of course, free to offer some of my personal resources, provided they are of the deniable sort,” Lorenzo said. “But the fleets and armies of the Mercantile Alliance will not mobilise, and we shall not hire any mercenaries either. If I openly dispatch my forces, I could easily find myself censured or worse for breaking the pact that all merchant princes are sworn to uphold.”

“I can’t say I blame you,” Daerin grumbled. “Even if I don’t like it. You’re stuck between a rock and a hard place, and you don’t have the history with the empire that we do.”

Lorenzo pointed to the map. “Yes. Our position is precarious. The Mercantile Alliance is split up across several major islands, many smaller islands, and the coasts of multiple continents. We have holdings near both Everton and the empire. Moreover, the lands that give us access to the nations of the distant east are within easy striking distance of the empire. I have no doubt that if we were to declare for Everton, those lands would immediately be put under siege.” His lips curled. “We are mighty at sea, but on land, the empire is our better. Choosing a side would also leave us exposed to attack from the other side. Remaining neutral has made both sides reluctant to drag us into the conflict, lest we join the other side. That said, recent events in the Shimmering Isles have displeased my fellow merchant princes.”

“Kidnapping a princess isn’t the nicest thing to do,” Katie said.

“It is not – but it speaks to the lengths the empire will go to in order to fulfil their ambitions.” Lorenzo tapped the map. “Let us suppose that Everton is defeated, and its lands are added to the empire. There are few who believe the empire’s ambitions will stop there. Once the empire has consolidated its hold over Everton and rebuilt its strength, they would come for us. An expanded empire would have the power to overwhelm us at sea and again when they make landfall. No emperor wishes to be considered the lesser son of a greater sire. If this emperor succeeds, then his son – or his son’s son – would look to us for conquest.”

“But playing both sides is likely to be very profitable in the near future, and it’s something your fellow merchant princes are familiar with,” her master said. “You’ve been doing it for centuries.”

Katarina nodded. “We are merchants. We know how to negotiate and profit from the unexpected. By remaining neutral, we have been able to keep our markets with both Everton and the empire open while also raising prices. Of course, both sides have made formal and informal overtures about an alliance, but it has been easy to put off those requests.”

“You can’t blame the Council for trying, can you?” her master said.

“No, we can’t. But again, regardless of how I or my husband feel, there is only so much we can do since the Chamber of Princes has made its position clear. When my spies uncovered evidence of more… concrete efforts to increase imperial influence here, I notified my husband, who sent for you. Regardless of your affiliation, we both believe that you would prefer to see us prosper, especially if dealing with our enemies also helps Everton.”

Lorenzo ran a hand through his hair. “There have been calls for another meeting of the Chamber of Princes. Those who voted in favour of aiding the empire have suggested we could extract highly favourable terms in exchange for more material aid. There are several territories near ours that are nominally under imperial control or heavily reliant on imperial support. To win the prize that is Everton, they believe the empire could be convinced to give them to us.”

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Katie asked quietly. “They wouldn’t suggest something like that unless they knew the empire would uphold its end of the bargain and not simply retake that territory after the war.”

“Correct,” Katarina said. “Those merchant princes believe that siding with the empire will allow them to grow their own influence and power. It would then be in the empire’s best interests to support them, provided they continue to favour the empire. Merchant princes are already powerful, but merchant princes with imperial support would be stronger still. Of course, just how much influence the empire would demand in exchange for its support is the tricky part. Would those merchant princes be destined to become little more than puppets, or would they successfully thread the needle, using the empire to elevate themselves without becoming beholden to the empire?”

Daerin snorted. “I hate this sort of politicking. You don’t see a lot of it with us dwarves. We’re too busy killing goblins and worrying about the empire. But once this war is over, mark my words, there will be plenty of it. With the goblins and empire dealt with, my brother, the king, will have his hands full with all the lickspittles seeking his favour.”

“Personally, I do not think it is possible to rely on the empire for support without eventually becoming their puppet.” Lorenzo glanced at Gerald. “I am told the documents that have been deciphered have revealed matters of importance.”

Gerald stood. Despite being the tallest person there, he was nevertheless the least imposing. Neither Vittorio nor Sofia had spoken yet, but their eyes were keen. They had not missed a single word, and they were carefully considering all they’d heard.

“After carefully reviewing the documents, we have reason to believe that the empire is operating a hidden base somewhere in this area.” Gerald pointed to the map of the region. “This is important because prior to obtaining this information, we had no reason to believe that the empire had any significant holdings in this area at all.”

“Allow me.” Amanda used her magic, and an illusion sprang to life over the map. It highlighted the area Gerald had pointed to and circled several key locations. It was an impressive display, and Lorenzo and his family were momentarily taken aback.

“That area… if the hidden base could serve as a proper port, it would give them safe harbour in a region that is currently heavily contested.” Katarina frowned. “But how could they have built it without our knowledge, and what other evidence do you have?”

Gerald was nervous, but he was on familiar ground. “The documents did not reveal the exact location, but we found records of multiple shipments of whale oil, whale horn, and other whale products. They were harvested, refined, and then transported back to the empire and to various ports in the Mercantile Alliance. Critically, the records suggest that none of the harvesting or refinement took place in the Mercantile Alliance. Now, there are numerous smaller, independent settlements that participate in harvesting and refinement, but the sheer volume of products suggests a large, purpose-built facility is responsible.” Gerald handed Lorenzo and Katarina several documents. They perused them quickly and then passed them on.

“Yes…” Lorenzo murmured. “The whaling trade is extremely lucrative, so we keep track of it. Whales must be hunted carefully, lest their numbers fall to unacceptably low levels, as they did in my great-great-grandfather’s day. Each kill must be recorded, and there are strict laws about which whales can be killed and where. We do get poachers from time to time, but the specialised equipment and expert skills required to properly harvest and refine the most valuable whale products makes processing difficult outside of special facilities, almost all of which are under the Mercantile Alliance’s direct or indirect control. These numbers… if they are paying enough, they could buy the rights to hunt that many whales by purchasing the rights from other hunters. However, processing this many should be impossible without our knowledge.”

“We think that’s what they did and that whaling is only a front, albeit a very profitable one,” Katie’s master said. “Anyone who looks deeply enough will worry about whether the whaling is legal or not, but I’m willing to bet they’ve done things legally, albeit underhandedly. There may well be legal issues, but nothing truly egregious.” He pointed to several figures in the documents. “But if you look at the number of whales they claim to have hunted, then the number of ships involved in carrying the associated whale products is too high.”

Vittorio frowned. “But it’s not unheard of for cargo ships to carry other cargo during whaling season, especially if their quotas have already been met. They might also take other cargo if they cannot fill their holds with whaling products.”

“That’s true.” Her master grinned. “Which is why Gerald and I took a trip to the docks with plenty of coin. We asked about how the whaling season was going. By all accounts, it has been an excellent season. There are plenty of whales to be had. No captain would carry other cargo if they could carry whaling products because nothing makes as much money for the same space and weight. Yet they cannot have met their hunting quotas yet, not when these records indicate they’re still catching whales. So why would they waste valuable cargo space on something else? Moreover, the discrepancy is large enough that these ships are probably not carrying any whale products at all. If that’s the case, what are they carrying instead?”

Katie hadn’t gone along with them to the docks. A young girl would have stood out. Instead, her master had given her a bunch of the numbers they’d found and asked her to search for discrepancies. Once he’d explained what to look for, it had been obvious. The numbers didn’t fit. Those ships had to be carrying something else.

“We believe that the base is disguised as a whaling station, but that’s not all it is.” Her master motioned to the map, and more illusions sprang up to assist him. “The fact that they’re whaling tells us roughly where they are. At this time of year, whales are found primarily in these areas. We were able to rule several of them out due to contacts I have, which leaves…”

“Ah.” Lorenzo grimaced. “That is a section of the Chaotic Coast.”

“The Chaotic Coast?” Sofia asked.

“I haven’t been there myself,” Katie said. “But my master says it’s called that because of how, well, chaotic it is. The weather there is often poor, the terrain is extremely rugged, and there are all sorts of monsters and other dangers. No major nation has been able to lay claim to the area, and it’s widely believed to be horribly cursed. It’s generally considered too difficult to hold and not worth the effort. Instead, the Chaotic Coast is dotted with small settlements in the few hospitable areas.”

“They rely primarily on whaling, fishing, mining, and monster hunting,” her master said. “I’ve spent time there in the past. It’s not unusual for settlements to pop up, survive for a decade or two, and then vanish overnight due to monsters or other unusual events.” He made a face. “I know of three settlements that were destroyed by plagues arising from ancient ruins. The area is avoided for a reason.”

“In other words,” Katarina murmured. “The empire could set up a facility there without drawing attention if they were careful enough, especially with the naval war raging so fiercely elsewhere. If any pre-existing settlements did notice, they could either be bribed or eliminated.”

“That’s right.” Her master pointed to another feature of the area. “Theoretically, the mountains that occupy most of the inland region away from the immediate coast also offer an alternate land route to Everton. It’s not short, and I don’t know if any such route is actually practical, given who lives there, but there’s a first time for everything. They’d certainly have the time to search for it if their base goes unnoticed.”

Gerald nodded. “That’s why we think the base is located here.” A position on the map lit up. “It’s supposed to be a relatively sheltered harbour that can take large vessels. However, it’s isolated enough to avoid attention. Nobody uses it because the last several attempts to settle there all failed rather horribly.”

“Monsters,” her master said. “I did a bit of digging, and there have been four attempts to settle there over the past two centuries. All four attempts ended with the settlements being overrun and everyone getting eaten by monsters.”

“The empire can deal with monsters if they commit their Lords of Magic,” Lorenzo said.

“Exactly. The harbour is also close to a group I’ve had dealings with, albeit not directly,” her master said.

“Who?” Lorenzo asked.

“Good goblins.”

“Good goblins?” Sofia frowned.

Katie couldn’t blame her. She hadn’t believe it either when her master had mentioned it. Goblins had a deservedly horrible reputation. The only goblins she’d personally encountered were the awful sort, like the ones attacking the dwarves. However, there were supposed to be other goblins who were far more civilised and willing to make an honest living.

“There’s not a lot of them,” Avraniel drawled. She was chewing on a slice of prosciutto. “But, yeah, not all goblins are jerks. You don’t hear about the decent ones much since there are so few of them, and they keep to themselves because, you know, most people will kill goblins on sight, not that I blame them.” She glanced at Daerin. “Ask the dwarves about goblins, and you’ll hear exactly why everybody hates their guts.”

The dwarf’s jaw clenched, and he raised one hand. He was about to bring it down on the table with thunderous force before thinking better of it. Depending on the enchantments protecting it, there was a good chance he’d break it. “Aye. All my life, the only good goblin has been a dead goblin. I’ve heard whispers of goblins who were different, but neither I nor my kin have ever met them.”

“They do exist,” her master said. “But, yes, the majority of goblins are so awful that the best way to deal with them is a spear to the throat since they will happily murder anybody they can. These other goblins are, for want of a better word, civilised. They build proper settlements instead of simply looting and squatting in the homes of their victims. They are skilled artisans, and they trade with those willing to give them a chance. Unfortunately, their similarity to their less pleasant kin has made them outcasts. They seldom leave their remote settlements because in most places, they’d be killed on sight. I’ve had dealings with them over the years, albeit through intermediaries, but they’ve gone silent over the past several months. I didn’t think too much of it at the time. It’s happened before. However…”

Amanda took a sip of wine. Not many people would have indulged in wine so early in the morning, but Katie had noticed that the vampire had no qualms about enjoying a glass or two, regardless of the hour. Oh well. It wasn’t as though she could easily get drunk. “Perhaps they heard what happened with the dwarves. They’re not part of the same faction, but it could not have been pleasant hearing about the deaths of so many goblins.”

“Bah! Good riddance!” Daerin downed his mug of juice in one big gulp. Her master raised an eyebrow. “What? I’m not saying I’ll slaughter them if I meet them. If this bunch are as different as you say, they’ve nothing to fear from me. But if they turn out to be as bad as the goblins in my homeland, then I’ll smash their skulls myself.”

“In any case,” her master said. “These goblins have a settlement relatively close to where the empire have built their base.”

“And how is this dangerous?” Lorenzo asked.

“The goblins there have some skill with runes and seals. It’s how they’ve survived as long as they have. That alone would make them potentially dangerous if the empire was willing to purchase their services or force them to work. A single seal master can do tremendous damage, and their leader should qualify. However, it’s their ability to trade with the people who live inside the mountains that concerns me. Those people are incredibly isolationist, so they would never deal with the empire directly. Yet for reasons nobody fully understands, they have been trading with the goblins for centuries. If the goblins are willing to act as intermediaries…”

“Ah.” Daerin scowled. “I see where you’re going now.”

“Ah?” Katie asked.

“Yes,” Katarina said. “If you could explain.”

“If you are lucky,” Daerin said. “You will never have cause to meet those who dwell within those mountains. They are the reason our maps of those mountains are little more than speculation, for their kingdoms have stood for as long as the oldest of dwarven nations.”

Katarina’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“If the empire has truly built a facility there, we cannot let it go uncontested. Moreover, I cannot help but wonder if the goblins stopped communicating with outsiders not because they’re worried about what happened to the other goblins but because the empire has done something to them,” her master said.

Lorenzo peered into his coffee. “Setting aside what you have said, a facility in that area would grant the empire a powerful foothold in a region where they have struggled to project naval force. As much as I would like to send my fleets to investigate, I cannot support you too openly. Yet perhaps I can use this to help sway the other merchant princes to my cause although I shall have to be careful to whom I speak. Of course, if you were to privately investigate this matter further, I could not stop you – and if you were to leave a list of supplies you require and such supplies just happened to be left unattended at a certain warehouse, well, coincidences are known to happen.”

Her master grinned. “Indeed, coincidences do happen from time to time.”

Katie studied the map. Her master had always encouraged her to think ahead. The location of the base would allow the empire to resupply and repair its ships in the area. This would give them a big advantage in the struggle for naval supremacy in the region. Once the base was fully operational, it would probably be very difficult to take. If the documents they’d reviewed were correct, it was still relatively new. It might not even be finished yet, and it didn’t seem as though the empire had been able to move too many warships there either, lest they attract unwanted attention before it was finished. Now might be the best time to attack.

Lorenzo must have reached a similar conclusion. “How long until you leave.”

“Three days,” her master replied. “That should give us enough time to tie up any loose ends here.”

“I will give you what support I can,” Lorenzo said. “And reach out to any helpful associates I have in the area.”


Chapter Six

Spot was a dragon, and there were few things dragons understood better than battle. However, Spot had learned that there were different kinds of battle, and he knew he wasn’t suited for fighting all of them yet. His teeth and claws were sharp, and his fire was hot. His scales were tough, and his wings were strong. He was young, but he could already fight in battles where all he needed to do was crush his enemies.

The battle going on in the dining room was not the kind of battle he was ready for. He learned a lot each day, but there were still many things he didn’t understand. He relied on the idiot, the twerp, the rats, his mother, and the others to explain things to him. When they planned battles, he was happy to do as they said. They were smarter than he was, more cunning and more experienced. Eventually, he would be a match for any of them. He knew that as instinctively as he knew the skies were his. But he was young. He needed time to grow and learn and examples to follow. Every day, he was smarter, more cunning, and more experienced. Soon, he would be able to help in ways other than fighting. But until then, he would rely on the others. He would trust them to tell him anything important and to explain as best they could. They were his friends, and friends helped each other.

Chomp agreed, but his thoughts were far simpler than Spot’s. Chomp was a labyrinth hound. It was not his place to question the orders he got from Spot’s mother. He did what he was told because he was a good dog, and good dogs followed orders. As much as Spot liked Chomp, he doubted Chomp would ever be able to understand everything that went into planning a battle or an investigation. Some people might have called Chomp stupid for that. Those same people were the kind to give Chomp complicated instructions and then get upset when he couldn’t follow them.

Spot knew better.

Chomp wasn’t stupid. His mind was just different from a human’s mind, or an elf’s mind, or a dwarf’s mind, or a vampire’s mind. It was also very different from Spot’s mind. But that didn’t make Chomp stupid. How many people could find hidden treasure, secret chambers, and traps as easily as Chomp? How many people could track prey for miles and miles? How many people could stand their ground against foes they knew they couldn’t beat just because they were asked to? It was like the ninja rats said. Everybody in the clan had a place. It was simply a matter of finding it. People were stronger when they worked together and helped each other than when they abandoned each other and made fun of each other’s weaknesses.

His mother might tease the twerp for being small, but that was different. He’d seen his mother when she really wanted to hurt somebody, and he’d felt her mind when she truly insulted someone. She wasn’t like that with the twerp. It was… well… his mother wasn’t necessarily the best at being nice. Even Spot knew that. Teasing the twerp was her way of showing she cared, and the twerp never got too upset about it. It was almost as if she’d come to expect it. In a way, it was how they greeted each other. His mother would call the twerp short, and the twerp would scowl, grumble, and occasionally throw something with her shadows.

Spot’s attention turned from Chomp, who was happily sniffing around the garden, to the two children who were showing them around. There were guards nearby, both visible and hidden, but they were content to let the children take the lead. Spot liked that. They weren’t treating Spot and Chomp like monsters who would attack the children for no reason. Of course, the guards stayed nearby and were ready to intervene if necessary, and Spot liked that too. The twerp was pretty tough, but most children were very weak. If anything happened, the guards could help them.

He wished Tabitha and William had guards. They were weak. If they ran into a wolf on their own, they’d get eaten for sure. His brows furrowed at the unwelcome thought, and Bramante patted his back comfortingly. The rat reminded him that the idiot had left plenty of zombies back home to watch over the villagers, and the ninja rats had set up their own outpost in Tabitha and William’s village. They would be fine. They’d even asked a few of the trainee rats to watch the pair since they were Spot’s friends.

When the mission was over, Spot would go and show them how much longer his tail had gotten and how much bigger he was. He still couldn’t use his tail like a whip, but he’d already killed people with it! His mother had been very proud, but he might not mention the killing to Tabitha. She worried a lot, and she seemed to think killing people would make him sad.

That was another difference between humans and dragons. Many humans felt bad when they killed people, even if those people were their enemies. His mother had told him that the elves usually prayed for the souls of those they killed, not that she bothered. Spot? He didn’t feel bad at all. If someone wanted to stab him with a sword or blast him with magic, then he wouldn’t hesitate to rip them in half or set them on fire. His mother felt the same way, and she’d warned him to think carefully before sparing his enemies. If he spared his enemies, then he needed to be sure they wouldn’t come back to get him later or cause trouble for people he cared about. Otherwise, he needed a very good reason to keep them alive. For example, some bandits were worth much more alive than dead, and they sometimes had to keep people alive because they had important information or because there were rules they had to follow, like when people surrendered.

Spot thought it was a bit silly that people could try to kill them and then surrender when they started losing. If people didn’t want Spot to kill them, then maybe they shouldn’t attack him or his friends in the first place. The idiot had explained it to him. If nobody was ever allowed to surrender, then people would keep fighting and fighting until nobody was left. Everybody would be dead, which didn’t sound nice at all. The twerp had also pointed out that not everybody wanted to fight. Some of them were forced to.

If the king of a country ordered people to fight, then they had to fight, whether they liked it or not. That was how things worked although it sounded stupid to Spot. Why force people to fight? If they had to be forced to fight, they’d be awful at it. But the others had all said that was how most countries worked. If the person in charge said fight, then you fought. It was different for people who were really strong. They might be able to tell the person in charge no. But weak people had to obey.

That had made Spot look at surrender in a different light.

What if the person surrendering was someone like Tabitha and William’s father? He was a farmer, and Spot knew he didn’t enjoy fighting. He’d told Spot more than once that killing had never sat right with him. He’d do it if he had to – butchering livestock or hunting for food – but he always felt a bit bad afterward. That’s why he liked being a farmer. He could spend his time growing things. If someone like him wanted to surrender, then Spot wouldn’t mind. And if letting people surrender meant there were more farmers in the world making food, then Spot was happy about that too. Besides, if people only pretended to surrender and then tried something, the others had told Spot that it was okay to kill them. It worked both ways, the idiot said.

Accepting someone’s surrender was the honourable thing to do. Faking surrender was dishonourable, and Spot was free to eat anybody who did that.

Lorenzo’s two children were different ages. The girl – Elena – was around the twerp’s age although she was a lot taller. Spot snickered. The twerp really was tiny, even for a human. Elena was cheerful and smart, and she’d told Spot and Chomp all about the plants in the garden. A lot of them were pretty flowers that Spot hadn’t seen or heard of before, but others were plants with special powers, like healing herbs. Maybe he could ask the idiot for a book with pictures to help him learn about plants. It was interesting. She also told them about the other stuff in the garden, such as the fountains and statues.

Spot liked the statues. They were made of different kinds of stone, and a few of them were very old and had magic protecting them. Spot’s favourites were the marble statues. They even had a statue of a dragon, and it was made of black marble with streaks of green running through it. It didn’t have a white spot on its snout, but it looked fierce and strong the way a dragon should.

The boy – Roberto – was different. He was around Tabitha’s age, but he was quiet. He had barely spoken a word, and he stayed close to his sister. What worried Spot was how sad he felt. He felt so sad that Spot didn’t even have to touch his mind to know. He could feel it. And when Spot looked at him with his astral sight, his soul looked small and kind of cloudy. Spot had seen that before – in people who had lived through something hard and never quite gotten over it.

Spot frowned. He was getting better and better at seeing people’s souls and glimpsing into their minds as he got older. His lessons with the shiny woman and the people eater were definitely helping. Those skills were useful. It was hard to catch him off guard. If something had a soul or a mind, he could probably sense them even if he couldn’t detect them with his other senses – and his other senses were also incredibly keen. It worked on zombies since they used to be alive, and there was usually a faint flicker of something left behind. Of course, he could also see them with his magical sight since they needed magic to move around, but it was more fun to see if he could detect them with his other senses. As a dragon, he could sense magic far more keenly than most people. It had started off with being able to see magic, but lately, he’d begun to smell, taste, hear, and feel magic too.

Recently, Spot had also been getting peeks into people’s minds without trying. It happened when people thought loudly, or if he knew them well. It wasn’t anything too deep, usually just things like what they wanted to eat for lunch or how their work was going. The people eater said he was catching surface-level thoughts, and he’d get better at blocking them with practice. He could look deeper, but unlike the people eater who could hide when she was looking, people always knew when Spot peered deeper into their minds.

As the people eater put it, Spot’s telepathy was a sledgehammer. It was strong but also impossible to miss. The people eater’s telepathy was a cross between a needle and dragon fire. It could be subtle and difficult to detect, but it was also capable of doing great damage.

His mother’s surface thoughts were usually about him, treasure, or what she’d be doing that day. The paper pusher normally worried about work or a bunch of things that weren’t all that scary. Spot had never met anyone else worried about tripping over and impaling themselves on their own umbrella. He’d asked his mother about it because it didn’t seem possible, and she’d laughed and told him that if anyone could manage it, the paper pusher could. Spot had gotten a bit worried himself – the paper pusher could be very clumsy – but his mother had reminded him about his healing fire, which put his mind at ease.

He also got vague impressions of how people felt, even when he couldn’t necessarily hear their surface thoughts. Some people’s minds were more controlled than others. The idiot’s mind reminded Spot of a mountain. It was strong and steady, utterly reliable and solid. Old Man’s mind was like a calm day spent next to a peaceful lake. The lake had hidden depths, but the surface was akin to a mirror. The only person whose thoughts and feelings Spot rarely got a hint of was the people eater. He only ever glimpsed her thoughts when she let him, and her mind was a dark forest full of looming shadows with only a single path through it – and that path was watched by things with big teeth and long claws.

That was why she was the one teaching Spot. She knew how to shield her mind the best although Spot suspected the idiot could do it too. The people eater also knew how to keep her mind from touching others. She had been teaching Spot since the thoughts and emotions of other people could get noisy, similar to being in a room where everybody was shouting. Since he’d started his training, it had gotten a lot better. Surface thoughts and vague impressions were relatively easy to filter out.

It was hard to ignore how Roberto felt. The boy was so much sadder than any boy his age should be, especially since his family loved him and worried about him. Roberto also lived in a nice place with plenty of food and people to protect him. He must have a comfortable place to sleep too, so Spot wondered what had happened.

Elena led them to the water’s edge. The guards took up positions nearby, and a mage used magic to make sure the water was safe. That was a good idea. Spot had seen the rats practice how to assassinate people from underwater. It had looked fun, and Spot had picked up a few tricks he could use. His mother had even made a fake shark fin they could tie onto his back to scare people the next time they went to the beach, but the idiot had stopped them. Oh well. His mother had made several, and the demolition rats were holding onto them.

“This is where we go fishing,” Elena said. “But I don’t know if there are any fish here today.” She turned to the mage. “Did you sense any fish?”

“A few,” the mage said. “But most detection magic isn’t well suited to detecting individual fish, my lady. A normal fish lacks the size and power to be easily noticed.”

And that was a fact the rats often took advantage of.

Spot peered into the water with his astral sight. Fish had souls, so it was easy to see them through the water although their souls weren’t usually as big or as bright as people’s souls. There are plenty of fish.

“There are?” Elena asked. “How can you tell?”

Spot drew on his astral powers a bit more, and both children gasped when his scales momentarily shifted from black to white. I can see souls. Fish have souls although they’re not the same as people’s.

A fish’s soul was smaller, dimmer, and less well defined. Sheep were the same, which made it easy to tell Little Spot apart from the others. His mind felt keener than the other sheep’s, and although his soul was still very small, it was less a cloud of light and more a gleaming gemstone. And every day, Little Spot’s mind grew sharper, and his soul grew bigger and clearer. Spot could explain things to Little Spot with words. With Chomp, it was often easier to show the dog what he meant with his telepathy. Too many words confused Chomp, and Spot’s control over his telepathy had improved. He no longer gave people headaches when he showed them things.

“Can you see our souls?” Elena asked curiously. “What do they look like?”

I can see the souls of everyone here. Spot pointed. Including the four people who are hiding. I didn’t say anything earlier because your guards nodded at them before, so they must know who they are. They’re your other guards, right?

Elena giggled, and one of the men stepped out into the open. “Santino and the others also work for my family. It’s common to have guards who remain hidden unless necessary. It makes your enemies reluctant to attack you even when you seem alone.”

“Indeed, my lady.” Santino was older than the idiot but younger than Lorenzo. “A hidden sword is often more threatening than one openly worn.” He grinned. “Although it seems that Spot had no problems noticing us. We shall have to improve our stealth.”

Spot was glad he’d waited to see how the other guards had reacted to the hidden guards. Bramante had told him to be patient instead of attacking. The rat had told him that hidden guards were normal for the nobility. On missions, though, if anyone he didn’t know stayed hidden, then they were probably an enemy. It would be better to attack them first and then ask questions.

Your souls look like lights. Spot smiled. Some are bigger than others. He paused and then glanced at Roberto. Your brother’s soul is different. I can feel how sad he is. Did something bad happen to him?

The guards glanced at each other and then at Elena. The girl squeezed Roberto’s hand gently. “Is it okay if I tell Spot what happened, Roberto? He seems very kind.”

Slowly, Roberto nodded.

“Spot,” Elena began softly. “Some of our guards have been with our family for a very long time. Their families have served us for generations.” She gestured at Santino. “Santino’s ancestor was the sworn brother of my ancestor. That is how long our families have been connected. Santino himself has been the head of my hidden guards since the day I was born. I have known him for as long as I can remember. He is not simply my guard. I consider him an uncle who happens to watch over me.”

Santino bowed his head. “You honour me with your words, my lady.”

Elena smiled, but her smile soon faded. “The thing is, Spot, although I view Santino as my uncle, he is still my guard – and as my guard, he has certain responsibilities.”

Spot tilted his head to the side. Responsibilities?

Santino straightened. He reminded Spot of the ninja rats. “Yes, Spot. As Lady Elena’s guard, it would be my solemn duty and greatest honour to lay down my life in her defence. If a situation ever arose in which my death could ensure her survival, then I would not hesitate to give my life. To live while she came to harm would bring me shame and dishonour without equal.”

On Spot’s back, the ninja rats made sounds of approval. Spot didn’t fully understand why, but they had all sworn to die if it meant protecting the twerp. Of course, if people tried to hurt the twerp, Spot would fight them with everything he had. His friends were precious to him – far more precious than his hoard. He could always find more treasure, but he could not replace his friends. There was only one twerp in the whole world, only one paper pusher, one Chomp, one Tabitha, one Little Spot, and so on.

Depending on how strong his enemies were, Spot might get seriously injured or even killed, but that was a risk he was willing to take. He didn’t want to know how his life would be if all his friends were gone, so he would fight anyone or anything that tried to take them away. He was a dragon. He was not scared of death or injury. Battle was in his blood, as much of a part of him as the fire that burned endlessly within him. It was better to die than to lose what he treasured most.

“My brother has a guard named Bernardo. He has been my brother’s guard since he was born, and he and my brother are very close.”

Roberto sniffled. “Bernardo is my best friend.” His voice was so quiet that Spot had to strain to hear the words. “He always spent time with me, and he never made fun of me for wanting to read all day and for not liking swords or sailing.”

“Unfortunately, my brother was attacked recently,” Elena said. “The… enemy managed to kill many of his guards and nearly succeeded in kidnapping him. Bernardo stopped them, but it nearly cost him his life. Even now, months later, despite our family sparing no expense on his treatment, we do not know if he will ever be able to fully heal.”

Oh. Spot could imagine how sad he would be if one of his friends almost died and wasn’t getting any better. Bramante patted his snout and added his own explanation. Roberto felt guilty, but why would… ah. The bad people were after Roberto, and Bernardo was hurt protecting him. Roberto blamed himself for Bernardo getting hurt, and he felt even worse because he wasn’t getting any better. Are the bad people still alive? Spot growled. If they are, I could eat them for you.

Elena’s eyes widened, and something that was almost a giggle left Roberto’s lips. “I thank you for the offer, Spot, truly. It is most appreciated. However, my father has already dealt with them.” From the tone of her voice, Spot assumed they were either dead or wished they were dead. “But my brother has not been the same since. I fear the world has become a much darker place for him.”

Spot’s brows furrowed, deep in contemplation. The world had bad people in it. He knew that. So they had to get rid of the bad people. Every time Spot went on a mission, he was making the world better. Every bad person he dealt with meant there was one less bad person out there who could hurt good people like William, Tabitha, and Roberto. But Roberto wasn’t strong the way Spot was. He couldn’t go out and fight the bad people. Instead, every time he went out and Bernardo wasn’t with him, he would remember the bad people and what they had done. It was no wonder he thought the world was a bad place now.

But maybe Roberto would feel better if, at least for a while, he could see that the world was still beautiful. It wasn’t perfect. Nothing was. But it was beautiful all the same. It was like Old Man had once said.

“The world need not be perfect to be beautiful. It is people who make the world beautiful, Spot, and none of us are perfect. But many of us are good, and that makes the world beautiful.”

Yes. That might work. Spot was a dragon. He saw the world more keenly than most, and he was certain the world was a beautiful place. He would show Roberto that too.

Roberto. Spot nudged the boy gently with his head. Do you want to fly? Flying always made Spot feel better, and the world looked amazing from high up. Little Spot always said that he felt small and big and amazing when he was flying, so it had to be true.

Roberto stared at him. “Can… can I?” he asked his sister and the guards.

Elena gazed into Spot’s eyes. She looked older somehow, and stronger. “If you take my brother up, will you take care of him?”

Spot met her gaze evenly. Yes. It was only a single word, but he flared his wings and let fire kindle in his jaws to show her he meant it. His mother didn’t talk about honour a lot, but she had told him that if he gave his word, he should keep it. She’d been sharpening her daggers on his back and watching the stars, and she’d been both happy and sad to be bathed in starlight as she spoke.

“Then go, Roberto.” Elena ruffled his hair. “I do not think anyone in our family has ever had the honour of riding on a dragon’s back before. Savour the experience, and you can share it with Bernardo when you next visit him.” She smiled faintly and addressed the guards. “If there are any problems, then on my name, I swear I shall take responsibility.”

Santino inclined his head. “As you say, my lady.”

Roberto beamed. “Bernardo is interested in dragons. Could you visit him before you leave, Spot?”

I’ll ask my mother. Spot shifted. Climb onto my back. The rats will tie you on, so you don’t fall.

Roberto gingerly climbed onto Spot’s back, and the rats quickly improvised a harness out of wires and other equipment. It wasn’t as nice as the special harness he had for Little Spot, but it should work. Spot took several steps, twisting and turning, before nodding in satisfaction. Roberto would not fall off, and he was so light that Spot barely noticed his weight at all.

Hold on. We’re going up now.

Spot lunged forward, taking several long, loping strides before leaping into the air and taking flight with a single powerful beat of his wings. In the blink of an eye, they left the ground behind and soared upward. The wind raced past as they climbed into the sky over the estate. Spot basked in the warmth of the morning sun and the feel of the brisk sea wind against his scales. He didn’t mind walking, especially if he was walking with his friends, but this was where a dragon was supposed to be. This was where he belonged. He flapped his wings, and a flock of seagulls squawked and fled in panic as he zoomed past. He grinned toothily. They were lucky. He wasn’t searching for a snack today.

On his back, Roberto radiated awe and wonder. “We’re so high! And we’re moving so fast!” His voice quivered. “From up here, the city looks so small.”

Spot gently banked to the right, circling as he rose to let Roberto savour the view as he tried to put into words what he felt. There are bad people in the world. When bad things happen, it’s easy to think the world is a bad place with only bad people in it. I can’t blame you for being sad about Bernardo. I’d be sad too. But there are good people in the world, and good things can happen too.

Roberto clung onto Spot. “I’m scared.” He wasn’t talking about flying.

When someone is your friend – when they love you – they’ll try to protect you. The people eater had explained it to him late one night when Spot had gone to grab a snack from the kitchen. She had been drinking wine and thinking of old friends. Her mind, usually a dark forest, had been a beach stretching out into the darkness, the only light coming from a lonely, half-toppled lighthouse built upon a weathered cliff. I am a dragon, but my mother still wants to protect me. She would fight anybody who tried to hurt me. Bernardo is your guard, but he’s also your friend. Do you think he would be happy if you got hurt?

“No.” Roberto sniffled. “But he got hurt so badly, and he isn’t getting better.”

He could have run away. Spot took them further out until they were over the open water. There were ships below them, and a few keen-eyed passengers stopped and stared. Lorenzo had issued a statement saying there was a friendly black drake in the area, and it was not to be harmed or interfered with. Spot was no drake, but he understood why Lorenzo had to lie.

“He had to stay,” Roberto said. “He made an oath to my family – to me. A man’s word is his bond.” He was repeating words he had heard many times before, but Spot could tell that he wasn’t sure if he should believe them.

People break oaths all the time, especially when they’re scared or in danger. I’ve seen it happen. Spot had seen it plenty of times on their missions. Soldiers made oaths to fight, but plenty of them ran when they saw him and the others. Lots of guards were the same. They’d fight until it became clear they were losing, and then they’d run away. He stayed because he wanted to. He stayed because he was your friend.

“But he got hurt!” The boy’s anger was the worst kind – helpless anger.

Spot hated feeling that way – angry and without anything he could do that could change things, like when they got to a village too late and found out that bandits had already destroyed it. The people involved were usually poor. Anything they lost would be hard to replace. Spot fought extra hard when that happened, and he made sure to make the bandits pay. But afterward, when the blood was gone from his claws and teeth, and his fire had banked, he would feel that same helpless anger.

The villagers who had lost all their stuff or even their lives… what if they’d gotten there sooner? The idiot had warned him that no matter how hard they tried or how smart they were, they wouldn’t always be able to get there in time. All they could do was their best. It wasn’t his fault, so Spot shouldn’t blame himself. It was possible to do everything right and still lose, to make all the correct moves and still come up short. Instead of clinging to the past, the idiot had advised Spot to learn from it and try to do better in the future.

The past had already passed, but the future could still be changed.

Sometimes people choose to get hurt doing something because not doing it would hurt more. Spot tried to explain it the way the idiot had when villagers had gotten hurt trying to fight bandits who were way stronger than them. They should have run away. It would have been the smart thing to do. But there were times when someone couldn’t run away. Sometimes, they had to stand and fight, even knowing they’d lose, because they wouldn’t be able to live with themselves if they didn’t. If he didn’t protect you, he’d feel worse than when he got hurt. He’s your friend, so he cares.

Roberto’s sniffles eased, and his little body shook as the words sank in.

The world has good people in it, and they do good things. Bernardo is a good person, and he did what a good person does. He helped his friend. Spot climbed until they were level with the handful of clouds that dotted the sky. They shot through a cloud, and Roberto laughed. There was an eagle there. It was a lot bigger than a regular eagle but still too small and too smart to challenge Spot. On another day, Spot might have picked a fight. Instead, he pushed his thoughts at the eagle to let the bird know he wasn’t looking for trouble. For a while, they flew alongside the eagle. Sunlight gleamed off its feathers, which shone like interwoven strips of steel and gold.

Look. Spot turned again. The entire island was beneath them now. There was the city with its bustling streets and markets, the buildings a mix of old and new, yet united by the style that characterised the city. There was the port with all of its ships and sailors. A crowd had gathered near one of the ships. They had caught and killed a sea serpent. Elsewhere, other parts of the island were home to smaller towns and villages nestled amidst quiet coves and towering cliffs.

“I can see everything!” Roberto cried. “I can see the ships, the sea, everything!” He reached up to try to catch a cloud as they passed, but it slipped through his fingers. Spot idly breathed a bolt of fire, and the cloud split in two as the attack sliced through it. Roberto laughed.

Hold on tight. Spot dove, and they raced downward. Roberto gave a cry of startled delight as Spot poured on the speed, so swift that the wind was scarcely more than a howl as it tore past. Any faster, and he might hurt Roberto. Spot dropped until he was all but skimming the surface of the sea, so close that the waves beneath them trembled at their passage. A whale gave a cry of surprise, and water shot out of a hole on its back. Spot snickered and wheeled away, weaving back and forth between the waves in a display of aerial agility only a griffin could have matched.

“Can you go any faster?” Roberto asked.

Faster? Spot’s eyes gleamed. I can go faster, but I’ll need to use my fire to protect you. Don’t worry. You won’t get burned.

He stopped holding back, and a shroud of white flame enveloped them. The boy was too small to keep his hold when Spot flew at full speed, and the force of the wind rushing past would hurt him. The white fire would shield Roberto and hold him in place.

Spot bared his teeth, and his wings beat the air mightily. He would show Roberto why dragons were called the rulers of the sky. No creature that flew through the air could match the speed of a dragon in full flight. Spot might only be a growing dragon, but he was still confident that nothing in the skies here could match him.

They lanced through the air, and the world below them became a blur. Spot’s heart pounded with the simple joy of flying and the pure excitement of unmatched speed. Roberto felt the same. They flew with carefree abandon, swifter than the wind and freer that the clouds.

Finally, Spot began to ease off. Roberto’s mind was calmer now, lighter, and his soul shone more brightly. There was still murkiness to it, but it had shrunk. The flame within him had been rekindled. Spot let his mind and senses open, and his scales shifted from black to white as he rose in a sweeping, twisting helix that took them up to the summit of the sky. Then he looked down at the city below them with his astral sight.

He had seen it before.

But now he saw it.

And it was beautiful.

Instead of a city of stone and wood, he saw fire and light – the souls of thousands upon thousands of people twinkling like stars below him. It was like staring up at the night sky and seeing all the countless constellations gleaming in the dark. He could even pick out the familiar souls of his friends, especially his mother’s soul. Her soul was as bright as a second sun. And he could see his own soul too, a raging inferno of darkness and light – not the darkness of suffering or sorrow, but the darkness that came from his corruption dragon heritage. It had worried him once because none of the others except the twerp had anything similar, but his mother had patted him on the head and comforted him.

“There are plenty of bad things in the dark,” she’d told him. “But you’re not one of them. You’re the one those bad things should be afraid of.” She’d grinned toothily. “Your friend Tabitha was worried about monsters under her bed, right? You’re the one who hunts those monsters.” She’d paused, and her grin had widened. “And, hey, the twerp has a bit of that darkness too, right? Well, she’s not too bad, is she? Sure, she’s tiny, but she’s not bad.”

Spot had smiled after that. Tabitha had once complained about monsters under her bed, and Spot had promised to eat them if there were any. He’d taken a good look, and he’d even used his astral sight to check, but there hadn’t been any. And Spot liked the twerp. She was a good person, so having some darkness in his soul couldn’t be too bad if she had some too.

He wondered if the darkness and light in his soul could combine, or if they would always be separate. He might have to ask the twerp about it later, but she couldn’t see souls the way he could.

Because Spot could feel the lingering uncertainty in Roberto’s heart, he decided to reach out with his mind and gently – very, very gently – let Roberto see what he did. He let the image linger there and then pushed, carefully, as if the memory was a precious thing made of glass that had to be stored away in a cabinet and kept safe. Now, the memory would not fade easily. The next time Roberto felt sad, alone, or uncertain, the memory of the city viewed through Spot’s astral sight would be there, a reminder of how beautiful the world could be.

“It’s beautiful.” Roberto was crying again, but these were happy tears, as if he was seeing the world for the very first time. In Spot’s astral sight, the souls of the ninja rats blazed with loyalty. Their souls had been tempered with suffering and honed by honour and duty. They had almost been broken by despair, but they had held firm, and they were stronger because of it. Roberto would be the same one day. Spot was sure of it. “It’s so beautiful.”

Don’t ever forget this. Spot breathed in, and his chest was filled with the crisp, cool air of the sky. For a moment, he felt as though someone was watching him, and he could have sworn he saw a pair of star-like eyes from the corner of his vision. When he turned, however, there was nobody there. His brows furrowed. Those eyes… they had been kind eyes. Were they drawn from Roberto’s memories, or were they a stray thought from elsewhere? The world quivered beneath his gaze, and he felt as if he could almost see beyond the city below them and the boundless sky above.

Roberto’s hands came up to his own chest as if to hold his own soul. He stared at it through Spot’s eyes, and the light within him grew. “Is this how you see the world?”

When I want to.

The others had laughed when the shiny woman had said that one of the reasons she liked the idiot was because he had a beautiful soul. They had assumed it was a turn of phrase, a way to praise the idiot’s character. The shiny woman had laughed with them, but Spot had known better. The shiny woman could see souls too, and the idiot really did have a beautiful soul.

It reminded Spot of an old dog he’d seen in Tabitha’s village. The dog had walked with a limp, and there had been scars all over his body. Yet he had walked proudly, and the family he belonged to lavished affection on him. William had told Spot about the dog. He’d gotten those injuries defending his family – a woodcutter and his children – from wolves. Those were good scars, scars that came from a life well lived and earned in the defence of what he treasured most.

The idiot’s soul was the same way. Some might have called it ugly. The light within him was strong and bright, but the core of radiance beneath the glow was battered and scarred. It had been cracked and broken and put back together so many times. Thinking about it made Spot sad, but the idiot had never let anything beat him. No matter how many times or how hard he’d been knocked down, he’d always gotten up and put himself back together. A man who kept getting back up, who kept fighting long after anyone else would have given up – Spot could admire and respect that because that’s what a dragon would have done.

The shiny woman’s soul was brightest when she was around the idiot, a blazing, roaring, blinding sun that illuminated the whole world. And all the old cracks and chips and dents in the idiot’s soul looked better when they were bathed in that light. Was that what friendship was? Was that what love looked like? Spot thought so. He’d paid more attention to people’s souls when they were around their friends and the people they loved. They were brighter and somehow… more than when they were alone. And if he strained his ears, if he listened for a sound that wasn’t really a sound and words that weren’t truly words, he could almost hear something. Could souls sing? He’d asked the shiny woman about it, and she’d smiled, utterly delighted.

“If souls can shine, who’s to say they can’t sing for those who know how to listen?”

Spot had been tempted to ask another question, but he’d kept it to himself. When his mother looked at the stars, her soul sang, but her song wasn’t… it wasn’t complete. It was as if there should be someone singing with her. Spot couldn’t make his soul sing that way, and even if he could, his soul wouldn’t know the missing words. His mother was a star maiden. Was the song he’d heard meant to be sung with other star maidens? Maybe. But there hadn’t been any others for a long, long time. There were only the stars in the sky, and Spot had never heard them sing back. Spot wasn’t sure which would be sadder: that the stars couldn’t sing back… or that his mother’s song couldn’t reach them. He wanted to ask his mother about it, but he never had because he had a feeling that asking would only make her sad, and he didn’t want her to be sad.

I am a dragon. Spot began to fly back to the estate. They wouldn’t land just yet. They could circle for a bit longer. And a dragon’s words are truth. The world is not perfect. He thought of the brave dwarves who’d fought and died defending the Sky City and of all the terrible things and awful people he’d seen and met. But then he thought of his friends and allies and all the good people he’d encountered. His emotions filtered through the link between their minds. Spot wanted Roberto to know, to understand with the sure certainty that Spot did, that his words were true. The world is still beautiful, and if you don’t think it is, then we just have to make it beautiful ourselves.

“I know.” Roberto’s voice was filled with determination, and his smile could barely fit onto his face. “I know.” He took a deep breath of his own and truly relaxed, perhaps for the first time since Bernardo had been hurt. “Can we stay up a bit longer?”

Sure. Spot glanced down. Your family is watching, but they don’t feel mad. Spot flew through a cloud, and Roberto tried to catch it in his hands again. Did you know that I can do tricks?

“Tricks?”

Just hold on. Spot cackled and then rolled sharply to the side… before beginning to fly upside down.

* * *

Elena was not the ideal heir that her older brother was, nor did she have the makings of a skilled duellist and mage like her sister. What she did have was the same sort of cunning as her mother, cunning that had allowed her mother to operate a comprehensive spy network for longer than Elena had been alive.

Despite Elena’s youth, her mother had already begun to teach her. Alas, she was still a few years too young to participate in their family’s more serious dealings. Nevertheless, she had already learned to manipulate people in ways that her older siblings could not. People made sense to her the way business made sense to her father, and Lord Bolton’s machinations had impressed both her and her mother.

Yet for all of her understanding of people, she had not been able to help her brother. None of them, not even her mother or the healers of mind and body they had called for, had been able to help. His heart and soul were wounded. Bernardo had done his best despite his lingering injuries, but the attack had deeply scarred her gentle brother. That was why she had agreed to let him ride Spot. At this point, she was willing to try anything if it meant her sweet, bookish brother would be able to smile in that shy, earnest way of his again.

She had hoped it would help, that the flight would ease his burden, if only a little and only for a while. She had panicked inwardly when Spot had flown further and faster than she’d expected, but she’d calmed herself. Spot was not a threat. Her father had promised her that, as had Lord Bolton. And her brother wasn’t screaming. If he was in danger, he would have the good sense to let them know.

Instead, he was up there laughing and cheering with delight as the dragon did all sorts of tricks like flying upside down, rolling like a barrel, and going up in big loops while spinning. It was an incredible display of flying ability, but she was more interested in her brother’s laughter. It had been too long since she’d heard it.

Her parents and siblings had come out with Lord Bolton and his companions. They too had stopped to listen to Roberto’s laughter. Almost as if he’d planned it, Spot swooped in, barely skimming over their heads. The rush of wind that followed threatened to throw them off their feet, but he was already climbing again with Roberto’s laughter trailing behind them.

“My friend…” Her father’s voice was gruff to keep it from trembling. “I…”

“No thanks are needed,” Lord Bolton said. The necromancer smiled. “But if you insist, then Spot is who you should be thanking.”

“I would offer him treasure, but he has already claimed plenty from the vaults.”

“A good meal is one of the things that Spot enjoys most,” Lord Bolton said. “I am told that you have connections with an outstanding chef.”

“Ah.” Elena’s father chuckled. “He is arguably the finest chest in the Mercantile Alliance. Tomorrow night… yes, tomorrow night, I will have him prepare a feast for Spot.”

“Spot would enjoy that. A meal cooked by a true master and involving dishes he has never tasted before – he would consider that an excellent reward although I don’t think he helped your son in hopes of a reward.”

“I do not think so either.” Her father watched Spot and Roberto zigzag through the sky. “I have not known him long, but Spot strikes me as a kindly soul, provided you are not one of his enemies. He is a dragon as kind as he is fierce. It is a strange but welcome combination.”

Lady Katherine, Lord Bolton’s apprentice, caught Elena staring wistfully at the pair of fliers. The meeting had drawn to an end, and they would soon be departing. It would be selfish for Elena to ask Spot to carry her as well. Still, the thought of flying had always intrigued her. She was young, though, and aerial travel was considered risky by many. Her father only allowed her to travel with a full escort, and longer journeys were made by ship.

True, her father had fliers at his beck and call, but a flier could be undone by a storm, a skilled archer, a mage, or something as simple as an ornery sea drake. A dreadnought with a full escort could only be threatened by a force of similar size, and in the Mercantile Alliance, there were few who could muster such a force, save for the other merchant princes. And even the merchant princes who disagreed with her father on many matters would not dare to go after his family.

“Do you want to go up there?” Lady Katherine asked. She was noticeably shorter than Elena, but she held herself with confidence, as befitted a girl with so many accomplishments – and such impressive raw power. From what Elena could sense, Lady Katherine already had more magic than Elena’s sister who had been widely praised for her skill and talent as a mage. It was a sobering reminder of how vast the world was.

“Another day perhaps,” Elena hedged. “I do not wish to end my brother’s enjoyment prematurely. He has needed this.”

“You wouldn’t be interrupting.” Lady Katherine shrugged. “I can take you up there myself.” The shadows around her sprang up to form a pair of huge, vaguely draconic wings.

Elena’s eyes widened. “You can fly?”

“I can’t fly as well as Spot, but I doubt there are many people who can.” Lady Katherine’s wings flapped, and Elena had to brace herself to keep her footing. “But I can take you up there, as long as your parents are okay with it. I promise you’ll be safe. I fly regularly, both during missions and in my spare time.”

Elena turned to her parents immediately. It was rare for her to act with such childish exuberance despite her age, and her mother smirked.

“It should be fine, don’t you think, my love?” her mother said to her father.

“Hah!” Her father slapped Lord Bolton over the back. “You have mentioned your apprentice’s ability to fly, but you never said it would look so imposing. Very well, Elena.” He inclined his head toward Lady Katherine. “I put my daughter in your care, Katie.”

She nodded back. “I swear no harm shall come to her.”

“Uh… what should I do, Lady Katherine?” Elena asked, suddenly nervous. Should she grab onto her? Perhaps they would tie themselves together with rope. Or would Lady Katherine carry her despite the awkward difference in size?

“Call me Katie.” More shadows appeared and wrapped themselves around Elena. They were gentle, but there was no mistaking their strength. “Watch your tongue,” Katie said before a snigger from the stunning blonde elf drew her ire. “I mean be sure not to bite your tongue when we start flying. I’ve done that before, and it’s not very pleasant.” She paused, and her smile was halting, awkward, and endearing at the same time. “There will be a jolt when we leave the ground.”

“Oh. Thank you for the warning, Lady Katherine.”

“Like I said, just call me Katie. Lady Katherine makes me want to look around for somebody else. It might be rough at the start, but it’ll smooth out once we’re in the air.”

Elena took a deep breath to calm herself. She was going to fly! More shadows appeared below them, and they were suddenly thrown upward. Elena almost screamed – it was easy to see how the sudden jolt might cause someone to bite their tongue – and then Katie’s shadowy wings were beating, impossibly strong and solid despite their tenebrous appearance. Within moments, they were hundreds of feet in the air, and then Elena definitely screamed.

“We’re flying!” she cried, excitedly waving her arms at the scenery beneath them. “We’re actually flying!”

“It’s really something, isn’t it?” Katie giggled. “Did you know that I learned how to fly after being thrown out of a window repeatedly?”

Elena turned to stare at Katie who was behind her. That had to be a joke. Surely. “You’re joking, right?”

“No. It wasn’t the most enjoyable experience in my life, but my master did have measures in place to catch me – and you can’t argue with results.” Katie chuckled and pointed. “Ah. Spot sees us.”

The dragon bolted toward them, easily outpacing them despite the fact that Katie was already moving faster than Elena had ever gone in her life. What was a horse compared to this? Not even the thrilling surge of a ship cutting swiftly through the waves could compare! Oh, the city was beautiful from up here. No wonder the birds were content to circle if this was what they saw. She had to get a flier of her own as soon as possible. How could she give this up?

Slowpoke. Spot grinned toothily, and Roberto waved. Want to race? We can bet dinner on it?

“Only a fool would take that bet,” Katie replied. “And you’ll be getting plenty of food tomorrow night. You can ask about it when we land. For now, how about we go for a flight around the island?”

“Can we?” Elena asked. Spot chirped his assent. “Look, Roberto! We’re both flying!”


Chapter Seven

Daerin swaggered toward the tavern. He had a spring in his step, and his armour and weapons had been polished until they shone. Any damage they’d picked up during the battle against the Accountant’s forces had been carefully repaired. Not even a master smith would be able to detect any flaws.

Adding to the picture of power and prosperity was Amanda. She had eschewed the fashionable but measured garments she usually wore in favour of clothing that flattered her beauty – and what beauty it was! His people called her the Bloody Councillor. Hah! It would have made more sense to call her the Beautiful Councillor.

She must have been lovely as a human, but her centuries as a vampire had granted her an inhuman loveliness that was equal parts disturbing and beguiling when she allowed it to be viewed in full, which was why she generally dulled her appearance slightly with illusions. Behind them, every bit as polished and perfect as his armour, were three of his finest golems. They marched in lockstep, their smooth movements and splendid exteriors drawing almost as many eyes as the woman at his side.

Dwarves were proud folk, so no true dwarf would ever turn up to a negotiation without looking his best. This was especially important since he would not be dealing with dwarves who owed their allegiance to his older brother. Instead, these dwarves could best be described as distant cousins, and relations with them had not always been good.

He drew to a halt outside the tavern. It stood out from the other buildings they’d passed. There was little of the Mercantile Alliance’s elegant, almost delicate artistry to the building. There were no graceful columns, no slender arches, no ornate fixtures. This was a dwarven building through and through – strong and solid, built to weather millennia and hold out against the most ferocious sieges. His lips curved up into a faint smile. Good. His cousins hadn’t forgotten who they were despite abandoning the familiar embrace of rock and stone in favour of the wind and sea.

“Who goes there?” the two dwarves at the door cried. They too were dressed in armour, and each held a spear in one hand and a shield in the other. The pair sported magnificent beards, long and thick, that were braided in the style of seasoned warriors. They were not young bucks eager for glory and a chance to prove themselves. They were veterans to whom guard duty was a solemn task, not an opportunity to posture and show off. Their gazes shifted to Amanda, and their demeanour softened, as was common when dwarves laid eyes upon her. “A fine day to you, my lady.”

Amanda inclined her head. “Well met, gentlemen. Good day.”

The dwarf on the left chuckled. “You are most certainly welcome within this hall.” Although Amanda’s exact identity was not common knowledge, her uncanny resemblance to portraits of the Bloody Councillor could not be missed. The Bloody Councillor had been a treasured friend to all dwarves, and any descendant of hers would be afforded the full warmth of dwarven hospitality. Naturally, her beauty didn’t hurt either. “However, your companion will have to introduce himself.” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed. “You cannot be an ordinary dwarf with that armour and those golems.”

Daerin drew himself up to his full height. He was not so tall as his idiot brother, but he was still taller and broader of shoulder than most dwarves. His beard was no less impressive than theirs either, and Amanda had helped to trim and style it to maximum effect. The two dwarves instinctively matched his posture, and he noted with satisfaction that he was taller and broader than both of them. His beard was better too, or so he thought.

“I am Daerin Steelhammer. You may know my brother, King Barin Ironbinder IV, Lord of the Broken Mountains.” As proof, Daerin took out a ring crafted out of the very finest and rarest materials that only a member of the royal family was permitted to carry. The gemstone upon it was rarer still, enchanted to shine only in the presence of royal blood.

The two dwarves stared for a moment before snapping to attention. “Your Highness!” The dwarf on the right nodded crisply at his fellow before rushing inside. The remaining dwarf inclined his head respectfully.

“A moment, please, Your Highness. We must send for someone to fully confirm your identity. Under normal circumstances, the ring alone would suffice, but with the war between Everton and the empire…”

“Bah!” Daerin waved aside the apology. “You’ve no reason to apologise. Better cautious than dead, and neither of you have met me before.” He folded his arms across his chest and peered at the other dwarf. “That’s stout armour. Has it seen much use?”

“Aye. There are pirates aplenty upon the open seas, as well as raiders happy to attack our settlements in the dead of night in hopes of plunder. This armour has held off arrows, swords, spears, daggers, and magic.” He banged the butt of his spear upon the ground. The weapon was wrought entirely of metal and covered in runes. “And my spear has tasted the blood of many foes.”

Daerin chuckled and drew his axe. “I’d wager my axe has tasted more blood than your spear, especially of late.”

“So the rumours…” the dwarf lowered his voice. “We have heard many tales. There has been word that the goblins of the Broken Mountains are all but destroyed and that the Sky City has returned.”

“Aye.” Daerin gave a proud rumble. “The halls of our people are being reclaimed. The goblin hosts are broken, and my brother leads a campaign that will see them slain to the last. As for the Sky City…” He puffed his chest out proudly. “I was there when it returned.”

The dwarf’s eyes shone. These dwarves had split from Daerin’s kin long before the Sky City had been built, but its construction was nevertheless a point of pride for all dwarves. They had done the impossible. They had built a city that could fly. “Then the rumours are true!”

“They –”

“Daerin Steelhammer!” A deep voice boomed out of the tavern, and Daerin turned as a wizened dwarf with a shock of snow-white hair and an equally white beard marched out to greet him. He was old, even by dwarven standards, and his once powerful frame had thinned considerably over the years. Yet there was a gleam in his mahogany eyes, and his voice had lost none of its power or charisma. “I thought your brother would throw you in prison the next time he saw you, yet here you stand on my doorstep.”

Daerin scoffed. “He tried to give me a thrashing, but I didn’t make it easy. He might be the king, but I am his brother.” He walked forward and clasped arms with the other dwarf. “Master Tumbor, it is good to see you well.”

“Well?” Tumbor growled. “I’m positively ancient, you fool! Master smith I may be, but my bones ache, and I can barely swing my hammer anymore. The only reason I’m not dead is because I’m worried about what stupidity my fool of a great-grandnephew will get up to when I’m gone.” He snarled. “The boy has plenty of talent but no common sense. I can see why his father sent him to me. He might become a decent king one day if he doesn’t find a way to drown in his own bathtub, never mind the ocean. Bah! It’s better to keep him on dry land where he has a hot forge and a stout drink to distract him.”

“Let me see him. I’ll put him through his paces.”

“You?” Tumbor scowled. “You have as little common sense as he does! Self-repairing, self-replicating golems? Even a child could have warned you of the problems.” The old dwarf squinted at the golems Daerin had brought. “I can see you’ve continued to improve. This new bunch look even more annoying than the last lot I saw.” He sighed heavily. “But you’re not here about golems, are you?”

“No.” Daerin shook his head. “I’m here to speak to one of the most respected sea dwarves in the world, the granduncle and trusted advisor of your king. I’d also like to have a drink with an old friend and former teacher once those talks are done.”

“Ah. So it’s to be that kind of visit then?” Tumbor gave a weary sigh and turned. “Follow me, lad. We’ve a room upstairs we can use.” He glanced over his shoulder at Amanda. “And if she is who I think she is, this must be serious indeed.”

“It’s been a long time, Tumbor,” Amanda said.

“You know him?” Daerin asked.

“I last met him when he was only a boy. However, I might have made a lasting impression.”

“A lasting impression?” Tumbor threw his head back and laughed. “You punched a hole through a sea serpent’s skull! That’s not something any dwarf forgets.”

Amanda curtsied gracefully. “It was either that or let it eat you.”

Daerin and Amanda followed Tumbor through the tavern and up a staircase. The tavern hall was full of merry dwarves who were content to savour the comforts of land after time at sea. Comely dwarf wenches could be found on many an arm, and the hubbub of talk and amusement was matched by the fine aroma of dwarven food and drink. A few dwarves played instruments and sang, their rhythm matched by the banging of fists and mugs on tabletops. A handful of dwarves – elite guards if Daerin had to guess – fell into step beside them, along with several of Tumbor’s own golems.

Daerin examined the other dwarf’s golems with a critical eye. After falling out with his brother years ago, he had travelled the world to hone his talents and gather knowledge. Tumbor had been one of the masters he’d studied under, and the old dwarf knew his stuff. Daerin considered himself the more versatile and inventive artificer, but when it came to purely classical techniques, there were few who could match his old mentor. Tumbor’s hands no longer held the steadiness of youth, but his knowledge and wisdom were treasures in their own right.

They were led to a large room and seated around a table. Runes and seals flared to life as Tumbor warded it against outside observation. He was nothing if not cautious, which had served his people well over the years. Tumbor’s brother had been king of the sea dwarves, and Tumbor had served as an advisor not only to his brother but also to his nephew and grandnephew.

It must have been a bitter thing, Daerin thought, to outlive his brother and his nephew, and it spoke to the struggles the sea dwarves had endured – as well as their resilience. The dwarves of the Broken Mountains rarely prospered away from their mountain homes, but their cousins had survived for centuries on the islands they’d claimed.

“I will assume the rumours are true,” Tumbor began. “The goblins of the Broken Mountains are all but gone, and the Sky City has returned.”

“Aye,” Daerin said. “If you wish, I can share the tale.”

Dwarves loved a good story, especially when it involved dwarves winning. His people and Tumbor’s had not always seen eye to eye, but killing the goblins and reclaiming the Sky City went beyond their grievances. Daerin had noticed the eagerness in Tumbor’s companions too. Rumours and dry royal proclamations were one thing. Hearing the tale from someone who had been there? No good dwarf would pass up the chance.

“I’ll hear it,” Tumbor said to the relief of his fellows. “Then we can talk about why you’re here.”

And so Daerin spoke, as did Amanda, and it wasn’t long before the guards who were supposed to be watching over them in case of treachery were instead seated at the table and hanging on their every word. When he was done, Daerin let his last words linger in the air, in accordance with the old ways. He was no master storyteller, but he thought he had done decently enough. Only when Tumbor closed his eyes, took a long sip of his mead, and then opened them again did Daerin continue.

“As you can see, we’ve been very busy.”

“You gave the empire a black eye. No. It was more than that. You gave them a black eye and then pushed them down the stairs.” Tumbor’s words were met with the banging of fists upon the table. “And now I suppose you want me to speak with my grandnephew to see if he’ll be a part of this.”

“Aye.” Timmy had offered to help with the negotiations, but Daerin had turned him down. This was a dwarven matter. Amanda was with him because the dwarves respected her and because her own history was irrevocably bound to theirs. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but it must be asked.”

Tumbor took another sip of his mead. His mahogany eyes scanned a map that had been brought to the table. “You know that we have no hope of facing the empire in open battle. We are skilled sailors, aye, but we haven’t the numbers to truly contest them. And although the fortresses we’ve built upon our isles will hold against almost any siege, we still need to eat. If they cut us off from the sea, we’ll starve.”

“I’m not asking you to face them in open battle,” Daerin replied. “I’m asking you to hamstring them while Everton, the Shimmering Isles, and our other allies face them.” He leaned forward. “You also have something that nobody else has – submarines. I want you to use those to attack the empire’s supply lines. They might have gathered the greatest armada the world has ever seen, but that armada will wither on the vine if they cannot properly supply it.”

Dwarves had feared and hated water for many years. It was the bane of a miner’s life. Few things could match the terror of a flooding mine, and water magic strong enough to stop such events was rare amongst the dwarves. Daerin had almost drowned in a mine as a young dwarf, and he had thrown himself into developing better pumps to deal with excess water, along with water-tight doors that could be used to prevent water spreading. His inventions were still in use, and they had saved many dwarves.

The sea dwarves had to deal with water regularly. Their great fortresses could not always be built inside mountains since few islands had mountains of the necessary size. Instead, they dug down into the bedrock of their islands and sometimes beyond, so water was a constant threat. Over the centuries they had grown more and more adept at dealing with it until, only recently, they had finally succeeded in creating submarines – vessels that could travel underwater. Despite the problems that persisted, they were marvels of engineering, vessels that no other nation could field.

Access to fresh air was a major issue, which had taken them some time to solve. Furthermore, even the slightest failure in the water-tight nature of a submarine could lead to catastrophe. They also had to deal with the crushing forces exerted by deep waters. As of late, the sea dwarves had also come into conflict with merfolk who viewed the dwarves as intruders into their domain. Submarines also couldn’t rely on sails. Instead, they had to employ a combination of mechanical and magical propulsion.

In short, submarines were expensive, difficult to maintain, and hard to build. In exchange, however, they offered stealth that no ordinary ship could match. To detect them, the enemy would first need to be aware of their existence and then have specialised artifacts or the right kind of magic to detect them. Daerin was sure the empire would eventually develop countermeasures, but the existence of submarines was a secret known only to the sea dwarves and to certain individuals like him. The initial impact of their deployment would be brutal. The empire’s supply lines would be ravaged, and they would have little idea of how it had happened or how they could stop it. Alone, it wouldn’t be enough, but when combined with the efforts of Everton and its allies, it could swing the naval war.

Fleets and armadas required supplies, and without those supplies, they were little more than collections of floating coffins.

“You ask a lot of us,” Tumbor said. “Our submarines are far from perfect.”

“But they’ll get the job done,” Daerin insisted. “And you’ve kept them secret. Outside of your people, few know of their existence. They never come to port outside of hidden bases in your home islands, and although there might be rumours, only your people know the truth of their abilities and how to deal with them.”

“If we do this, we’ll be showing our hand. That will reduce their value as deterrents. People are afraid to attack us because they don’t know what we can do. Once they learn, they can plan accordingly. They can devise countermeasures. They can beat us.”

“I know it’s risky, but think of the benefits.” Daerin pointed at the map. “Your people have needed extra space for years. Don’t deny it. We both know it’s true. But where can you go? All the best areas are taken. Sure, not all of them have been settled yet, but they have been claimed. Everton has always been generous with its allies.” He gestured. “If you aid us, you could ask for these islands, and you’d get them. After all, what use does Everton have for them? They’d be yours, and Everton would back your claim to them. You wouldn’t have to worry about expanding again for centuries. No more crowded settlements. No more skirmishing for space. Fresh islands, untouched and ready for enterprising dwarves. Others might call it a land grab, but the current claimants have had years to settle those islands. If they’re not going to use them, then your people might as well do something with them instead. More importantly, it’ll be a land grab backed by Everton. You know what that means.”

“That’s only if Everton wins,” Tumbor said. “And the war’s outcome is far from certain. You might have given the empire a black eye, but they’re not out of the fight.”

“Aye. They’re the empire. They’re not beaten yet, but they’re not winning either.” Daerin drew his finger across the map in a swift, decisive motion. “Look at them. They might have gathered the greatest armada the world has ever seen, but they’re spread thin everywhere else. They’re throwing everything they have at us right now because they know this is their best chance. If their armada can break us, they win. If they can take the straits, they win. But if they can’t? Then it’s over. It might not be a quick loss, and it’ll likely get even bloodier, but it’ll be a loss – the kind they can’t just shrug off. The empire isn’t unified, not the way Everton is. Once the war gets tough enough, there will be problems for them, fires they’ll need to put out before they turn into rebellion. The emperor has bet everything on being able to win fast enough that all of this – the logistics, the potential for internal strife, the strain on their economy – won’t matter. But Everton won’t break. It didn’t break last time, and it’s not going to break this time either.”

Amanda cut in. “If the empire wins and you do nothing, are you really safe? Perhaps… for a while. But sooner or later, they will come for you. But what if the empire loses? If you do nothing, then you gain nothing. If you act now, you can deal with a future problem and reap the rewards.” She leaned forward. “Let me be absolutely clear. We are not asking for you to deploy the rest of your fleet offensively. We are asking you to deny the empire entry into your waters and to attack their supply lines with your submarines.”

“What happens if they find out we’re responsible?”

“They are currently occupied. The combined fleets of Everton, the Shimmering Isles, and our other allies are already engaging them. Unless they can deal with us, they simply will not have the forces required to launch a full-scale attack on your territory.”

“You would ask us to do this without a formal declaration of war?” Tumbor murmured.

“Did the empire send a formal declaration of war before it kidnapped the crown princess of the Shimmering Isles?” Amanda asked. “Did they send a formal declaration of war before supporting criminals who were plotting to overthrow Merchant Prince Lorenzo di Marino? The empire has been more than lax in following the conventions of war, so I see no reason for us to hold back. Rest assured that you do not have to kill everyone when you attack their supply lines. Sinking or crippling ships is sufficient. By all means, allow their crews to escape with their lives, so long as the ships are disabled and the supplies are lost. And if you truly must send a declaration of war, then do so. I doubt the empire will take it seriously since you have never dared to attack them in the past. They will likely view it as a statement of symbolic support.”

Daerin could tell that Tumbor was wavering. His brother had spoken to him via communication sphere of how the sea dwarves were running out of space. The islands they had claimed long ago had been sufficient at the time but not anymore. Moreover, the sea dwarves also had to contend with the merfolk growing restless. For now, they only had to deal with isolated incidents of merfolk attacking their more remote ports and isolated ships, but that could easily escalate. The increase in sea monster attacks could not be a coincidence either.

“After the war is concluded,” Daerin said. “My brother is willing to dispatch the Sky City to your waters to help you secure peace with the merfolk, deal with sea monsters, and settle your new territory. If necessary, it will fight on your behalf.”

Tumbor straightened. “The Sky City? That is a tempting offer. What of its firepower?”

Daerin smirked. “I spoke no lies when I told you of its might. It is powered by the largest star crystal I have ever seen. You could not fit it into this room.” He paused to let the enormity of his words sink in. Tumbor was a master artificer. He would know exactly what that meant. “Despite being badly damaged and rendered unable to use its barrier or weapons properly, the Sky City withstood sustained bombardment from one of the empire’s premier naval bases and an entire fleet. When those systems were finally operational again, it devastated the naval base and the fleet. A fully operational Sky City has the firepower to kill adult krakens and leviathans, never mind a bunch of up-jumped sea serpents or squids. As for the merfolk, my brother will not support a war in which you are the aggressors, but he will absolutely fight to ensure your territory is respected.” Daerin banged his fist on the table to punctuate his next words. “He also intends to resume the Council of Kings, and your grandnephew will have a seat at the table as a king in his own right.”

Silence fell over the room. They knew what a huge concession that would be.

Long ago, the dwarves had been ruled by a single High King, but that unity had fractured over the years. Disagreements – major and petty – philosophical grudges, and the simple misfortune of twins being born had created a series of succession and secession disputes that had left the dwarves scattered across the world under the rule of multiple kings. In theory, Daerin’s brother was the High King. As far as anyone could tell, the ruling line – parent to oldest child – led to him.

However, that claim meant little when the dwarves were unwilling to go to war against each other. It simply wasn’t done. Dwarves should not fight other dwarves, not to the death. Brawls where bones were broken and lips were split were acceptable, but actual war? Unthinkable. Let humans and other people engage in that stupidity. Dwarves had long lives, but they did not reproduce so quickly as to make internecine strife palatable.

Besides, what was the point of going to war with people who were so far away? The other dwarves had all had the wisdom to claim lands far from the Broken Mountains. Even if they fought a war and won it, they’d never be able to enforce their rule upon the other dwarves. Moreover, the goblin hordes that had ravaged the Broken Mountains had ensured that Daerin’s ancestors had been in no position to enforce their theoretical claim of kingship over the other dwarves.

The Council of Kings was an ancient tradition based on accepting the realities of the situation. By recognising the king of the sea dwarves as a king of equal standing, Daerin’s brother was making it clear that he had no intention of using the Sky City’s might to subjugate his fellow dwarves. Instead, he was welcoming them to the table as equals who ruled over their own domains.

“Keep in mind,” Amanda pointed out. “That your grandnephew would be the first to receive an invitation to the Council of Kings, a position of great esteem. He would also sit there as one of the victors in a great war and as a friend and ally to Everton.”

“Those are pleasing thoughts,” Tumbor admitted. “Very well. I will present this matter to my grandnephew and ensure that he considers it carefully. How much longer will you be in the city?”

“Another two days.” Daerin grinned. “Then we leave to give the empire another black eye.”

“Is that so? I will speak with my grandnephew tonight. Return here tomorrow morning. He will want to speak to you himself, but I think he’ll have made up his mind by then.”

“That will do.” Daerin glanced at the door. “I noticed you had quite the hall downstairs.”

“It’s not bad as halls go.”

“I’d like to make use of it. Think you can face me, old man?” Daerin nodded at the mug of mead Tumbor held. “Or have your drinking days passed you by. You never used to drink anything weaker than whiskey.”

“Hah! I’m only drinking mead because I need to be sober to speak to my grandnephew. But if you think for a second that I’ve gone soft, I’d be happy to teach you a lesson!” Tumbor downed the rest of his mead and shot to his feet. “I can still drink you under the table.”

“Are you sure that would be wise?” Amanda asked.

Tumbor laughed. “I’m an old dwarf, aye, but it’ll be at least another decade before some young whippersnapper is a match for me.”

* * *

Timmy studied the nondescript building with a critical eye and frowned. In a city where even the poorest areas often resembled works of art, a building this pedestrian was bound to be trouble. The fact that the ninja rats had insisted they purchase it before leaving only added to his concern.

“Did they tell you why they want it?” Timmy asked.

Katie shook her head. “No, master, but I’ve never seen them so insistent.”

Timmy glanced at Rembrandt and the group of rats that had accompanied them. Gerald, Spot, and Chomp were there too although the others had their own errands to run – errands which were less suitable for a young dragon and a massive, three-headed dog. Gerald had come along largely because he felt that the safest place in the city was next to them. Compared to a visit to some possibly ornery dwarves or a hunt for cunning werewolves, Timmy could understand why Gerald thought that accompanying them to purchase real estate was the safest option.

Clearly, however, Gerald had not witnessed the horrors Timmy had. The real estate business could be absolutely vicious. He had once purchased a warehouse near the docks in a city where the local gangs held greater sway than the authorities. What should have been a quick and easy transfer of gold in exchange for ownership of the property had turned into a running battle that had lasted two weeks, burnt down half the docks, and involved thousands of zombies.

Timmy had eventually managed to secure the warehouse, but it had taken him months to deal with the fallout. To this day, the criminals there – those he hadn’t exterminated – still had nightmares about zombies and shovels. It was their own fault. He’d just wanted to buy a warehouse, and he’d been happy to pay a fair price for it. All of the attempted extortions, assassinations, arson, and general villainy had been their doing. He’d simply finished what they’d started. They’d assumed he was some two-bit necromancer they could shake down for extra coin. They hadn’t believed he was truly a Grand Necromancer until their holdings were drowning in zombies and heads were getting split by his shovel.

“We have more than enough money to buy this place, and I can think of several ways to use another warehouse.” Timmy’s eyes narrowed at the rats. “But I need to know why you want to buy a place that is supposedly cursed.” The rats twitched. “Yes, I know all about the ‘curse’ on this place. It took me about five minutes of speaking to the locals to hear all about how this building is supposedly cursed to the point that nobody has held onto it for longer than a few years, which is probably why it’s so cheap.” He turned to Katie and Gerald. “For the record, if a property seems unusually cheap, always check if it’s cursed. Depending on the strength of the curse, you could be snapping up a bargain that can be cleansed with a minor ritual or two… or you could be buying a nightmare that ends with you burning the place to the ground and running for the hills.”

“That sounds like good advice, master.” Katie nodded firmly at the rats. “My master is right. We can help you buy this place, but you need to tell us why you want it. It must be important since you’re insisting on it, and it must be personal since you haven’t already explained.”

It was one of the clerics who spoke up. Bermejo was older than the other rats but not so wizened as Cezanne. He explained that what he was about to say was a secret, known only to chosen members of the clan, which was why only certain rats had accompanied them. That got Timmy’s attention. The secret must be incredibly important for the rats to withhold it from members of their own clan.

Once they had agreed to keep the secret to themselves, Bermejo told them a story about a man who had lost his family… and then created the ancestors of the ninja rats in a bid to fill the hole in his heart. The story might have sounded farfetched to an ordinary person, but Timmy could believe it. He knew firsthand what magic could accomplish when wielded by a master with years to plan and no reason to hold back.

The skills required to create the ninja rats must have been both immense and diverse, likely involving some combination of flesh-shaping, soul magic, and extremely advanced alchemy and apothecary magic. It was little wonder the man’s rivals had gone after him. It was an awful thing to do, but it made sense when viewed from a purely pragmatic standpoint. If the man could not be controlled, then he needed to be eliminated before he grew too powerful to confront. The rats had apparently not been designed primarily for combat, but look at what they could do. If their creator had devoted his efforts to making specialised war beasts, his enemies would have been powerless to stop him.

“So you think this warehouse is built on top of the site where your people were created?” Katie asked Bermejo. The rat nodded solemnly, and she turned to Timmy. “Master, we can’t let anyone else have this place. We have to buy it!”

He bit back a smile. His apprentice was a softie when it came to the ninja rats. “It would also explain a lot. Let’s assume that your creator’s enemies tried to destroy his laboratory. What if they couldn’t destroy everything? Their best option would be to do as much damage as possible, bury it, and then seal the ruins to prevent anyone or anything from entering or leaving.”

“But the magic that created the ninja rats must have been extremely powerful,” Katie said. “So it’s possible that some of it has leaked out over the years, which is why people think this place is haunted.”

“Yes.” Timmy shrugged. “Or the lab itself is built on top of a powerful current of magic – or even a magical nexus.”

Katie’s eyes gleamed. “And if we could reach that current or nexus… we could do all sorts of experiments with that power!” She cackled. “And if the laboratory is salvageable, we could even save on construction costs too!”

“Exactly. But all of this is speculation. We need to investigate first. The rats could be wrong.”

Investigating proved easier than he’d expected. There were a few guards posted around the outside of the building. They were wary at first, but once Timmy flashed some coin and explained that he was interested in buying the place, they hastened to get their supervisor.

The portly man bustled out of his office – a shack that was built as far away from the warehouse as possible while still remaining on the property – and shook Timmy’s hand with a firmness that suggested he hadn’t always been so rotund.

“I’m told you’re interesting in buying this place.” The man was on the wrong side of fifty, and his harried air made Timmy wonder if stress had been the strongest contributor to his impressive waistline. “Do you want to look around?”

“Certainly.” Timmy put on his best merchant’s smile. “Although I have heard a few things about it…”

The man didn’t skip a beat. “Exaggerations. I can assure you that this building isn’t any worse than most warehouses of similar age in this area. Any building this old is bound to have a few quirks. I’m sure a man of your obvious talents can handle it.”

Timmy rarely revealed his full magical strength outside of battle. It was almost always better to conceal it. However, Katie’s reserves were titanic for her age. Even with her excellent control, anyone with keen senses could easily detect the magic she leaked into her surroundings at such close range. She could do better if she focused her efforts on concealment, but the supervisor struck Timmy as an old hand with decades of experience to fall back on. And if Katie exuded that much power, then it was only natural for the supervisor to suspect that Timmy must have more.

“Perhaps.” Timmy motioned at the warehouse. “Lead on, my friend. Let us take a look inside.”

“It’s totally cursed isn’t it,” Gerald grumbled.

“Almost certainly.” Timmy patted the bureaucrat on the back. “Stay close. However, the fact that these men are alive and merely nervous instead of outright terrified suggests that the curse isn’t that bad. There shouldn’t be anything here that can threaten me, Katie, or Spot.”

As the supervisor led them into the warehouse, he introduced himself as Vincenzo. The warehouse was empty, but the interior was certainly spacious. The building itself also appeared quite sturdy, and Timmy sent a pulse of his earth magic through the stone. Despite its obvious age and the wear and tear he could see, the masonry was rock solid. However, his attention was drawn to several patches of stonework on the floor.

To a normal person, there was nothing remarkable about those patches. However, he had spent a decent chunk of his life refurbishing a castle and contemplating improvements to its masonry. It was easy for him to see that the stonework was newer than the rest of the floor. In other words, part of the floor had been replaced. He tapped the floor discretely with his shovel and let his magic expand downward as subtly as he could. His lips curled as Katie tugged on his sleeve. Nearby, Chomp and Spot were sniffing at one of the patches, and the dragon’s black scales momentarily turned white as he tried to see through the floor.

“Did you notice something?” Katie whispered.

“This warehouse is definitely built on top of something,” Timmy replied softly. “There’s a lot of magical interference, so I can’t be sure of the details, which is probably how it has avoided notice for so long.” He glanced at Spot.

It’s hard to see through the floor. The dragon huffed. But there’s definitely something below us.

Timmy’s brows furrowed. There was undoubtedly something strange going on. There appeared to be a large and complicated structure beneath them. However, he’d only sensed it once they were inside the building and directly on top of it and only after throwing a decent chunk of magic at the problem. To normal detection magic or scrying magic, it would have come up as slightly elevated background magic or magical interference similar to the kind left behind after the activation of a large-scale barrier or defensive formation. In a city this old that had been built in an area rich in magic, neither would have drawn much attention. “It’s like a basement except it stretches down for dozens of floors. I also detected a number of magical signatures and other oddities.”

The rats chittered excitedly amongst themselves. The structure he’d detected could easily be the laboratory of the man who had created them! Timmy, though, was glad he’d stumbled across this place now rather than later. The strange phenomenon that concealed the place from anyone outside the warehouse was definitely weakening. In a few more years – at the most – it would no longer be able to hide what was under the warehouse, which was bound to draw people eager to investigate. After they bought the warehouse, he’d have to put up some seals of his own to make sure nobody noticed what they’d stumbled across.

“This is definitely the place,” Katie said. “And it sounds like you might be right about it being built on a magical current or nexus. If there are still active magical signatures below us after all this time…”

“There must be a way for whatever is down there to replenish itself because people would definitely have taken action if random monsters started to appear.”

Timmy let Vincenzo show them around the entire warehouse, not that there was much to see, before pretending to think long and hard about the place.

“It is very large,” Timmy hedged. “I could certainly store plenty of my wares here while they awaited transport.”

“Indeed, good sir.” Vincenzo spread his arms wide. “And the location is outstanding. You may not be right on the docks, but you have the next best thing: easy access to several main roads and enough extra space to establish whatever sort of loading area you want. You will have no difficulty moving your goods to and from the docks.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “And let us be frank, sir, you are looking for a good deal, are you not?”

“Isn’t every man?”

“True, true.” Vincenzo grinned good-naturedly. “I remember when I was a young man, always on the lookout for the best deal, eager to save every coin I could. To tell you the truth, I not only guard properties but I am also in the business of selling them. I make a generous commission on every property I sell, so I always try to get the best deal for my clients. But I will tell you a secret. You would need to pay at least four times the price of this warehouse to afford a similar building in this area. That is no lie! You may ask the other property dealers, and they will tell you the same.” He made a face and mentioned the offer Timmy had made in passing while they walked. “Increase your offer just a little and you may have it.”

“That makes me wonder if all this curse talk is true,” Timmy replied. “For why else would you sell at such a low price?”

Vincenzo shrugged. “This place is not perfect, but it is no more cursed than any other building its age.” He politely ignored how the other guards had refused to come inside, nor did the interior look as if anyone had been inside for some time. “But whether this place is cursed or not does not matter, so much as whether or not others think it is cursed. The owner has been looking to sell for a while, but the rumours have made it hard. Many merchants are superstitious.”

Timmy didn’t doubt that there were superstitious people around, but only a fool would have dismissed the eerie, spine-tingling sensation that permeated this place. However, he didn’t say that. It would have been rude, and they were playing a familiar game. Vincenzo was sticking to the rules, and for the sake of politeness and because it favoured him, Timmy would do the same.

Both of them would maintain the polite fiction that the warehouse was only rumoured to be cursed when it was very obviously affected by some kind of magic. They would focus on the price while sharing the tacit understanding that a cursed warehouse could not be sold for the same price as a regular building. By acknowledging that truth as he had, Vincenzo was hoping to show Timmy his honesty. Vincenzo seemed to be an observant man, and he must not have liked his chances of pulling the wool over Timmy’s eyes. It was better, then, to be honest. If his client had not been able to sell the property for years, they might very well have realised the need to accept a lower offer just to be rid of the place – and the costs associated with seeing it guarded and maintained. What Vincenzo did not know was how little Timmy cared about the curse. He lived in a castle built atop lightless chasms of unfathomable horror and woe. He could handle the curse, and even without his personal intervention, the ninja rats ought to be able to deal with any problems that arose.

“You know, Vincenzo, I am not a man who likes to wait. My business is pressing, and I believe a man should seize opportunities when they arise.” Timmy patted the pouch at his side. “We both know that if I leave, you will not have another buyer for years. This place has a reputation, and that reputation is not good. However, I am not a cruel man or a thief. Your client deserves a fair price. I would not normally raise my offer, but I think we can reach a compromise.”

“Oh?” Vincenzo’s easy-going smile thinned ever so slightly.

“I will increase my offer by an extra ten percent if you can place the deed to this warehouse in my hands by nightfall, along with a document that details every single incident that has occurred here during the entirety of your client’s ownership.”

Vincenzo’s eyes widened, and his smile was no longer thin. “Nightfall? You do not give me much time, sir.” Despite the words, his eyes were shining at the prospect of profit.

Timmy patted him on the shoulder. “I am a good judge of character, and you seem a capable man, Vincenzo. I am sure you have ways to expedite the process.” Timmy flicked his wrist, and a second, smaller pouch appeared. He gave it to Vincenzo. “To cover the costs of expediting the process. Should there be change, you may keep it as a bonus for your ability to bring about a speedy resolution.” It would normally take at least a week for all of the bureaucratic complexities around a change in ownership to be solved. They didn’t have a week.

Vincenzo was openly grinning now, and his cautious stance had been replaced by swagger. “You mentioned earlier that you were from abroad. Are you sure one of your parents wasn’t from the Mercantile Alliance?”

“Quite sure, but I will happily accept your words in the spirit they were meant. Can we meet back here at nightfall, Vincenzo, or will I have to look elsewhere for a warehouse?”

“My friend,” Vincenzo promised. “When night comes, this place will be yours, and you will know as much of its history as my client can tell.”

“Good man.”

Timmy could very easily have driven a harder bargain for the warehouse, but he had taken Vincenzo’s measure as they talked. He was the sort of man who knew people from all walks of life. The money Timmy had been willing to concede here would be remembered and paid back in the future. After all, good will and connections were a currency as well.

They left the warehouse and spent the rest of the day exploring the marketplaces of the city. The selection and quality of goods on offer were virtually unmatched around the world. Whether it was from searing desert lands, savage wildernesses, the distant east, or even beneath the waves – if it could be bought and sold, then it could be found in Mercatia.

As night drew near, Gerald and Spot left to visit the restaurant owned by the chef Lorenzo had spoken of. It was time for Spot to enjoy a grand meal cooked by the city’s finest chef. Gerald was there to make sure he didn’t get into any trouble and because exploring a cursed ruin wasn’t exactly his idea of a fine evening. Normally, Spot would have been happy to explore a cursed ruin, but the prospect of a feast cooked by a true master of the culinary arts was too tempting for him to turn down. It would have been nice if they could all have enjoyed a feast, but not even an expert could have prepared one large enough for all of them at such short notice, especially since Spot alone ate several times more than a regular person. Just being able to prepare food for Spot and Gerald spoke of the chef’s skill.

“My friend!” Vincenzo was beaming from ear to ear when Timmy, Katie, and Chomp returned to the warehouse with the rats. “I have the deed.” He presented it with a flourish, and Timmy examined it carefully. It was genuine, and he bit back a smile when he noticed the statement at the bottom, made with both a magical seal that he was familiar with and a signature that he knew just as well. Vincenzo must have been even better connected than Timmy thought because the document had been notarised by Lorenzo himself. The merchant prince must have enjoyed a good laugh while notarising it. He was quite familiar with the alias Timmy had used for the transaction. “And the records too.”

Timmy skimmed through the records. There had been a lot of incidents. “Perfect. You are capable indeed.” Timmy handed over the payment and waited while Vincenzo verified that the amount he’d received was the amount they’d agreed upon.

“Everything is in order.” Vincenzo bowed deeply. “Our transaction is concluded.” He made a face. “As for the security of the property, my people and I are no longer responsible for it. If you wish to hire us…”

Timmy shook his head. “There is no need. I already have people of my own to manage it. You and your men may go.” Now that the sale had been completed, Vincenzo’s men were almost comically eager to leave. “Hmm… I plan to make more purchases in the future. May I have your card?”

“Ah! Of course!” Vincenzo hurriedly presented him with a card made of enchanted steel and trimmed with silver. It provided the details of his business and how he could be contacted. Such cards were expensive to produce and were only given to valued clients from whom future business was expected. It was not uncommon for successful merchants to flaunt vast collections of cards to boast of their connections while also commissioning elaborate and expensive cards of their own. Vincenzo’s card was not of the highest tier, but its design and materials suggested he was a man of respectable means and connections. “If you ever wish to make any purchases in the city or require any additional security, please let me know.”

“I shall keep you in mind.” Timmy handed Vincenzo his own card. The other man’s eyes widened, and he hurried to accept the card, stammering his thanks. Timmy’s card was simple but impressive: platinum with gold trim, as befit a man with a personal connection to the ruling merchant prince as well as considerable holdings and investments throughout the city and wider Mercantile Alliance. Some of his fellow necromancers had accused Timmy of being more of a coin counter than a necromancer, but the results spoke for themselves. Timmy was a Grand Necromancer with tens of thousands of zombies under his command and enough money to pursue multiple avenues of research. “May fortune favour you in all your dealings, Vincenzo, but always remember…”

“That fortune favours the bold!” Vincenzo completed the old saying, a custom for when deals were concluded. “I shall take my leave now. Please, do not hesitate to contact me if you require anything further.”

Vincenzo left with a spring in his step, and Timmy had the rats keep an eye on him and his men until they had left the neighbourhood. He didn’t suspect the other man of treachery, but it never hurt to be careful. Timmy hadn’t lied about having people he could call upon to handle security matters. Setting aside the ninja rats and his zombies, one of the other survivors from the island of cannibals had been a soldier from the navy who’d been planning to retire. The experience had, quite naturally, made him even more eager to retire. He’d planned to set up his own security company since he was a skilled fighter and knew other navy men who wished to spend more time ashore. Alas, the wrecking of the ship had left him with little to his name.

That was where Timmy had come in.

Timmy had helped to cover many of the initial costs and had dealt with the bureaucratic complexities through his friendship with Lorenzo. In exchange, he had received a share in the company and Giovanni’s lifelong respect and friendship. Giovanni’s company had grown into an elite security firm that watched over some of the most important properties in the city. His men were all trained to a military standard – indeed most were former members of the military – so they were a cut above the personnel of other security companies. The reason Timmy had chosen to help Giovanni was because he’d seen what sort of man he was back on the island in much the same way he’d seen what sort of man Lorenzo was.

Timmy trusted Lorenzo with his life. The merchant prince was his friend, and that meant more than most people thought. Lorenzo’s loyalty to his friends was all but unbreakable, for the merchant prince knew how valuable a true friend was in a land where people so often used each other only for personal gain. But to his enemies, Lorenzo was a terror. Those who betrayed him were wiped out ruthlessly, destroyed so utterly there was no chance of them taking revenge.

The group that had attacked Roberto had been extirpated root and branch, their members slain and made examples of. Timmy had not mentioned it to Katie because he knew she’d ask for details, and the details would be enough to make even his apprentice squeamish. Spot, though, would likely have enjoyed learning just how horribly the people responsible for the attack on Roberto had suffered. To strike at Lorenzo’s family was to court death – but only after enduring the most horrific agonies.

Timmy had no intention of ever betraying Lorenzo, nor did Lorenzo plan on betraying him. However, Lorenzo would not be merchant prince forever. Timmy was quite confident of maintaining a warm relationship with Vittorio, Lorenzo’s likely successor, but it never hurt to have other connections.

Giovanni, for all that he was less powerful than Lorenzo, was nevertheless an influential figure in his own right who was able to handle a variety of legal and quasi-legal matters with ease. On the island, Timmy had seen the core of who he was: a man to whom loyalty and honour meant everything. True, his code of honour was not the chivalric code upheld by knights, but it was a code that Timmy could understand and accept.

Repay loyalty with loyalty, kindness with kindness, and treachery with death.

It was how Giovanni had survived in the navy. More experienced soldiers had taken him under their wing when he’d been scarcely more than a foolish boy with dreams of glory. They had taught him everything they knew, and they had asked nothing of him, save his loyalty. Those soldiers had all died, but the boy they taught had grown into a man who had slain countless pirates and raiders. Giovanni had never forgotten their sacrifices, and he honoured their creed in a way few could.

It was why Timmy usually had Giovanni oversee his projects in this area although that duty had recently passed to his eldest son, a young man who wasn’t quite as skilled with a blade but who was incredibly well versed in the intricacies of running a business and devising schemes. The son shared his father’s creed, and Timmy would visit them tomorrow. They could handle security for the warehouse and serve as human counterparts for the ninja rats until Timmy was able to select his own people to handle the warehouse. That would also give him a chance to introduce Katie to Giovanni and his family. She would be taking part in their arrangement in the future, and Giovanni understood better than most that blood alone did not make family.

As Timmy had told Katie many times, competence was important but loyalty was irreplaceable. No matter how competent someone was, if they were disloyal, they would always be a threat. They could be tolerated for a time if they were useful, but they would eventually need to be dealt with. Timmy knew from personal experience how messy that could be. It was generally better to find someone loyal. They might not be quite as skilled, but there would be far fewer problems in the long run. Focusing solely on competence was a mistake that many necromancers had made over the years, which was why treachery was one of the more common ways for necromancers to die.

That wasn’t to say that associating with loyal but incompetent people was a good idea. On the contrary, it was more along the lines of associating with competent people who were also loyal. After all, lack of competency presented its own problems.

“Can we take a look around?” Katie asked. She’d been flipping through the records. “It all seems like fairly standard haunting behaviour – strange noises, unusual smells, weird visions, ghosts, none of which can be explained through mundane means.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Timmy’s zombies were in position outside. Nobody would be bothering them, but just to be sure, he had also placed several seals around the warehouse to ward off intruders and conceal what was happening inside. He had skimmed through the records, but nothing stood out as particularly dangerous. That didn’t mean he’d be taking the situation lightly. He hadn’t survived so much only to die in some random warehouse because he'd gotten arrogant and careless.

They headed over to a patch of stonework. Chomp sniffed at the ground, and Timmy knelt down to examine the magic in the floor more closely. According to the records, even the newest parts of the floor were more than a century old. The magic woven into the stonework was designed to reinforce and seal whatever was beneath it.

Timmy drew a collection of metal strips from his storage pouch, which was larger on the inside than the outside, and handed them to the others. Each strip was inscribed with runes and seals to banish spirits and damage non-corporeal beings. He and Katie were both necromancers, so dealing with such threats was relatively easy for them. The same went for the clerics amongst the ninja rats. However, the strips would help the regular ninja rats.

“I’m going to open the floor. Be ready.”

Timmy broke the seal over the patch of newer stonework that protected it from damage and magical interference and then yanked it out of the way. The stone rumbled loose, and he shoved it aside. Bermejo quickly conjured several orbs of light to illuminate the newly revealed area, and they all peered down into the stairwell that had appeared. The air that rushed out to greet them should have been stale, but it smelled fresh.

“Oh, there’s definitely magic at work here.” Timmy could feel it now, a creeping miasma that was as bitter as the air was fresh. He added several more seals to the area to make sure it couldn’t spread any further.

Katie nodded, and her eyes shone with excitement. “We’re about to enter an unexplored ruin, master! Who knows what we’ll find?”

“It’s fine to be excited, but stay sharp. Never forget, the less explored a ruin is, the more dangerous it is.” Timmy called for a few of his zombies and motioned for some of the rats to follow them down the stairwell while others stayed behind. They did not want to get ambushed, nor did they want anything to sneak past them and into the city. “All right. Let’s take a look.”

They went down the stairs and found themselves in the midst of a labyrinthine collection of corridors and chambers of varying size. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all wrought of grey stone. There was little in the way of decoration aside from a few murals of everyday life painted in almost childish fashion. Rather than the names of the artists, a collection of small pawprints dotted the bottom of each mural. What stood out the most was the magic that circulated through the area.

“Soul magic,” Katie murmured. “And transformation magic – and they’re not the only types either.”

“It would explain the abundance of ghosts and other nasties that have been sighted.” Timmy paused. Chomp was keeping a watchful eye on their surroundings, and the dog had already detected a number of traps that the ninja rats had then disabled. “There must be some kind of protection in place that prevents things from getting out of hand. There haven’t been any sightings outside the warehouse, and according to old folk tales that Vincenzo wrote about, the floor of the warehouse wasn’t always magical. Something in here must be keeping things from getting out.”

The rats, meanwhile, were studying everything with reverential awe. Although the chambers had clearly been ransacked and badly damaged – there were numerous scorch marks, plenty of smashed equipment, and other signs of magical and alchemical battle – several intact pieces of ancient equipment remained. Tellingly, a few of those pieces appeared to be sized for rats rather than humans. There were even indentations on one piece that seemed to match the paws of a rat.

As they continued onward, they encountered a number of zombies, ghosts, wraiths, and malevolent spirits, but they posed little threat. Against two skilled necromancers, they couldn’t even stall for time. The first floor ended with an undead mage who attacked them for all of three seconds before being turned to dust by a combination of Katie’s shadows and a few of the metal strips Timmy had prepared. If he had to make a guess, the mage had either been an explorer who’d been killed while investigating the ruins or someone who had been involved in the destruction of the facility. Based on his incredibly archaic clothing, it was likely the latter.

The fact that the mage and the other zombies had still been around to attack them suggested that this place regularly replaced them after they were destroyed. That would explain their utterly mindless nature, as well as the signs of combat at varying points in time. Evidently, people had tried to explore this place before. Since this place wasn’t widely known, they had probably met their ends without being able to share the information. Although it was standard practice for adventurers or explorers to notify the authorities before entering a ruin, it was all too common for curiosity and greed to trump common sense.

They continued down another four floors. Each was more difficult than the last, but none were truly challenging. Timmy wasn’t surprised. If this had been a research facility, there was no reason for it to be as heavily defended as a dungeon or an ancient tomb. It might pose a grave threat to regular adventurers or explorers, but he was a Grand Necromancer, and he wasn’t alone either. In fact, the ninja rats could have dealt with anything they’d encountered so far.

Finally, they were confronted by a gigantic slime. The creature was almost transparent, but there was a faint glimmer of blue light within it. What truly stood out was its shape. Unlike most slimes that maintained a vaguely spherical shape, this slime had adopted the form of a giant rat.

“Halt!” the creature bellowed. “You can go no further! I will not allow even a single one of you to further desecrate the resting place of my noble master!”

At his words, Bermejo stepped forward, and the other rats revealed themselves. The slime rat paused, curious and uncertain, and the cleric took the opportunity to speak. “We have not come to desecrate anything. We have come seeking the resting place of our honoured creator and the origins of our people!”

The slime towered over him. He was almost fifteen feet tall. “You… you are rats. Tell me, who are you, and from where have you come?”

And so Bermejo gave a brief account of their past before asking the same of the slime.

The slime had relaxed more and more as Bermejo spoke, and he chuckled and nodded to himself as the cleric finished his tale. “So those who fled managed to survive.” His body quivered, and the blue light within him flared brightly before dimming once again. “My name is Ernesto, and I was my master’s loyal research assistant. I was no great warrior – none of us were – but I was good with numbers. I was tasked with overseeing the research on these upper floors. When my master fell, they were not satisfied with simply killing him. They wished to steal his research and use it for their own vile ends. My master order us to flee, for we were scholars, not warriors. But how could I run? I, who had once been nothing more than a common street rat, who had lived in back alleys and sewers, feeding on garbage and running from cats, how could I abandon the man who had given me my wits and introduced me to the wonders of mathematics, science, and philosophy? No! Better to die at his side, for no man so great should have to face his end alone!”

Timmy couldn’t help but wince. It seemed as though more than one of the rats’ masters had met an unfortunate end over the years. He would do everything in his power to make sure Katie did not share that fate although Katie was far better equipped to defend herself, and the rats were no longer just scholars.

Ernesto heaved a great, wailing sob, and slimy tears fell from his eyes only to creep across the floor and re-join his body. “They cut him down!” he wailed. “They cut him down without any mercy or restraint! Like a dog! The greatest man I ever knew, and they cut him down like a dog!” His rage shook the chamber, and the blue light within him shone and took on the eerie coldness of a glacier. “I tried to help!” Timmy wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince them or himself. “I tried! But I was no warrior, and I was so small. But those fools did not understand my master’s work. They tried to steal it, but in doing so, they doomed themselves.”

“His experiments,” Katie murmured. “They must have gone out of control. The magic here is still potent. If it went out of control…”

“Yes!” Ernesto hissed. “Many of those curs perished soon after, and more still fell in their mad rush to escape. Some of those who fled managed to survive, and they sealed this place behind them. Yet in their shame, they could not admit to what they had done, so they acted as if this place had been destroyed, as if nothing remained. They buried their shame, along with all that my master had built. In time, it was forgotten. Now and then, people would stumble across this place and try to take what was not theirs, but they were greedy, grasping fools. It cost them their lives. They only stopped coming when the entrances were once again re-sealed with stone. I do not know how long ago that was – I cannot easily tell the passage of time here – but it must have been long ago.”

Timmy decided to ask the question they were all thinking. “How did you become a slime? From your words, you must have been like the other rats once.”

“When they cut down my master, I tried to fight them. I bit, and I clawed! But I was weak. They threw me to the ground and stepped on me! As I lay dying, they kicked my body into one of the slimes my master had been experimenting on. I should have died then, but my will was strong. I do not know how exactly, but perhaps the explosion of magical energy that followed their attempted theft allowed me to take over the slime. I killed as many of them as I could, and I have been here ever since.”

“You can’t leave?” Timmy asked.

“No. There is magic on this place, both my master’s and that of his killers that prevents dangers from within from leaving.”

“And you can’t disable that magic?” Timmy asked.

“Perhaps if I could gain access to the main control systems of the laboratory, but the lower levels are dangerous, even for me. The… things down there have lost all sense of reason, and they have grown ever crueller and more vicious over the years. It is for the best that they cannot leave.” Ernesto pointed to the doors behind him. They were covered in elaborate magical symbols. “These doors and others like them are what prevent those further down from seeking the surface. My master originally made them in case his experiments went awry. They activated when he died, but not swiftly enough to trap all of his killers. Even so, they have been able to contain the mightiest of the abominations that rule the lower floors.”

“I see.” Timmy shared a glance with Katie. They had definitely done the right thing in buying this place. They’d have to work hard to clear it out, but the abundance of magical energy, not to mention what they could learn from the laboratory, made the price they’d paid an absolute bargain.

“I must ask,” Ernesto said. “What do you plan to do?”

“I am the new master these rats serve.” Katie stepped forward. “I don’t want them to forget their origins. However, there is currently a great war going on. Once an opportunity presents itself, my master and I would like to reclaim this place from the horrors that haunt it. We can also give your master the honourable burial he deserves.”

“Is that so?” Ernesto’s voice was a low whisper, equal parts hope and warning. “And his research?”

Timmy spoke. “We would gather and collect it. The ninja rats are your descendants. They should have access to it.”

Ernesto was no fool. “But you would also examine it?”

“We would. We wish to learn and understand what your master did.” Timmy smiled. “By all accounts, he was a genius.”

“The greatest of his era.”

“We would see his research benefit the world and his children, not linger in the darkness where none can acknowledge its worth.” Timmy’s voice softened. “What was your master’s name? We have no intention of taking credit for work we didn’t do. Share his name with us, and we will make him known across the world.”

Ernesto’s body shook, and he reached up to scrub the tears from his eyes. “Hmph! Very well. When the time comes, I will aid you in taking control of this place. It is the least I can do for my noble master, perhaps the last thing I can do.” He clenched his fists. “My master’s name was Amadeo da Cortona.”

Timmy bowed his head, as did the others. “Then let us pay our respects to the great Amadeo da Cortona. By all accounts, a brilliant man and a beloved father.”

Once again Ernesto’s body shook, and Timmy waited a few moments before straightening. “Ernesto, is there anything we can do for you?”

“Do you have any food?” Ernesto asked. “I… I have tasted nothing but magic and the horrors that spawn regularly for so long that I can barely remember the taste of proper food. Sometimes, I dream of it, but even those memories have begun to fade.”

“Oh.” Timmy was glad that Spot wasn’t there. The dragon might actually have cried if he heard that. Katie herself seemed close to tears. She hurriedly pulled a bunch of grapes from the pouch at her waist and gave them to Ernesto.

“Here. Have these grapes.”

The slime rat carefully took a single grape and began to cry slimy tears as he ate it. Slowly, as if they were more precious than platinum or gold, he ate the rest. “It is so good to taste real food again.”

Timmy took a sandwich out of his pouch. It was a simple thing – a bit of ham and cheese to go with the bread – but from the expression on Ernesto’s face when he saw it, it might as well have been a feast. “Unfortunately, my apprentice and I do not have the time to clear this place yet, but we will come back and clear it when we can. In the meantime, I will have associates of mine stand guard aboveground, and we will bring more of the rats here. Ernesto, do you have to stay beside these doors?”

Ernesto considered the question. “In truth, I am only here because I dare not venture any lower, lest I run afoul of the monsters below. It is the doors themselves that keep the abominations contained, not me. If you have guards that can prevent anyone from entering this place, then I should be able to traverse the floors above here easily enough. Nothing there is a real threat to me.”

“Good. Go up to the first floor. Patrol and keep anything from reaching the stairs to the surface. You may not be able to leave, but if you stay near the stairs, you can receive meals three times a day.”

Ernesto gasped. “Three times a day?”

“Yes. Just make sure to protect the stairs, and if you notice anything strange, tell our people. They can either act on it themselves or inform us. Also, share what you can with the rats. They are your descendants. I am sure they would be honoured to hear of your master and your past.”

“Very well!”

They stayed with Ernesto a while longer before heading back up to the surface. Ernesto accompanied them to the first floor while Timmy, Katie, and Chomp headed back to their accommodations with most of the ninja rats. A few, including Bermejo, stayed behind to speak with Ernesto and record his words. Before leaving, Timmy and Katie emptied their pouches of food. They could always get more, and after centuries without any proper food, Ernesto needed it more than them.

“This was a productive night.” Katie smiled as they walked along the street. Despite being the middle of the night, there was plenty of foot traffic. “I wonder what sort of night the others have had.”

“We didn’t feel, hear, or see any explosions, so either Old Man and Avraniel didn’t find anything, or they managed to catch whoever they found off guard.”

“And Spot?”

“I bet he ate so much that Gerald had to carry him home.”

Katie giggled. “I don’t think Gerald can carry him. He’d either have to use a cart or one of our zombies.”


Chapter Eight

Spot stared at the dish in front of him and almost cried. Dragons were well known for their disdain of others. Most dragons saw humans and other creatures as beneath them. The crueller dragons saw them only as prey while even many of the kinder dragons saw them as little better than servants. To Spot, they were all fools. How could someone capable of creating food like this be beneath him?

The dish before him was beef cooked to absolute perfection – juicy and soft yet firm in just the right way. It was covered in a rich, aromatic sauce that contained a sublimely balanced blend of herbs and spices. A single sniff told him that the flavour would hit sharply at first, like a burst of sunlight piercing through the clouds on a rainy day, before mellowing into something soothing and relaxing like warm sunshine on a spring afternoon. It would then dwindle into a pleasant, refreshing aftertaste that would leave him wanting more.

The beef was accompanied by vegetables that had been cooked in ways that emphasised their different tastes and textures. He wasn’t usually happy to see vegetables, but this was different. Each bite would be an adventure. The wine that accompanied the dish was no less impressive. The smell was subtle yet piercing. It would add contrast to the flavours on offer, providing both emphasis and relief. Even without taking a single bite, Spot could already tell that the chef who’d cooked these things was more skilled than any other he’d encountered.

It was akin to meeting only normal soldiers waving around swords and then meeting Old Man!

Spot licked his lips and closed his eyes. It was almost a shame to eat it, it smelled so good, yet the promise of its flavours made it impossible to resist.

Truly, no good deed ever went unrewarded!

“What do you think?” the paper pusher asked.

Spot looked up at the chef, an older man with grey hair and a stern expression. He had studied Spot intently before welcoming them in. He had radiated displeasure at having to close his restaurant to other customers for the night, so he could serve them exclusively, but Lorenzo must have given him a lot of money or favours to do it.

Spot inclined his head. A dragon did not bow, but a dragon should also show respect where it was due. You are the greatest chef I have ever met.

The chef, Luca, smiled faintly. It wasn’t every day that he received praise from a dragon. “You’re right, dragon. Now, eat and tell me what you think.”

Spot would eat, but not before telling Luca what he thought of the dish so far. The chef stared at him for a long moment before bowing his head in return. His stern expression softened. “I underestimated you. I thought a dragon would be a mere glutton, but to understand so much about my food before tasting it… a dragon’s senses and palate are truly formidable!”

Spot puffed out his chest with pride. I am a dragon. We’re awesome at everything!

Carefully, Spot carved off a slice of beef and gathered some vegetables. Then he began to chew.

The world instantly became a better place.

Every hope that Spot had for the dish was instantly met and then exceeded. The balance of flavours was perfect, and the textures – no! It went beyond mere textures. The sounds, the smells, the tastes, the whole experience of eating the dish was a joy! This was not a dish to be eaten. It was a dish to be experienced!

For a moment, Spot was transported back to the very first time he’d eaten beef. He’d been so much smaller then, so much weaker and less experienced. It had been the best thing he’d ever eaten, and now… now he felt that way again.

It was tempting to gorge and drown himself in the meal. Instead, he savoured it, eating carefully and teasing out every nuance and subtlety of flavour, so he could commit all of it to memory. Beside him, the paper pusher was eating too, and the tall man immediately gave Luca his compliments, much to the chef’s smug amusement.

“I am the greatest chef in the Mercantile Alliance – no, in the entire world!”

Soon – far too soon despite his best efforts – the dish was gone. The plate was absolutely spotless. Not a single crumb remained. Spot licked his lips and his claws and then trotted over to nudge Luca with his head.

As a dragon, I judge your dish the tastiest! Spot tried to convey everything he felt although he knew he would fall short. A human’s senses could not match a dragon’s, no matter how refined their palate was. It made me feel as if I was eating beef again for the very first time. What else do you have?

Spot paused as a terrible thought occurred to him. The paper pusher and the rats that had accompanied them had all gotten a chance to enjoy the dish. But what about the others? What about his mother, Chomp, the twerp, the people eater, Old Man, the idiot, the beardy, and the other rats? The food was so good. He wanted them to enjoy it too!

And what about my friends? Spot looked back at the empty plate. Regret filled him. He shouldn’t have thought only about himself. He should have saved some for them.

“What else?” Luca drew himself up to his full height. He wasn’t skinny. He obviously enjoyed a good meal on a regular basis. But he was tall too, and there was a zest to him that many men his age envied. “This is only the beginning of the battle, dragon! You face the mightiest chef in the world. But fear not. I have been paid a great deal by the merchant prince, and he has impressed upon me the friendship he shares with you and your friends. Without his patronage… ah, but that is a story for another night. I owe him a great deal, and so I will make more food tomorrow, which your friend here with the storage magic can bring with you. I am told that great battles await you.” The chef pointed to a long scar that ran along his right forearm. “I know the sting of battle, dragon.” His gaze grew sombre. “I know it all too well.” He shook his head. “But that is a story to be shared after a good meal with stronger wine. Rest assured, your friends will not go hungry. Now, if you thought that dish was good, prepare yourself. I have yet to show my full strength. These next dishes shall be better still!”

And they were!

Dish after dish arrived, and each exceeded the ones before it. Moreover, Spot could tell that the order of the dishes was not random. Instead, Luca was… orchestrating – yes, that was the word – the meal the same way a composer would a piece of music or the way a general would an army. Spot had never met a cook who did that before, or if they had, they hadn’t done it well enough for him to notice.

Spot knew then and there, as if there had been any doubt remaining, that Luca was no ordinary chef. He was to chefs what Old Man was to swordsmen or his mother was to fire mages. He stood at the pinnacle of his profession, at the summit of the mountain so many sought to climb. If other dragons could eat food this delicious regularly, they would never mock other people! Thankfully, their stupidity meant there was more for Spot.

And the best bit?

Other dragons were jerks. Even if they knew how good this food was, they’d never be able to eat it. But Spot? Spot was a good dragon. People liked him, and he liked people. He could eat tasty food without ever having to share it with other dragons.

He smiled greedily. This experience would be added to his hoard – a memory worth far more than mere gold or jewels. And when they had the chance, they could come here again and get more! It would be nice to bring Luca with them, but he doubted the chef wanted to leave, and Spot wasn’t going to force him. Food made willingly would always taste better than food people were forced to make.

Maybe Luca had children or apprentices he’d taught? If he did, then the idiot could hire them, and they could cook at the castle. The thought of being able to eat like this every day – or maybe not quite since a child or apprentice was unlikely to fully match Luca’s skills – made Spot want to drool. He could even share some with Tabitha and her family. He was sure they’d enjoy it. And Alicia could have some too. She was great at making cookies, but she couldn’t make food this delicious.

“Hah!” Luca folded his arms across his chest. He’d asked Spot’s opinion throughout the meal, and Spot had not hesitated to share his thoughts. “So… you enjoyed the meal?”

It was the best!

“Then I hope you’re ready for dessert.”

Spot stared. Dessert? There was dessert? He vowed then and there, in the very depths of his heart, to brutally murder anyone who ever threatened Luca. There’s dessert?

“Of course, my scaly friend.” Any reticence Luca might have felt about being around Spot had fled over the course of the meal. He patted Spot on the back and scratched his head. “In fact, I have a dish I would be very interested to hear your opinion on. It has recently become quite popular. They call it… ice cream.”

Later, as Spot enjoyed proper chocolate ice cream for the first time in his life, he thanked the god of dragons and his mother for allowing him to hatch at a time when food this delicious existed.

* * *

Gerald bit back a smile as Spot finished the last dessert, a decadent confectionary concoction that defied easy description. Suffice to say, it was delicious beyond words and would probably have cost a princely sum to enjoy in other circumstances. Gerald would not say that he had a sweet tooth, nor was he a profligate spender, but he could easily understand people parting with their hard-earned money for this.

It combined the wonders of ice cream with fruits, nuts, syrups, and other ingredients. He had no idea why it was called a sundae, but he would definitely look for it in Everton. It was another of Luca’s creations, but Everton’s chefs were outstanding in their own right, and he was certain it was only a matter of time before they heard of the dish and tried to recreate it. Of course, they would first have to develop proper ice cream of their own, but apparently, ice cream was already spreading throughout the Mercantile Alliance. Luca’s was widely considered the best, but there were others who knew how to make it. Honestly, Gerald would be shocked if Spot didn’t immediately badger Timmy into finding out how it was made, so they could have the chefs at the castle make some of their own. And that was assuming efforts weren’t already underway in Everton to recreate it.

The dragon nodded in satisfaction to Luca before flopping onto his back. It was amazing how much food he’d consumed, but Spot hadn’t simply shovelled food into his mouth. He had savoured each and every bite, and he had offered insightful thoughts and praise for each dish too. Admittedly, Spot didn’t yet have the vocabulary to express all his thoughts, but a combination of telepathy and Gerald offering advice had helped him to fully express his opinions to Luca.

And Luca had most definitely been affected.

The chef had gone from eyeing them both with a cynical gaze to openly waiting for their opinions and then basking in their praise. It was a strange reaction, and Luca must have noticed his curiosity because he pulled up a chair and sat down with a bottle of brandy. Spot shifted to put his head in his lap, and the chef absentmindedly scratched the scales at the base of his skull. Spot had yet to grow any of the more pronounced ridges, frills, or crests common to older dragons, but it likely wouldn’t be long before more obvious cranial features began to appear. Luca poured each of them a share of the brandy and took a small sip before speaking.

“Do you know what most of my customers do when they come here?” Luca asked. His dark eyes were intense, filled with a complicated emotion that Gerald couldn’t quite place. Was it anger? Was it aggravation? Was it despair? Perhaps it was none of them, or perhaps it was all of them. “They ask what I can make… and then they order the most expensive thing on the menu.”

Gerald blinked. “Why would they do that? Wouldn’t it make more sense to ask for dishes that suit their palates?”

“That’s what you would think.” Luca’s smile was cold and paper thin. “You and Spot are… honest. If you go to a restaurant, it’s because you wish to enjoy a good meal. If you order a dish, it’s because you think it will taste good. And if you praise a dish, it’s because you enjoyed it. You must understand. I am the greatest chef in the Mercantile Alliance, perhaps even the world. To come to my restaurant and eat my food is no easy thing. Gone are my days of selling food from a cart near the docks. It takes great money and power to sit where you are now.”

“Ah.” Gerald understood. “They want to show off.”

Luca nodded grimly. “Precisely so. They will order the most expensive food and the most expensive wine, giving little care to how the two do or do not complement each other or even if they match their tastes. And then they will eat, and all the while, their minds are not on the food I have laboured to make but on the reactions of others. They wish to be seen eating my food, to have everyone know they have not only the power and influence to dine here but also the wealth to eat and drink whatever they wish.”

Luca’s lips curled into a snarl. “And then they have the audacity to speak to me of its faults and virtues, not with their own words, but with the borrowed words of those who make a living critiquing food without ever experiencing the trials of making it themselves! They parrot those words, never understanding them, because they wish to sound wise. They speak glowingly of cooking techniques and rare ingredients when they cannot even tell a cucumber from a cabbage without someone standing over their shoulder to advise them!”

Gerald patted Luca on the back. “I know it’s not the same, but you’d be surprised by how eager people are to criticise bureaucrats without ever living a day or two in our shoes. People complain about paperwork and curse us for creating it without ever stopping to think about what would happen if it didn’t exist to keep everything in order.”

Luca chuckled and took a sip of brandy. “It is not so different, my friend.” He scratched the top of Spot’s head. “When you and Spot came here – and, yes, your rodent companions too – I thought you would be pampered fools. I should have known better. The merchant prince is a fine judge of character, and he would not suffer such fools as friends. Nevertheless, I feared you were here merely to boast of the experience. I am glad to be wrong.”

“I can’t blame you for fearing the worst,” Gerald said. “And I suppose what any artist wants – and chefs are artists who happen to work with food instead of paint – is for their work to be appreciated by those who love it as much as they do.”

“Yes!” Luca cried. “That is it exactly!”

“Spot… Spot might have a bottomless pit for a stomach, but he appreciates everything he eats. I suppose it might be his draconic side at work.” Gerald laughed. “They say a dragon would miss even a single coin if it was taken from their hoard, and so perhaps a dragon would also notice if a single flavour was missing from their meal.”

Of course, a dragon would notice! Spot huffed. If something is part of my hoard, I would notice if it was gone. It doesn’t matter if it’s a single coin or a single rock! His tail lashed the air briefly before stilling. Because it’s mine, and it’s precious to me.

“I think Spot collects experiences the way he collects treasures. For Spot, each meal is an experience to be treasured. Each dish is akin to a gemstone whose weight and worth he will never forget.”

Spot bared his teeth. Luca stared for a moment, perhaps stunned by just how impressive those teeth were. When you are hungry, any food is good. But there is food that you never forget. Whenever you think of it, you smile. It doesn’t only fill your stomach. It fills your heart. He nudged Luca with his head. Your food is like that.

“Once again, I accept your praise from the very depths of my heart.”

“As for the rats,” Gerald continued. “They haven’t lived easy lives. They understand the value of a good meal better than most.” He didn’t know all that the rats had endured, but what he had heard filled him with pity and admiration. At least they had somewhere safe to call home now, as well as a master who wouldn’t mistreat them.

“In any case,” Luca said as he stood, drawing a disappointed hum from Spot that seemed to fill the room. “It has been a wonderful night, and by tomorrow evening, I will have another feast prepared. It would be my honour if you could come by and store it with your magic. It will be okay, will it not?”

Gerald nodded. “It will. When I store something, I can either freeze it in time or allow time to pass, so I can keep it fresh indefinitely if I want.”

“That is potent magic indeed,” Luca said. “I can think of many who could do great evil with it. I am glad you have it and not them.”

“I’m glad to have it too. I don’t know where I’d be without it.” Gerald got to his feet and shook hands with Luca. “I’ll see you tomorrow evening. Come on, Spot. We’d best get going.”

Okay. The dragon offered his claw, and Luca shook it carefully. If anyone ever tries to make trouble for you, let me know. I’ll eat them for you.

“I shall keep that in mind.” He gave Spot one last pat on the head. “I have children, you know. Three sons and four daughters, all of them chefs. There is not enough space for all of us in Mercatia, so a few of them wish to try their luck elsewhere. If you could speak to Lord Bolton…”

Spot froze. Can they cook as well as you?

“Not yet,” Luca said. “But they are learning. Perhaps one day, they shall even surpass me.”

Fire blazed in Spot’s eyes, and he rounded on Gerald expectantly.

“I’ll speak to Timmy about it. I’m sure he can arrange something.”

They were about to leave, when Gerald remembered the question that had been on his mind for much of the evening. There were three portraits hanging in pride of place on the walls of the restaurant. Based on their appearances, they probably weren’t related to Luca.

“If I may ask,” Gerald said. “Who are the people in the portraits?”

“Ah.” Luca took a deep breath. “My brothers.”

“Oh.”

The chef’s lips twitched. “You seem surprised. I cannot blame you. We look nothing alike.” His gaze turned distant. “We were not related by blood, but not all families share blood.”

“I understand,” Gerald replied.

So do I. Spot studied the portraits intently. He, of all people, would understand that although most families were bound by blood, not all of them were. They seem nice.

“They were.” Luca pointed to each of the portraits in turn. “Giuseppe, Riccardo, and Antonio. The four of us were orphans. When we grew too old for the orphanage, we decided to live together since we were friends. I worked at a restaurant, washing dishes, cleaning, and learning what I could from the cooks. Giuseppe worked on the docks. He’d always wanted to be a sailor, but he was scared to join a ship alone.” Luca’s smile was bittersweet. “A coward, he was, except when it mattered. Then there was no man braver. Riccardo was a courier. He delivered things for the alchemist guild. He hoped to earn enough to start learning himself. And Antonio… Antonio was the smartest of us. Oh, numbers came so easily to him. If only he had someone to speak on his behalf, he could have been an accountant or a banker. Instead, he worked as a simple clerk.”

What happened to them? Spot asked. Are you still friends with them?

Gerald tried not to wince. He hadn’t asked the question because he could already guess the answer. Luca had spoken about them in the past tense.

But Luca did not get angry. Instead, he shook his head. “We will always be friends, Spot. Always. To death and after.” He paused and poured himself more brandy. “We were young, Spot, young and stupid. In those days there was a great leader amongst the pirates. So many pirates and raiders followed him that people began to call him a pirate king. The merchant prince, Lorenzo’s father, sent his fleets to destroy the pirate king. Alas, the pirate king was a skilled commander, and the navy suffered many losses. To make up for those losses, the merchant prince issued a call for young men who were willing to join the navy. The pay was good, and there were promises that those who served well could look forward to promotion.”

“You and your friends joined,” Gerald murmured.

“Yes. We were young men, convinced of our invincibility. We would join the navy, become heroes, and then retire. With the gold we earned, we could follow our dreams. I could have my own restaurant, Giuseppe could become a captain, Riccardo could become an alchemist, and Antonio could become a banker.”

What happened? Spot asked.

“War happened,” Luca said. “It is said that young men dream of the glories of war and that old men curse the bitterness of it. Two years it took to defeat the pirate king and destroy his fleets. Two years it took for me to come home alone.” The chef drew a deep, ragged breath. “I had the portraits made when I first became successful as a chef. I tried to describe my friends as best I could to the painter, but I have never been good with words. If it was Antonio, it would have been easy. He always knew how to put things. It bothered me that the paintings did not match the memories I had, but I hung them up anyway. You see… at the end… before they passed, they just wanted to go home. The ship we were serving on… it… it sank in battle. I alone survived, and I could not even bring their bodies home.”

Gerald was silent. Luca did not weep, but the grief was like a shroud around him.

“Do you know what my greatest shame is?” Luca asked quietly. “It is not that I couldn’t bring their bodies home. No. What could I, scarcely more than a boy, have done? It is that over the years, it has grown harder and harder to remember their faces. These portraits… each year, I find it harder and harder to tell what is wrong with them. I am afraid that on the day I die, I will see my friends again… but I will not recognise them.”

“Luca…” Gerald wanted to comfort the other man, but he wasn’t sure how. He had never been good at this sort of thing. He wished Timmy were here. The necromancer had a way with words, as well as the gumption to act when necessary. “That’s… that’s not your fault. It’s been a long time.”

Do you want to remember them better? Spot asked.

“What?” Luca blinked. “What do you mean?”

Spot crooned, and his silver eyes gleamed like stars. The shiny woman told me that our souls contain everything about us. It’s how healing with astral and light magic works. It takes the picture your soul has of you and makes you that way again. Your soul even holds your memories. Even if your mind forgets, your soul still remembers. It’s just hard to get those memories from your soul into your mind.

“And you can do that?” There was hope and wonder in Luca’s eyes. “Truly?”

I can try. Spot made a face. I don’t know if it will work, but I don’t think it’ll hurt you if it doesn’t.

“Then try,” Luca said. “If I can refresh my memories of my friends... I… that would be a gift unlike any other.”

Okay. Stand still and think of your friends. Spot took a deep, deep, deep breath, and silver light blazed from his eyes and filled the room. His scales shifted from black to white, and then Spot unleashed a cloud of white flame.

To his credit, Luca stood his ground as the white flame enveloped him. The roar that followed in the wake of the flames echoed more in Gerald’s soul than his ears. Spot’s mouth was wide open, and his scales shimmered. They were no longer simply white. Instead, they emitted light, a radiant, brilliant light that called to mind the Supreme Cleric’s power.

The brightness of the light cast shadows all over the room, and for a second, Gerald could have sworn he saw Spot’s shadow change from the dragon he was now to the dragon he would be one day. And what a dragon he would be. Overwhelming might and power tempered by wisdom and mercy. A dragon who could set the world ablaze but who still cherished the friendship of a sheep. A dragon who treasured friends and family more than gold. A dragon who loved as fiercely as he fought.

Slowly, the white fire faded. Spot closed his mouth, and his scales lost their shine and turned from white to black. The dragon sagged for a moment before straightening. His silver eyes blinked slowly as if seeing the world for the first time, and Spot shook himself.

Did it work? Spot asked.

Luca said nothing. Instead, tears trickled down his cheeks.

“Luca?” Gerald asked. “Are… are you all right?”

Luca nodded. “I… yes.” Wordlessly, he walked over to Spot, and then he fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around the dragon. “From this day forward, we are family. Your enemies are my enemies. Your friends are my friends. The gift you have given me… there are no words.”

Spot awkwardly hugged the chef back, mindful of his claws. He glanced at Gerald. Did it work? He didn’t say.

“It worked, Spot,” Gerald said, feeling tears prickle at his own eyes. “I think it worked.”

It took another ten minutes for Luca to let go of Spot. Apparently, the memories of his friends hadn’t merely been refreshed. They were as clear as they had ever been.

“Thank you,” Luca said once again. “Their faces, their voices, all the things we did… you have given me my friends back, Spot. And yet… I do not feel the pain I thought I would.” The chef smiled faintly. “It will always hurt to have lost them, but having these memories back… I have come to peace with the bad times, and now I can remember the good times. Thank you.”

Spot smiled toothily. I’m glad I could help.

“I’ll see you tomorrow evening,” Gerald said.

“Yes. Tomorrow evening.”

As they walked back to their lodgings, Spot adopted a slower, more awkward gait that was closer to a waddle, as opposed to his usual purposeful stride. At first, Gerald thought he might be in a contemplative mood. He did, after all, have a lot to think about, but then he realised it was probably because of how much food he’d eaten.

The dragon sighed wistfully. We had a great meal and made a new friend. I wish every day was like that.

“So do I,” Gerald said. “But you know, if Timmy does hire one of Luca’s children, it might be selfish to keep them in the castle. If they were in a larger city, they could also learn to cook all of the dishes that Everton likes and combine them with food from the Mercantile Alliance to make new dishes.”

Spot chuffed. As long as it’s not too far, we can always visit them. We could even use zombies to carry the food back to us regularly. His eyes gleamed at the thought of all the new and tasty food he could eat. And after we win the war, maybe they could work with the idiot the way Alicia does. Imagine if you could get ice cream whenever you wanted!

That was a pleasing thought, and Gerald peered up at the sky. “By the way, Spot, was it hard to give Luca his memories back?”

Spot crooned. Those memories were really precious to him. I think… I think the only reason his mind forgot about them was because of how painful thinking about his friends was. For a long time, it must have hurt to think about them. But he’s older now. He has a family. Finding those memories in his soul was easy. I just had to be sure he was ready to have them back.

“From the sound of it, he was.” Gerald patted his belly. He too had eaten a bit more than he should have, but the food had been too delicious to pass up. Oh well. He considered the evening a great success. Not a single person had tried to stab him or anything!

Let’s get some snacks on the way back. Spot nudged his leg.

“Snacks? Aren’t you full?” Gerald asked.

I am. But I want some snacks for tomorrow. There are a lot of different ones here compared to back home.

“Ah. I suppose we could make a quick stop along the way.”

* * *

Avraniel gazed at the moon. It was still quite full, and she was sure the werewolf bastard they were following was enjoying it. It was like the stupid elves and their stupid forests. She wondered what would happen if she somehow blew up the moon. Would werewolves get weaker? Her lips curled, and she pointed a finger at the moon. She was still, a long, long way from being strong enough to blow up the moon.

“I’m almost afraid to ask what you’re thinking,” Old Man drawled. “Because you have a frightful expression on your face right now.”

Avraniel snorted. “You? Afraid? I doubt it.” She grinned. “Hey, have you ever fought a werewolf before?”

The swordsman considered the question, perfectly at ease on the rooftop beside her. For an old guy, he could be pretty damn sneaky. It was almost as if he could completely erase his presence. It made him seem more like a ninja than a swordsman.

They’d been following the werewolf for a few hours now, and nobody had spotted them from either the streets or another roof. Old Man was a damn shadow. His footsteps were silent, and he had a way of… fading into the background. It was weird. She knew how dangerous he was. Hell, she’d seen what he could do when he put his back into it, but when he did this, her gaze sort of rolled off him.

Any decent warrior had keen senses and instincts, and right now those senses and instincts were telling her to ignore him, that he wasn’t a threat, that he was just some harmless old man and not the greatest swordsman she’d ever seen. It was genuinely creepy. He could walk right up to somebody, stab them, and then fade into the crowd.

“Several times, actually.”

“Any of them give you trouble?”

The werewolf had gone all over the city, and she and Old Man had kept a close eye on him. They would have let the zombies handle it, but this werewolf had a knack for knowing when zombies were nearby. She wasn’t sure if it was magic, instinct, or some other ability, but it meant they couldn’t rely on the idiot or the twerp to track him. Instead, she and Old Man had been following him with a bunch of the stealthiest ninja rats. The rodents were noting everywhere he’d gone on a map and keeping records of everyone he’d met. They could investigate those places and people tomorrow or leave them for the merchant prince. Lorenzo might appear friendly, but there was a razor-sharp edge to the man that he kept hidden. It figured he was friends with the idiot. The idiot was easy-going the majority of the time, but he was one of the most dangerous people Avraniel had ever met too.

“A few,” Old Man said. “The most troublesome was a special case.” He chuckled. “He was an ancient werewolf samurai who was able to use a sword properly after transforming.”

Avraniel turned her head. “You’re making that up.”

“I assure you that I am not. Admittedly, most werewolves cannot properly handle weapons after transforming, and the few that can are generally clumsy. However, this fellow was an ancient werewolf with great control over the form his transformation took. He was a follower of the sword, and he shaped his claws in such a way as to be able to wield a sword properly.”

“Was he any good?” Avraniel had never fought a werewolf who could use a weapon after transforming, not that it really mattered. Most of the time, a transformed werewolf’s claws and teeth were far better than any weapons they could get their hands on. It was the same with Spot. Sure, he might someday be able to hold a sword properly, but what would be the point? His claws and teeth would eventually be far deadlier than any sword. If he needed to fight at a distance, he could simply use his fire. For an ancient werewolf to use a sword, he was either a complete idiot, or a master swordsman with a special weapon. “And what kind of sword did he use?”

“It was called the Howling Dragon Fang.” Old Man’s gaze grew warm at the memory, and Avraniel found herself smiling as well. He knew how to tell a story, and anyone tough enough to give him a proper fight was worth hearing about. “Before you ask, the sword really was crafted out of a dragon’s fang, which was why he used it. As formidable as his claws and teeth were, they could not compare to the fang of an adult dragon.”

“How’d the fight go?”

Avraniel hopped over to the next rooftop and then crouched low. The werewolf checked his surroundings regularly, but he’d begun to relax. A werewolf’s senses were also duller in their human form than their werewolf form. She snickered. This dumb bastard had come to the entertainment district to blow off some steam. They could wait for him to finish up, but she doubted he had anywhere else to go. He’d already been all over the entire city. They might as well pick him up here, and if they managed to ruin his night while doing so, even better. This jerk worked for the same bastards who’d tried to hurt her dog and the others. He was going to pay. If they’d managed to do any real damage – like killing or seriously injuring anyone – she’d have burnt the entire city down to get at them, and Spot would have joined her.

“We fought under a full moon, which was likely part of his plan. He was an exquisite swordsman too, as skilled as any foe I’d faced at the time. He used a style called the Swooping Falcon Style. It made use of swift, devastating rushing attacks. Moreover, his werewolf nature meant that he would never tire and that any wounds I inflicted soon healed since I only had a normal sword.”

“But you won, right?” Avraniel glanced at the device the idiot had cobbled together. It was a simple thing – a modified compass. But rather than pointing north, it was able to detect the eldritch sorcery present in the tattoos the werewolves used to hide their lycanthropy. She and Old Man had captured several other werewolves earlier in the day, but this guy appeared to be the last of them. The idiot could make more of these compasses whenever he wanted, so they’d be leaving this one with the merchant prince, just in case any other werewolf bastards showed up.

She bared her teeth.

Those jerks must have felt so clever using those tattoos. According to the idiot, the tattoos completely concealed them from regular magic and eldritch sorcery designed to detect werewolves. It also made them incredibly hard to spy upon with magic in general, which meant they had to resort to more old-fashioned methods of finding them. The tattoos probably came from the Accountant. After all, he’d been able to turn into that eldritch abomination. But the joke was on them. The idiot was way better with eldritch crap than they were. Hell, his best friend was a protoplasmic horror from another dimension. Once he’d worked out what they were doing, it hadn’t taken him long to beat it.

“I did. An ancient werewolf can regenerate from almost anything, but being cut into several million pieces that were subsequently scattered across several square miles proved fatal. It was also extremely messy.”

“Not bad.” Avraniel would have paid money to see that. “A special technique of yours?”

“Yes. My fellows decided to call it the Werewolf Exploder after they found out.”

She sniggered. “Really?”

“I was going to name it something else, but they insisted on naming it for me. Alas, their name stuck, and I was forced to explain it on multiple occasions.” His lips twitched. “You can imagine my dismay when I was forced to explain the name to the emperor himself. He found it very odd that I had a technique called the Werewolf Exploder. My techniques usually had more… poetic names.”

“The emperor? Damn. That must have been hilarious.”

“For me? Not really. But for everyone else? Absolutely.” Old Man shook his head in fond exasperation. “Looking back on it now, though, it has become one of my fondest memories.”

Avraniel thought about her childhood on a regular basis, if only because she had a very, very long list of people she was going to get revenge on. Maybe it was petty, but she’d never given a crap about being the bigger person. Why should she have to let things go when they’d never missed a chance to make her miserable? She was going to be the bigger person, all right, but only because she was going to personally reduce each of them to little piles of ash.

At the same time, not having anything or anyone to go back to had made it easy for her to leave the forest and make her own way through the world. How could she get homesick if she’d never had a home to begin with? But Old Man was different. She could tell he’d left a lot behind, and it hadn’t been by choice.

She’d never been one to care a lot about others, but that was because nobody had ever given her a reason to. Spot and the others had given her reasons, as grudging as she could be to admit it. Occasionally, she wondered how her life would have turned out if she’d met Old Man earlier. From a few of the things he’d said, they’d come close to meeting each other several times. Would her life have been less lonely? No. She was honest enough to admit her own faults. She wouldn’t have made for the best company back then.

“You ever think of going back?” she asked quietly.

“That door is closed, I’m afraid.” He shrugged. “I could have stayed, I suppose, but it would have made things so much worse for the people I cared about. Leaving was the last gift I could give them, perhaps the only gift.” He patted the sword at his side. “From the time I became a man, I have never once lost a battle. I thought that made me invincible. Alas, you can win every battle and still lose the war.”

“That’s the truth, all right.” She thought about comforting him, but she couldn’t find the words. She was crap at this. Spot was better at comforting people, and he wasn’t even a year old. “They must all think you’re dead now, right? Maybe we could head over there one day, you know, just to make sure it all turned out okay.”

He smiled faintly. “That… that wouldn’t be so bad.” His attention shifted back to their target, and he squinted. For all of his many skills, Old Man was human. He couldn’t match her vision. “It would seem that our target wishes to spend the rest of his night enjoying himself.” The building the werewolf had entered had a very obvious purpose.

Avraniel rolled her eyes. “It figures he’d have to pay for it. Fine. We’ll let him get settled in and then grab him – less messy that way.” She pointed at a rat. “Get in there. I can’t actually see through walls, so you need to follow him and tell us where he is.” The rat gave her a crisp, formal salute. “And stay out of sight. This bastard has been jumpy all night. Don’t let him see you.”

Avraniel found her gaze drawn to the sky again as they waited for the rat to come back. Palladio was one of Bramante’s kids. He was a bit of a stick in the mud, but it was probably just nerves. He was young and eager to prove himself, but he knew when to follow orders and how to improvise when things went wrong. Once he learned to loosen up, he’d be a menace.

Palladio was good with Spot too, especially since he’d started to relax enough to simply hang out with the dragon instead of being at attention all the time. He was sensible too, like his father. She got along with the demolition rats – they were crazy, but it was her kind of crazy – but even she had to admit they could go overboard sometimes. If they were here, they’d likely suggest a controlled demolition of the building to trap the werewolf. Yeah, it would be funny, and they did have the skill to pull it off, but it would also draw way too much attention.

Avraniel peered up at a constellation. She’d been noticing it more and more these days. Did that mean something? Maybe. She was a star maiden. It might be connected to that. She’d have to ask the idiot and the beardy about it.

“Hey. What do your people call those stars?” she pointed.

Old Man looked up. “I believe my people call those stars the Twins.”

“The Twins?” Avraniel frowned. That name… there was something strangely familiar about it. She shook her head. The elves probably had a similar name for it, not that she could be sure. When it came to stars, she’d only ever bothered to learn about the ones that could help her navigate. There hadn’t been time to mess around when people were chasing after her. “What’s the story with that name, and does something about it look wrong to you… as if there are stars missing?”

“Interesting.” Old Man hummed thoughtfully. “That’s actually part of the legend. According to a shrine maiden I once knew, the story goes like this: in the heavens, there were twin sisters, both alike in strength and beauty although they could not have been more different in terms of personality. The older was a fierce warrior who never hesitated to go forth and do battle. The younger was a caring soul who did her best to heal the wounded and protect others from harm. Yet despite their differences, they loved each other dearly. They were twins, two halves of the same soul.”

“It must be nice having someone like that,” Avraniel whispered. Someone who could understand and accept her completely? She’d searched for that her whole life and only found it recently. “It’s a good thing I’ve got Spot.”

“Yes. Our scaly friend is a truly kind soul. You’ve been a good mother to him, and he in turn has been a good son.”

Avraniel had never been able to say it, but Spot knew. He knew whenever their minds touched, or she let him curl up to her at night. He knew how much he meant to her. It didn’t matter that he was a dragon. It only mattered that he had seen into her very soul and loved her all the same. That kind of acceptance was truly special, a treasure as great as any that could be found in a dragon’s hoard.

“You’re not half bad either,” she said. “You and the others, I mean. You’re not totally awful.”

“We are acceptable then?” Old Man’s eyes twinkled. “That’s high praise, coming from you. Anyway, the story goes that the sisters lived happily for many years before they encountered grave misfortune. A terrible evil threatened the heavens, and the two sisters went off to do battle. Yet the evil they faced was too strong. As mighty as the older sister was, she could not defeat it. She could only drive it back for a time. However, the evil grew stronger and stronger until even driving it back became impossible. The sisters had to make a choice. They could either abandon those they had sworn to protect, or they could fight, knowing they would lose. Many urged them to flee, but the older sister refused. She would not abandon her oaths or what she stood for. However, she asked her younger sister to flee to safety.”

“I’m guessing she didn’t run either,” Avraniel said.

“No. She did not. Her younger sister would not leave without her. Together, they managed to drive their foe back one last time but at great cost. Both of the sisters were defeated and fell from the heavens, which is why there are supposedly two stars missing from the middle of the constellation. The older sister was called the Defiant Star while the younger sister was called the Compassionate Star.”

Avraniel could almost see it, the places where the two stars should have been. “What weapons did they use?”

“According to the legends, the older sister used a bow, and the younger sister used a shield.”

“Really?” Avraniel looked away from the sky. Palladio had returned to give his report.

“Hear that, Old Man?” Avraniel bared her teeth once Palladio was done. “That bastard is right around the corner.”

* * *

Rocco was not having a good week. First, a damn Grand Necromancer had shown up. Sure, he was a werewolf. He could handle himself in a fight. But a Grand Necromancer? Nope. Absolutely not. He had no intention of fighting a monster on that level. Luckily, he and the others had been warned by their contacts from the Eternal Empire. Rocco had strongly considered running for it, but he’d eventually decided to stick around. The Accountant paid really damn well, and the ancient werewolf knew how to run a pack. It was hard to imagine somebody with so much personal strength and access to so many resources losing.

The Grand Necromancer might be tough, but he was only one man, and he didn’t have all of his allies with him. There hadn’t been any sightings of giant zombies either. Things could get tricky, but they should be able to handle it. And, hey, that was why the Accountant had people like Rocco and the others in the first place – to handle things like this.

And then everything had gone to absolute crap.

He hadn’t believed it when he’d heard, but he’d managed to confirm it for himself after almost being caught while trying to rescue one of their collaborators. Not only had their contact with the empire been captured but the Accountant had also been captured. The Accountant’s records and estate were now in enemy hands, and Rocco’s colleagues were all dead, captured, or worse. Merchant Prince Lorenzo apparently knew about everything, and he was going on a rampage as he wiped out his enemies and strengthened his hold over the city.

At this point, everybody was so pissed off about the empire butting into the Mercantile Alliance’s affairs that the merchant prince had free rein to do as he pleased. Rocco needed to get out of the city, but his friend at the docks had warned him that ships – all ships – were being searched and that the dock wardens were testing everyone with silver. Rocco had higher resistance to silver than many werewolves his age, but it would still be obvious to anyone with eyes that he was a werewolf.

Damn it.

He had thought about trying to swim, but he wasn’t that good a swimmer, and the nearest island was a fair distance away. He would drown, and as a werewolf, it wouldn’t be a quick drowning either.

Maybe he could try bribing a dock warden? That could work, but he’d have to lay low for a while. The merchant prince was currently pressuring the dock wardens, so it was unlikely that any of them would be willing to risk his wrath by accepting a bribe. In a fortnight or so, once things had cooled off a little, it should be possible. Yes. That was it. He’d check in with the others, keep his head down, and a fortnight from now, he could bribe his way onto a ship. He had ample funds. Like any smart criminal, he’d kept a decent stash of money hidden away in case of an emergency. He could start fresh somewhere else. He’d be fine. He just had to be careful.

His attention returned to the woman in front of him as she began to undress. He’d always liked Bianca. She had the loveliest golden hair – something of a rarity since darker hair was far more common in the Mercantile Alliance – and a body that, well, there was a reason that a single night with her cost so much. Still, it was a price he was happy to pay to forget his troubles for a night. She turned to him with a smile and stalked forward like a huntress cornering her prey –

“Hello, bastard.” Rocco turned his head and saw someone out of a nightmare sitting on the windowsill.

Under other circumstances, he would have been overjoyed to share a bedroom with the blonde elf who had somehow found her way onto a windowsill on the third floor of the building. She had the sort of beauty that put even Bianca to shame. However, he knew who she was and what she could do. He opened his mouth to scream, only to fall silent as a sword tapped his throat.

“I would think very carefully before making a sound.” An old man wearing a hat appeared beside him. “Werewolves can regenerate, but I don’t think a werewolf of your strength could survive decapitation.” He inclined his head at Bianca. “Rest assured, madam, that we mean you no harm. We’re here for him.”

Bianca glanced between them for a moment. She was not a powerful mage or a skilled warrior – she wouldn’t be here if she was – but he’d learned through his visits that she had keen magical senses. The elf might have been able to conceal her power at a distance, but at this range? It was like staring at the sun. The old man’s power was harder to place, but the fact that Rocco’s gaze kept slipping away from him was troubling. An assassin?

“Really?” Bianca whispered. If Rocco was powerless here, she was even worse off.

“Yeah.” The elf gestured. “Do us a favour and make some noise, so everybody thinks this idiot is enjoying himself. Half an hour from now, go and complain about him climbing out the window or something. You can say he was drunk or whatever. Just make it believable.”

Bianca swallowed thickly. “If… if you want me to help you, it’ll cost you.” Rocco stared. Was she incredibly brave or just insane?

“Hah!” The elf laughed. Her gaze was molten gold now instead of amber, mesmerising and terrifying all at once. Rocco found himself unable to look away yet utterly petrified at the same time. “Figures.” She laid a few gold coins on the bedside table. Bianca gasped. It must have been more than she expected. “I’ve known plenty of people who do what you do. Most of them don’t really want to do it.” She pointed at Bianca’s face. “You’ve got a nice smile, but it doesn’t reach your eyes. I’m guessing you either owe people money or need a lot of it in a hurry.”

“Maybe.”

The elf’s eyes narrowed. Rocco wanted to say something, but the old man’s smile was wintry. “Say… can you do anything else useful besides the obvious?”

“I can sew,” Bianca said quickly. “Not only normal fabrics – magical ones too. My mother taught me how before…” She trailed off. “And my magic helps me work magic into other materials too. I would have paid off my debts that way, but it takes money to get the right materials and tools, money to run a store, money to get permits, money to…”

The elf flicked her wrist, and a symbol appeared in the air, wrought in white flame. “Do you know what that is? Can you work it into a piece of fabric?”

“That’s a rune that helps keep clothes dry. If I sew it into clothing, I can guarantee that it will work.”

The elf’s eyes gleamed, and a rat came forward with needle, cloth, and thread. “Do it.”

Bianca did. Despite how the rest of her body trembled, her hands were steady, and the flow of her magic was smooth. Even Rocco, inexperienced as he was, could see that the end result far surpassed simply stitching the rune into the cloth.

“With those skills, why are you here?” the elf asked. “Even if you didn’t have money, you should still have been able to find a job as a seamstress somewhere.”

“I… there was no time. The men who my parents owed money to before they died didn’t give me a chance. I begged for more time, but they refused. They said… they said…” She swallowed a sob. “I have a younger sister. They said it would either be me here or her.”

For a moment, the elf’s eyes seemed almost draconic, and the temperature in the room began to rise. The old man raised an eyebrow, and the elf sighed. “I’m guessing you’re here on one of those employment contracts.” Bianca nodded. “How much would it cost to buy yours out?”

Bianca told her, and Rocco stared in disbelief. That was a lot of money. Slavery was technically illegal in the Mercantile Alliance, but employment contracts like this were often used instead, supposedly giving people a way to pay off their debts while actually enslaving them. They were supposed to be strictly regulated, but there were criminals who abused them shamelessly. From what he’d heard, the merchant prince had been trying to stamp out the practice for years, but people still slipped through the cracks. Bianca was one of the unlucky ones.

The elf snarled. “That’s just slavery with extra steps. But you’re in luck. We’ve got a… friend who would be interested in hiring you.” Bianca cringed. “As a seamstress. It’ll be good, honest work with good, honest pay. If you want, we can drop by tomorrow and buy out your contract. Since your sister is being used as… collateral, she’ll be free too. If anyone has a problem with that, they can answer to me.” Her golden eyes shone like twin suns. “And we can also tell the merchant prince.” She cackled. “He’s so pissed off right now. There’ll be blood everywhere.”

Bianca nodded stiffly, seemingly unable to keep up with what was happening. “Thank you. And… what about him?” She swallowed thickly. “Rocco was one of my most frequent customers, but he has always been kind. He never hurt me or…”

Rocco nodded fervently. He had never treated her poorly. He’d grown up on the streets before becoming a werewolf. He knew how cruel life could be, and although he wasn’t a kind man, he liked to think he wasn’t a complete bastard either.

“Don’t worry,” the elf said as a rat slipped a needle into his neck. He swayed, and the floor rushed up to meet him. “He’s small fry. We’ll take good care of him.”


Chapter Nine

“It has been a pleasure, my friend,” Lorenzo said as he and Timmy clasped arms. The merchant prince grinned and then pulled Timmy into a hug, so he could whisper into his ear. “I wish we could have met under better circumstances. Stay safe. And when the war is done and you stand victorious, you and your friends can visit again. We shall hold a grand celebration.”

Timmy pulled back and grinned. “Don’t worry. I’m not an easy man to kill.” They shook hands. “And thanks for the help. It means a lot. Stay safe. I’ve left some of the ninja rats behind. If you need their help, you can contact them through Giovanni.”

“Until next time. May fair winds and following seas be ever at your side.”

“And may smooth sailing and safe harbour await you.”

Timmy was the last of them to board the whaling ship they had borrowed from Lorenzo. The ship was captained by a seasoned veteran that the merchant prince had personally selected for his skill and loyalty. Having him around would definitely help with the next part of Timmy’s plan.

Timmy stood at the railing of the deck as the ship pulled away from the dock. Lorenzo had come in disguise to see them off. He could not afford to make a public display of friendship with a man the empire despised. Not to mention, Timmy was still technically a criminal in many parts of the world. Nevertheless, Lorenzo had strengthened his position and all but wiped out his enemies. That should give him the leeway he needed to push for a more favourable stance toward Everton although Timmy doubted anything formal would come of it.

They had said their goodbyes with Lorenzo’s family earlier, with Katie promising to write to Vittorio, Sofia, and Elena. Roberto had tearfully bid Spot farewell, and the dragon had given him one last quick ride over the city before promising to write too. Spot could already read, but this should give him even more motivation to work on his writing. His claws grew more dextrous by the day, so it shouldn’t be long before he could write properly. Timmy would start him off with a magically reinforced tool that the dragon wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally breaking.

Spot’s control over his fire was also growing in leaps and bounds. Out of curiosity, Timmy had asked Avraniel if she could burn words onto a piece of paper without destroying it. The elf had taken a few tries to get it right – she’d never tried it before – but she’d soon managed it. In fact, she’d gotten so good at it that she could burn words onto the pages of a book without damaging the other pages. She’d given him a very toothy grin after realising that she could now fill in her paperwork in a fraction of the time it would normally have taken her. Spot had been quite intrigued by the idea. It might even end up being easier for him than writing the normal way.

What was more interesting to Timmy was Spot’s use of his fire to help refresh someone’s memories. That… that was not something Spot should be able to do. Altering the link between the soul and the mind was not easy, and it was technically a form of soul-forging. Even amongst clerics, soul-forging was a rare gift. In Everton that were perhaps two dozen clerics who could have done what Spot had, but only a handful could have done it with the same apparent ease.

Was it because Spot was a dragon? Dragons were blessed with enormous innate power, and Spot’s lineage only added to his strength. But raw power wasn’t the issue. The delicacy required to manipulate someone’s soul and refresh faded memories without harming them was not what dragons were known for. Dragons were engines of destruction renowned for their overwhelming might and their ability to simply smash their problems. As a hatchling, Spot’s power was obviously lower than an adult dragon’s, but his control should also be worse too. And yet there was no denying what had happened.

If only Vicky was around, she’d be able to tell him what was going on. However, Timmy had his suspicions. Astral and light magic were very much affected by the user’s state of mind, and Spot had a kind soul. There had been benevolent dragons before, but they had been benevolent in a detached way. When they helped, it was because of their principles, because of rules they felt they had to enforce. Spot was different. His compassion and kindness were deeply personal. He helped people because he liked them, because he sympathised with their struggles and wanted the best for them. It was… a very human way of looking at things, which might have given him a much lighter and gentler touch with his magic than expected. All the time he had spent around Little Spot, Tabitha, and his other friends would undoubtedly have helped too. Compared to Spot, they were pitifully weak. Just being around them had forced Spot to improve his control, lest he accidentally hurt them.

If they had been back at the castle, Timmy would have asked Spot to replicate the feat under different conditions. However, they couldn’t afford to get distracted. Spot’s magic growing stronger and more versatile was a good thing. They’d just have to wait until later to explore how much it had changed.

Timmy had also handled as many loose ends as he could before their departure. He had a trustworthy group of servants coming over to help manage matters in the Mercantile Alliance in his absence. It shouldn’t take them long to arrive. Timmy had contacts amongst the merchants and monster hunters who could expedite the trip, to say nothing of his zombie wyverns and zombie drakes. They could contact him easily via the communication sphere he was leaving behind, in addition to zombies that could read and write. Communication spheres were variants of scrying spheres that sacrificed versatility to specialise in secure, long-range communication. Given the possible presence of imperial forces, it made sense to switch from scrying spheres to communication spheres. They were a recent innovation and were also more difficult and costly to produce. Timmy and the others had previously relied on scrying spheres since not all of the kinks with communication spheres had been worked out.

Even if the communication sphere got damaged, anything they said to or showed the zombies would be relayed to him. He could have created zombies that could speak, but that was much more difficult and tended to give people terrible nightmares.

He had also arranged for transport for Bianca and her sister. He had tested her abilities himself, and he’d been impressed. She was an excellent seamstress, and although she only knew a few basic runes, her ability to weave magic into clothing and other materials was formidable. In fact, when weaving the same runes into fabric, hers were noticeably more effective than his. She didn’t have the raw power required to activate more powerful runes and seals, but there were multiple ways around that problem. What had surprised him – and what had Daerin rubbing his hands together in glee – was that her magic also improved the effectiveness of runes and seals that were inscribed or etched onto armour and weaponry.

Bianca could, with the right training and materials, significantly improve the quality of any equipment she helped make. She wouldn’t be able to do it on a large scale – Bianca had to personally invest her magic and effort into each piece – but that was fine. They could have her focus on making their most important equipment.

Timmy had offered her a generous salary, complete with free room and board at the castle, along with his personal protection. Her enemies were now his enemies. She had been taken aback but had quickly accepted when he’d added that her sister would be offered a place in the castle too. From Bianca’s point of view it was an easy decision. Timmy, a man so wealthy and influential that the merchant prince considered him a close friend, was offering to become her patron. The company he kept also made it abundantly clear that his offer of protection was not for show. She would never have to fear being separated from her sister again, nor would anyone ever be able to treat her like a slave again.

Avraniel had been incredibly smug about finding Bianca, but Timmy had been happy to let her boast. She truly had found a diamond in the rough. It was a pity that Bianca had zero combat experience. It was tempting to bring her along, but if there was combat, there was a good chance she’d end up injured or worse. For all that Gerald spoke of being a coward, he’d acquired plenty of combat experience during their missions, and his magic was much better suited to battle than Bianca’s. If Gerald panicked, he could always pull out some zombies or just drop boulders on people. If Bianca panicked, there was little she could do except find somewhere to hide and hope for the best.

Timmy had found a place for her and her sister on a merchant ship bound for Everton. The merchant who owned the ship was practically an employee, and Giovanni had sent two of his most trustworthy men to escort them. A pair of ninja rats had also gone along to ensure no harm came to them. They would be met in Everton by one of his servants and taken to the castle.

Bianca and her sister had left earlier in the day. She had cried and thanked all of them profusely, and Avraniel had jokingly said that if she really wanted to show her gratitude, she should name her eldest daughter after her.

To everyone’s disbelief, Bianca had agreed. She might not have any children now, but if she ever had a daughter, she would name her after the elf. Good grief. There might one day be two Avraniels in the world. Timmy could only hope the second one was less of a pyromaniac than the first.

Overall, Timmy considered their trip so far to be a success. There was still a lot of work to do, but they had managed to throw a wrench into the empire’s plans. Now, they had to move onto the next phase of the operation. Hopefully, it would all go well – and involve fewer werewolves.

“Master.” Katie tugged on his sleeve. “Since we’re not doing anything right now, can you explain how you made the compass that finds the werewolves with tattoos on them?”

“Sure.” Timmy looked for a comfortable place to sit down and went there with Katie. It wasn’t long before Spot showed up, mostly for a belly rub and treats, and the dragon was soon joined by Chomp who got scritches of his own from Katie. Unlike most people, her shadows let her pamper all three of his heads at the same time. “I was going to explain yesterday, but I was busy tidying up loose ends.”

Katie cackled. “We can make so many great robes now that we’ve got Bianca.”

“Nothing in pink, please,” Timmy said.

Katie pouted and gave him a look so childish and mulish that he had to bite back a laugh. “Please…”

“Fine – but not for missions. You can run around the castle in pink if you want, but you are not going into battle against the empire in pink.”

They passed the rest of the morning discussing the modified compass and a variety of theories related to it. Katie had been keen to know if it could find seals of any kind, but a commotion drew their attention in the early afternoon. There were boisterous but regretful cheers from the crewmen, and the captain pointed.

“Ah,” the captain said. “It is a pity we are not on the hunt. This fellow would have made for a fine catch.” The captain squinted. “Or perhaps not. It seems I was mistaken. Our visitor is a she… and she is not alone either.”

Timmy went over to the railing with Katie, Chomp, and Spot on his heels. He looked over to where the captain had pointed. To get that sort of reaction, it could only be one thing.

Splash.

A huge cetacean shape leapt out of the ocean, rose up into the air, and then slammed back into it amidst a towering spray of water.

What’s that? Spot asked. The dragon’s silver eyes narrowed intently as he studied the beast.

It was enormous, perhaps a hundred and fifty feet long from head to tail. It was heavily armoured too. With the ocean to bear its weight, the whale boasted an impressive array of bony ridges along its body that culminated in horns that made its head a natural battering ram. It was easy to imagine the damage it could do to a ship. A clean hit could easily puncture the hull or rip a ship in half. Despite the speed of the ship, the whale had no trouble keeping up. Alongside it was a smaller whale that was only twenty feet long.

“That’s a horned whale, Spot,” Timmy said.

A horned whale? Spot’s brows furrowed. I’ve seen whales before, but they didn’t have horns.

“These are special whales,” Timmy explained. “They’re similar to the special sheep we have. Horned whales have a lot more magic than regular whales, so they get much bigger and stronger. There are also certain products that can be made from them that are very valuable. Do you see those glowing strips?” Spot nodded. Glowing strips covered the whale’s body in intricate patterns. At present, they were dim, but in battle, they would light up in a spectacular threat display. “If you grind those up, you can make ink that is exceptionally good for runes and seals. Their bony ridges and horns are also extremely strong but incredibly light, and they are naturally resistant to magical attack.”

Should we go get them? Spot licked his lips. He was probably wondering if they tasted better than regular whales.

“No, lad. Leave them be.” It was the captain. “There are rules for this sort of thing, and a mother and her calf are off limits.”

Rules? Spot watched the whales intently. The whales were no threat to him in a fight. As large and powerful as they were, they were stuck in the ocean. Spot could simply fly away. However, they were threats to the ship, so he would keep a close eye on them, in case he needed to do anything. Their horns might be resistant to magic, but he was confident his fire would be able to scare them off.

“The basic rules are fairly straightforward. Each ship has to be registered to catch whales, and you can only catch as many as the quota associated with your licence allows. No catching young whales or mothers. You’re supposed to go after older whales, the ones that have already had children and aren’t taking care of them anymore.”

But why? Spot crooned happily as Avraniel came over to watch the whales with them.

“So we –” The captain turned. His attention was required elsewhere. He murmured an apology and took his leave. Timmy took over.

“These whales have a lot of valuable parts, Spot. A single whale can be worth a fortune. When people first realised that, they hunted the whales a lot. In fact, they hunted so many of them that the whales nearly went extinct.”

Extinct?

“It’s when there’s no more of a particular animal,” Timmy said. “That’s usually a bad thing. Imagine that you ate all the deer in the forest, Spot. What would you do then?”

Spot looked utterly aghast. I’d have to go somewhere else to get deer!

“And if you ate all those deer too?”

Spot shuddered. There wouldn’t be any deer left. I’d never be able to taste deer again. He gave a rumble of discontent, and Avraniel patted his head comfortingly.

“Exactly. Long ago, these whales nearly went extinct. When people realised that, they knew they had to do something. The stuff that could be made from them was too valuable to lose, so they couldn’t let them go extinct. This was before Everton existed and before the Mercantile Alliance had united. The empire was around back then, and they and all the other countries in this area made an agreement. They even got the merfolk to agree. They made special rules for hunting whales, so they would never run out.”

Timmy was honestly surprised it had worked. In most situations like that, greed won out. It was sad, really. If there were, say, nine kingdoms that followed the rules and a tenth kingdom that broke them, then that tenth kingdom could profit handsomely at the expense of the other nine. Amanda had explained the truth to him since she’d been alive when it happened.

The emperor of that period had been an outstanding administrator who was also blessed with great success on the battlefield. Thanks to a few politically expedient appointments and his marriage to a leading politician’s daughter, he had enjoyed near-absolute power. He had advocated for the rules and then crushed anyone who broke them.

And not in a political sense.

No. The rule breakers had their ships burned and their crews thrown overboard for the whales to eat. If a nation refused to honour the rules, then he would go to war. It might have been an excuse to expand the empire’s territory, but whale numbers increased massively during his reign. Amanda had spoken of him fondly, so he couldn’t have been too bad.

“You can’t hunt young whales. If you kill all the young whales, then none of them will grow up into adults that have children, which means no more whales. For the same reason, you can’t hunt pregnant whales or whales with calves. If you do, the calves will die since it’s hard for them to survive on their own. But killing old whales or those that have already raised children and aren’t likely to have more won’t affect the future population as much. The quota tells you how many whales you can take each year, and you have to stick to it because it’s designed to make sure that whale numbers either remain steady or gradually increase.”

What if people lie? Spot asked. If whales are worth a lot of money, won’t people lie to get more?

“Absolutely.” Timmy was pleased. Spot would one day be so powerful that the only ways he could lose would be through arrogance, treachery, or deception. It would be far harder to trick him if he could understand others and how they thought. “The most valuable parts of these whales can’t be harvested at sea. You need special equipment and plenty of space. That’s why whales have to be hauled back to port. Also, their meat is very valuable too, so throwing any away would lose people a lot of money. People would be enraged if someone did that. Since you have to bring the whales back, it’s easy to keep track of the numbers. Whaling ships also keep a close eye on each other. If you’re following the rules, you’ll report anyone who doesn’t. There are also patrol ships who run spot inspections and keep track of groups of whales. Unless you’ve got somebody like Gerald to do the paperwork, it’s basically impossible to hide a dead whale. Hiding more than one? I don’t know if even Gerald could do that.”

That was an amusing thought. Was there a world out there where Gerald became a whale pirate instead of a bureaucrat? Sam had told Timmy that alternate timelines and universes existed, so it might be possible. He doubted there was a version of Sam that didn’t like cake, except for the versions who’d never eaten any.

That’s good. Spot settled against his mother’s side and wrapped his tail around her as best he could.

“Hey, idiot.” Avraniel rubbed Spot’s tail. He hadn’t developed any obvious tail features like tail spikes or barbs yet, but he was still young. “This plan of yours, are you sure it’ll work? If the base we’re aiming for is as important as you think, they’ll have defences. They’ll see us coming.”

“Worried?”

“Hell no. We can always just blast our way in and hope for the best, but I’d like to get something out of it too. We can’t loot the place if it’s a crater.”

“True.” Spot’s tail flicked out. It wasn’t long enough to be used like a whip, but Timmy had seen him tear through wood and crush armour with ease. “Whaling communities are close knit. Many of them go back centuries. If the empire is using whaling as a cover, someone has to have noticed. They’ll be able to tell us what routes they like to use and where they might be. That’ll make sure we’re not barking up the wrong tree.”

“Are we going to bribe them or something? I doubt they’ll tell us what we want to know for free.”

“Of course, they won’t,” Timmy said. “These communities might catch and process whales, but they still need buyers – and people to connect them to larger markets. Moreover, you need licences to whale in the first place. The empire can’t ignore that. In fact, whaling without a licence would only draw more attention and anger the Mercantile Alliance. Buyers are often the ones who pay for licences and the quotas attached to them to guarantee access to the whales that are caught. The captain here is going to show up with a quota that’s too big for him to fill on his own. He’ll need other whalers to help him, which is where we come in. Amanda will be dealing with the people who handle quotas and licences. I’ll be talking to the whalers and using the additional quota we have to get them to talk. The more whales a captain can catch, the richer they’ll be. Thanks to Lorenzo, we really do have whales to spare.”

“And the rest of us?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll all have something to do.”

“Will you be grabbing a whale?” the elf asked.

“I’ll need one. A large bull would be preferable. It’ll have to be dead too. I won’t make it into a zombie until later, but a giant, undead, swimming battering ram is bound to be useful.” Timmy grinned. “The plan is simple. Once we know where the base is for sure and where they like to whale, we won’t have to sneak in. They’ll take us there themselves.”

Later that day, as afternoon gave way to evening and then to night, they all prepared to bed down. Rather than sleeping in a cabin, Timmy noticed Avraniel looking for a suitable place to sleep on the deck. This was mostly because of Spot and Chomp. Chomp was huge, so sleeping in a cabin – or fitting through the door of one – was hard for him. Spot preferred to sleep with the open sky above him when they were out on missions. He didn’t mind sleeping indoors but only if it was somewhere familiar. As someone who could fly, it made sense that he wouldn’t want to be boxed in. Avraniel wasn’t especially fond of sleeping indoors either, and Timmy wondered whether it had anything to do with her being a star maiden. According to the lore he’d uncovered, star maidens of the past had all been partial to starlight.

The temperature was no problem. Avraniel’s magic and increased durability meant she wouldn’t feel the cold. The crew weren’t going to complain either, not with Spot and Chomp around. The captain had been wise enough to set aside several places where they could settle down without getting in the way. Anyone who thought that staring was a good idea was given a swift rebuke and put to work. And anyone who thought of making trouble for them was suicidal. They were guests on board, friends of the merchant prince himself, to say nothing of what the trio themselves could do. The captain ran a tight ship. He did not tolerate poor discipline, and those who ignored his orders were ruthlessly punished. In exchange, the sailors were paid handsomely, and several had gone on to lead ships of their own after learning from the captain.

Spot was already past his usual bedtime, and his head had begun to droop. He crawled over to Avraniel and settled his head into her lap before coiling around her like a big snake. Chomp was a canine mountain, his hulking form blocking out the wind and offering something comfortable to rest against. His thick pelt would keep the chill at bay, and if not, the warmth the elf and the dragon radiated would. In the wild, dragon hatchlings rarely slept alone. They usually slept next to their parents or siblings.

Timmy was about to head inside himself – unlike them, he could definitely feel the chilly bite of the wind – when the sea nearby began to glow. An eerie song filled the air. Chomp stirred and gazed out over the water, and Spot turn his head to look as well.

“It’s the whales,” the captain said, as much to himself as to Timmy and the others who had also come out to watch. “They’re more active at night than during the day, at least at this time of year.” He pointed to where dozens of whales had begun to surface. They sent up spouts of water as the glowing bands on their bodies lit up. Some were green, and some were blue. But there were also rarer colours like red or purple. “They gather in groups for safety because only a fool would dare to attack when there are so many of them.” His lips curled. “I knew a captain who did that. They sank his ship in less than a minute. We never found any survivors.”

“What does their singing mean?” Katie asked as she fought to conceal a yawn.

“My father always said they sing of the sea, the sky, and the stars.” The captain shrugged. “Or perhaps they sing to weave protective magic. Who knows?”

Avraniel could probably tell. She was an elf, and elves could speak to animals. But the star maiden was silent and contemplative, listening intently to the whale song. Ah. She had an exceptional singing voice too, didn’t she? Almost without thinking, she began to hum. It was a sound just barely audible over the wind, the waves, and the whales, yet it sent a shiver down Timmy’s spine.

Spot lifted his head and closed his eyes, listening. Their song isn’t for us. The whales dove beneath the surface and continued singing. The sound echoed through the water, eerily beautiful. It’s for the older ones, to remind them of the sky and stars they haven’t seen for so long.

“Is that so?” The captain seemed pleased by the words. “That would make sense.”

“The older ones?” Timmy asked. Contrary to Katie’s beliefs, there were things that even he didn’t know – and he was always keen to learn about them.

“There are stories,” the captain said. “As whales get older, they get bigger and come to the surface less often. Some say that there whales down there big enough to challenge krakens and leviathans, but they wouldn’t need to come to the surface for years and years.”

“Do you believe those stories?” Timmy asked. “I’ve never seen a whale that large.” Nor had any of the monster hunters he’d worked with ever spoken of such a beast. Nearby, Katie’s eyes were shining. She must be imagining a zombie whale so huge it could fight a kraken.

“I do… because I saw one.” The captain’s gaze grew wistful. “I was only a boy then, serving for my second season on my old captain’s ship. But that whale… gods, it must have been the size of an island. It surfaced in the middle of a storm. Through the rain and the wind, I saw it. I know I did. I told the others, but none of them would believe me. But I know what I saw. It was real.” He sighed. “Almost all the whales we catch these days are old. It's nice. My son won’t ever have to worry about there being no whales to hunt. Did you know that quite a few of them actually come to us.”

“They come to you?” Timmy murmured. The whales were singing, but it was harder to hear now that they were underwater. Spot and Chomp had relaxed again, and the dragon was somehow already asleep. Avraniel had closed her eyes, and he could see the tension leave her body as she leaned against Chomp. Even so, she continued to hum, the sound just barely audible at the very edges of his awareness.

“The old bulls are like warriors,” the captain said. “See, the whales fight a lot – with each other, sea serpents, and whatever else is down there. I’ve even heard tell of whales smashing merfolk villages. If you were an old warrior who’d been fighting your whole life, would you prefer to just waste away and die, floating to the bottom of the sea like wreckage, or would you prefer to go out fighting?”

Timmy glanced to the side. Old Man had overheard their conversation, and the expression on his face was telling. “I see.”

“Yes.” The captain nodded fiercely. “They’re not stupid. They know who we are and what we do. Maybe half the time a whale wins when a ship goes after it. That’s why there are so many new faces each year and why an experienced captain with a good record can earn so much. But these old bulls don’t care about living. They want to go out fighting, so they’ll find the biggest ship they can and charge straight at it. If they win, well, good for them. They killed a bunch of us. And if we win? Then at least they went out the way they wanted. You might call it crazy, but I can respect it.” The captain stared out across the ocean. “If it was just me and I didn’t have a crew or family to worry about, I wouldn’t mind going that way myself. Just imagine it: out there in a small boat with a harpoon in my hand and a whale closing in. Gods, what a way to go!”

Timmy waved as Katie went back to their cabin. She was yawning mightily, and he was surprised that she’d chosen to walk rather than carrying herself back to her room with her shadows.

“I’m an old man,” the captain grumbled. “I’ve outlived my wife. I have three sons, two daughters, and a bunch of grandchildren.” He raised his hand. It was trembling. “Whaling has paid for all of them to live better lives than I could have imagined when I was still a farmer’s son who hardly ever saw the sea. It won’t be long now, I think. I’ve lived most of my life out on the open sea. I don’t want to die in a bed on dry land. I want to die with the wind on my face and the sea beneath me. When I get too old, I’ll say my goodbyes, take a small boat out, bring a harpoon or two, and wait for a whale.”

“You’ll lose,” Timmy pointed out.

“So what?” The captain laughed. “I’ve taken plenty of whales over the years. It’s only fair that one of them takes me in the end. The whale can make a story of it – the whale who finally managed to kill Captain Cristiano Carbone!”

Timmy patted him on the back. “I can’t say I’d do the same, but I can think of worse ways to go than doing what I love.”

* * *

Amanda took a sip of tea. Perhaps it was the vampire in her speaking, but she was pleased to be on solid ground again. The captain had certainly kept his promise. They had made excellent time and had arrived at their destination – a major whaling island – promptly and with a minimum of fuss. Captain Carbone was an old hand with many friends on the island, and he had played to the scenario Timmy had envisioned by grumbling about not landing enough whales to anyone who would listen. Whatever complaints his crew might have had were easily quashed by their loyalty to him – and the coin Timmy had offered.

Whilst the others went to deal with their own tasks, Amanda and Old Man went to speaking with the licensing authorities. Disguises were necessary, of course, since it was entirely possible that the empire had anticipated their arrival and was looking for them. Fortunately, Amanda was not only a master illusionist but also adept in more mundane methods of disguise. A subtle illusion or two could deflect suspicion, and only the finest experts would be able to see through her work. But just in case anyone saw through the illusions, she had opted to use more conventional measures too. Indeed, if necessary, she could dispel any suspicions by removing the illusions to reveal her ‘true’ appearance.

Dye had changed her raven locks to mahogany brown, and there were countless substances that could change a person’s eye colour temporarily. She had opted for a darker colour, an oaky brown, instead of her usual vivid blue. Likewise, her centuries of experience made it possible for her to alter her speech and mannerisms from those of a noblewoman who had grown up in the empire and then lived in Everton to those of a noblewoman from the Mercantile Alliance. She could even speak the native language of the Mercantile Alliance without an accent if she chose.

Old Man’s appearance was less distinctive than hers, but the same procedures could easily change his looks. In his case, his bearing would be the biggest change, along with the sword he carried. He would go from a quiet, affable man with a hat to a seasoned mercenary who wore the clothing typical of a retainer from the Mercantile Alliance. Foreign mercenaries were common there, so nobody would think too deeply on his origins. Instead of a katana, he now carried a messer. The weapon had a knife-like hilt, but it was far larger than any knife. It was a common sidearm in the empire and the lands adjacent to it, especially amongst mercenaries who were not allowed to carry around larger weapons outside of battle. In the Mercantile Alliance, the rapier was said to be a gentleman’s weapon while the messer was called the mercenary’s friend. She had seen him handle the weapon, which he’d gotten from Gerald who had received it after its seizure from criminals. She had never seen anyone more skilled with one.

As she sipped on her tea, she caught a glimpse of his thoughts, most likely because he wanted her to notice them. The wonderfully aromatic tea was a blend from his homeland. It must have been costly to obtain, but it was renowned for its calming and restorative effects. For the official to serve it here at their first meeting and without prompting was an excellent sign. It suggested he wished to make a favourable impression on them. She allowed her smile to widen, both at the delightful scent of the tea and the favourable beginning it symbolised. She appeared, for all the world, to be a wealthy noblewoman who had come to negotiate on the behalf of an even wealthier superior who wished to conceal his direct involvement, as was typical amongst the mightiest merchants. As to who her backer was, everything from the accessories she wore to the cut and colour of her dress hinted at the august identity of her backer. After all, the merchant princes all had their own colours, and each preferred certain styles, fashions, and accoutrements.

“I must say that I did not expect tea all the way from the Land of Clouds and Rivers,” she said. “I must compliment you on your good taste, sir. It is exquisite.” She inclined her head gracefully. “A man of practical accomplishment and personal refinement. Impressive.”

The eyes of the official – he’d introduced himself as Devon – widened. The island was not part of the Mercantile Alliance’s territory. Instead, it was an independent nation whose neutrality was guaranteed by the ancient whaling pact. That said, its proximity to the Mercantile Alliance meant that the merchant princes held considerable sway. Their word was not law, but their coin and ships could mean the difference between profit and profit. Who would choose to be merely wealthy when they could be outrageously wealthy?

“Incredible.” Devon was a broad-shouldered man, and the old calluses on his hands told her he’d spent plenty of time on whaling ships before becoming the head of the licensing authority. That made sense. The whalers would want one of their own in charge, not a pampered merchant who knew nothing of their way of life. He must also have been a decent politician because the competition for the position would have been fierce. “Few are able to recognise it. It is supposed to be calming and restorative.” He had chosen to speak in the native tongue of the Mercantile Alliance, perhaps out of deference to her perceived position. He had a faint accent, but his command of the language was impressive, as befit a man who had likely dealt with many merchants over the years. “I thought it fitting for what you wished to discuss.”

“Of course.” Amanda set her tea aside and took out a fan. Negotiations in the Mercantile Alliance often involved more than mere words. The fan in her hands was blue and green and trimmed with gold. It was a statement of curiosity, rather than antagonism. Questions would be asked and answers would be expected, but – at least for now – there were no swords involved, and none would be involved if answers were forthcoming. She opened the fan and then shut it after giving him enough time to see the proud heraldry upon it. There was no mistaking the symbols of House di Marino. “My backer is… concerned.” She schooled her expression into one of concern before softening it when she saw a brief wince cross his lips. He was uncomfortable, and even without reading his mind, she could tell that he had faced substantial pressure from elsewhere. “Rest assured that my backer does not blame you for any issues. He is well aware that there are certain external forces that even an official of your standing cannot easily resist.”

Getting a meeting with Devon had been surprisingly easy. A discrete message sent by Captain Carbone to a close friend amongst the island’s officials had seen word passed up the chain of command. Captain Carbone’s backer had concerns and had dispatched someone to investigate, or so the story went. If there had been any doubts as to her backer, the jewellery she wore was enough to set those to rest. It was only a sentimental piece, but it had been gifted to her by Lorenzo’s ancestors long ago. One stone to represent eternity and another to represent affection on a necklace of blue pearls. Ah, how she missed those two. Those had been good years, as fleeting as they had been. Blue pearls were a symbol of House di Marino, for they could only be found in a select few areas, the finest of which were in their territory.

Devon nodded gratefully and sipped his own tea. The speed with which he had invited her spoke to his desire to find a way out of his predicament. “Please, pass on my thanks. I greatly appreciate the understanding I have been shown.” He took a deep breath. “As you know, these waters are administered by the licensing authority. This is something that all the signatories of the treaty have agreed to. Yet the authority itself is not fully independent. It cannot be due to its reliance on the signatories for its power.”

“Naturally. Enforcement of the rules with your forces alone would be impossible. It requires a joint effort from all of the signatories.” Amanda sighed dramatically and moved her hands with equal fervour. It was said that people from the Alliance talked as much with their hands as with their mouths. “Two of whom, I am afraid, are doing their very best to kill each other as we speak.”

“A nasty business,” Devon replied. “This war between Everton and the empire. They’ve kept their fighting out of these waters so far – the whale trade cannot be risked, not with hunting season in full swing – but my position… I have not slept easily for some time. There has been considerable pressure from both sides.”

Amanda understood. There were several materials from horned whales that could be useful during wartime, but neither Everton nor the empire wished to be the first to abandon the treaty. The other signatories were all nations with strong naval traditions. If they simply started hunting whales without a care, the Mercantile Alliance and the others could easily be provoked into joining the other side for purely economic reasons.

“We understand the difficulties you face, but we would prefer for the licensing authority to remain neutral in this matter. Indeed, that is the position of the merchant princes as a whole.”

“You say that, but…” He shrugged helplessly. Words were wind in the face of Everton and the empire’s might.

“To that end,” Amanda said. “I have been asked to negotiate more licences for my backer.” The fan opened, tilted in just the right way to add steel to her words. “Everton and the empire cannot pressure you for more licences if there are none to be given. If they object, then you may blame my backer. After all, Everton and the empire are mighty, but so is my backer… and a sword at the throat is more threatening than a distant blade. Moreover, should you grant my backer more licences, he will have reason to send more ships here, ships you may call upon should the need ever arise.”

In effect, Amanda was giving Devon a way out. All he had to do was issue more licences to Lorenzo’s people. In exchange, Lorenzo would allow Devon to shift the blame onto him. Moreover, additional licences would allow Lorenzo to send more ships to the area – and not all of those ships would be whaling vessels. Outwardly, it was a deal that did not favour either Everton or the empire. Instead, it put the Mercantile Alliance first. However, Lorenzo was favourable toward Everton. It went unspoken that if they pulled this off, he would ensure that Everton was given preference to purchase whale products from him, albeit through underground channels and backroom deals. This sort of arrangement was only possible thanks to the friendship between Timmy and Lorenzo, which was another reason Timmy had been chosen to investigate matters in the Mercantile Alliance. There were many people in Everton with diplomatic ties to the merchant princes. However, Timmy was one of the few who could boast of a personal friendship with one.

“You are being awfully blunt, my lady.” Devon’s words were stern, but he was smiling.

“A certain level of circumspection is often required, but we are not in the court of a merchant prince, are we?” Amanda allowed herself a quiet chuckle. “You were a whaler once, and you preside over whalers. I have found that bluntness is required when dealing with those who hunt for a living. Now, in the spirit of bluntness, allow me to speak plainly. You are being pressured. Who dares?”

What followed was a discussion of recent events. Devon spent most of his time grumbling about a handful of companies that had been making strong efforts to secure more licences to boost their quotas. Transferring licences could be tricky, and he had never seen so many attempts at transfers and quota increases in a single season. Amanda kept an expression of mild concern on her face, but inwardly, she was truly worried.

Timmy had given her a list of names that he and the others had teased out of the documents they’d seized from the Accountant. Those names belonged to various shell companies and individuals under the empire’s control. Those same companies and individuals were now pressuring Devon and acquiring licences and increased quotas. Devon was not stupid. He suspected what was happening. But he lacked the resources to investigate more thoroughly and the political power to deny them outright. Amanda offered him a way out. After all, who would dare to complain if the remaining available licences and quota increases were offered to a merchant prince? Pressuring Devon was one thing, but picking a fight with Lorenzo was another matter entirely.

“It would seem that you truly have been hard pressed. It is… unfortunate that certain parties seem determined to drag you into their conflicts. You have done as well as could be expected, given the circumstances.”

Devon winced. “I had to grant some additional licences and quota increases. Whale numbers are the highest they’ve ever been, and everybody knows it. Besides, last season saw greater losses amongst the whaling ships than we’ve seen in decades.”

“Oh?” Amanda raised an eyebrow. “Pirates?”

“No.” Devon shook his head. “There is a white whale with a missing eye. They call him Scar. He is said to be the largest whale that still surfaces regularly. They say he is roughly two hundred and fifty feet in length. He was sighted several times last season and pursued by many ships. He sank every ship.”

“A most formidable whale.”

“Yes. A true monster of the deep.” He shuddered. “I’m also up for reappointment soon, and my strongest opponent is not a man I trust with this position. I fear he is already in the pockets of those who’ve been pressuring me.” He scoffed. “I wish people wouldn’t bring their wars to my doorstep, but that is what happens when two great powers fight. Neutrality is a privilege afforded only to the strong.”

“My backer shall be informed of this.” Amanda wasn’t lying. Lorenzo needed to know, if only to ensure that Devon’s position did not fall into the hands of an imperial puppet. “And we shall do our best to ease the pressure on you. Continue as you have. You do not stand alone. We shall handle the rest.”

“You have my thanks.” Devon’s shoulders sagged in relief. “It will take me some time to release the bulk of the remaining licences to you, but there are several captains who will not be able to meet their quotas this year, whether through the loss of their ships, injuries to their crew, or other misfortune. I know them well, and I will speak to them on your behalf. They will sell you their licences or the remainder of their quotas. However, I can issue three licences immediately, all with the standard quota remaining.”

“Excellent.” Amanda paused. “Incidentally, might my attendant have a cup of tea? He hails from the Land of Clouds and Rivers.”

“Is that so?” Devon peered at Old Man. “Ah, I see. He does seem to be one of them. But only a single attendant, my lady? I mean no disrespect, but for one of your stature… I would gladly lend several of my own most trustworthy and reliable men. I doubt that anyone here would be so bold as to harm you, but there are always fools whose greed exceeds their wisdom.”

“He alone is enough.” Amanda’s lips curled. “But perhaps a demonstration?”

“By all means.”

There was a clicking sound as Old Man eased his weapon back into its sheath. Devon blinked. He hadn’t even seen Old Man draw his blade.

“The candles,” Amanda said.

There were several unlit candles around the room. They were special scented candles made by an apothecary. Like many former whalers, Devon’s joints often ached when it grew cold. The candles would ease that pain.

Devon reached for the pair of candles closest to him only to find that a paper thin slice of each had been cut from the end. Eyes wide, he went to the other candles and found that all of them were the same.

“I didn’t even see him move!” Devon cried. “No wonder you only need a single guard.” He looked at Old Man with admiration. “I remember when I used a sword more often. Damn raiders and pirates were a nuisance all season long although they’ve been less troublesome as of late.”

“With the navies of so many nations on alert or at war, I doubt they wish to court trouble.” Amanda stood and extended her hand. Devon shook it and then pressed his lips against her knuckles. “Oh? What fine manners you have.”

“That is tradition in the Mercantile Alliance, is it not?” Devon said. “I shall escort you to the door, but be careful, my lady. Your arrival may have been marked, and I cannot guarantee your safety beyond these walls unless you allow me to send men with you.”

“Your warning is much appreciated.” She patted the rapier at her side. “If need be, I can aid in my own defence.” No woman from the Mercantile Alliance would dare to carry a rapier unless she knew how to use it. Swordplay was a perfectly respectable pastime for women although a proper level of caution was essential. It was not uncommon for hot-headed young men to be gravely wounded or even killed in the duelling arena. Women of means were strongly advised to be less rash.

Amanda and Old Man exited the building and made their way down the bustling street. Barely a minute passed before she noticed a group of four following them.

“Do you see them?” she asked Old Man.

“Three men and a woman,” he replied. “Their leader appears to be the fellow with the feathered hat.”

Amanda bit back a laugh. The hat was a truly ostentatious thing, complete with feathers from an ostrich, a cassowary, and an emu. Was he trying to be noticed, or was it a disguise through obviousness? After all, who would believe that someone wearing a hat like that was trying to sneak up on them? All jokes aside, however, he was likely considerably more skilled than the average hired thug if he could afford such a hat.

“He moves like a mercenary,” Old Man said. “Well-trained and with experience. How do you wish to deal with him and the others?”

“Alive, I think.” Amanda smelled the air. “And the woman is to my taste, as is one of the men.”

“Your taste?” Old Man asked. “In what sense?”

“A comely, young virgin.” Amanda sighed. “It is no wonder that people think vampires are… odd when so many of us have such unusual preferences. Alas, it is a consequence of our nature and heritage. I can no more change my desire for the blood of comely, young virgins than I can change my preference for night over day.” She glanced ahead. “The alley to the right should do nicely.”

* * *

Walter wasn’t an idiot. For a young man with no money to his name and no family to back him, there were few options other than crime. He could have tried to get a job at the docks or on a ship, but he’d never been fond of water, and he’d be competing against people who had connections or whose families had been making a living on the water for generations. At least Gareth wasn’t too bad. The mercenary was a brutal task master despite his showy appearance, but he was fair, and he didn’t sell his people out or skimp on their pay. Walter could respect that.

Gareth also understood that people had limits. He knew that Walter was happy to lie, cheat, steal, and even kill if somebody ran at him with a knife. But Walter wasn’t a real killer, not the sort of man who could stare into the eyes of somebody who’d never done him wrong and drive a knife into their gut. Gareth had never asked him to go beyond his limits. Instead, he’d found work that Walter could do – work that he was good at. Walter was decently handsome, and he wasn’t awful at making conversation or blending in. Had life gone differently, he might have been called charming. If they ever needed to run a con or to distract or lure someone in, Walter was their man.

Lately, Gareth had taken to wearing a hat. It was a ridiculous thing with all the feathers, but it wasn’t supposed to look good. It was supposed to look expensive, and it did. To hear Gareth talk, it was to show that he’d moved up in the world. Gareth wasn’t a freelancer anymore. He had a long-term backer who paid well. Gareth had brought Walter with him, the same way he’d brought along the others.

A rush job had come through earlier in the day. They had to kidnap someone. It wasn’t the nicest job in the world, but Walter could do it. If that person happened to get killed later, Walter could live with it, as long as he didn’t have to do the killing. Their target was a woman who’d come to mess things up for the people who backed Gareth. There was no time to set up anything fancy. They had to act now, which meant a smash and grab was all they could hope for.

Next to him, Melanie kept a close eye on the woman and her guard. The guard wasn’t anything special. Honestly, he was so painfully ordinary that it made Walter want to cringe. Imagine being as wealthy as their target and only having an old man from the far east as a guard. Was that arrogance or stupidity? Sure, the guard was armed, but so were they, and it wasn’t as if he was particularly large or fierce looking. If it came to blows, Gareth could handle the old man while they grabbed the woman.

Quick.

Easy.

Lucrative.

Just the way Walter liked it.

It must have been their lucky day since the woman and her guard left the main street to take a shortcut through an alley. The streets were always packed during whaling season, and the shortcut would save them a few minutes of pushing their way through the hustle and bustle. Walter and the others followed the pair into the alley – and then everything went to crap in spectacular fashion.

* * *

“They really need to work on their stealth,” Amanda drawled as she and Old Man sat on some old crates in the alley. The swordsman had used his skills to clean the crates in a display of swordsmanship that was equal parts miraculous and overkill. Her clothes were very expensive, so it would be a shame to get them dirty. Her magic had sunk into the minds of their pursuers only moments ago, and she had blanketed the alley in an illusion to ensure they weren’t interrupted.

“In my younger days, I might have thought this unfair,” Old Man said. “Nowadays, I can only find it amusing.”

The four would-be kidnappers were flailing wildly with their weapons as they lashed out at enemies nobody else could see. Amanda had chosen to fill their minds with visions of a few of Timmy and Katie’s more horrifying creations, so it was only natural that they were terrified. Who wouldn’t be scared of a zombie bear-cobra-scorpion-eagle?

Her next words echoed through their minds. “You made a grave mistake in trying to follow us.” To them, her words would seem to come from everywhere around them.

“Out of interest,” Old Man asked. “Where did you see the zombie bear-cobra-scorpion-eagle? I don’t think I’d forget anything so strange, but I have no memory of encountering it.”

“It was in one of Timmy and Katie’s laboratories. I was there to discuss a diplomatic matter. It has yet to see battle.”

“Hmm… I’m curious to know how it performs.” Old Man glanced at the entrance to the alley. “I know you have magic in place to conceal what is happening and to discourage anyone from entering this alley, but what should we say if someone wanders in?”

“Say they added whale powder to their drinks.”

Whale powder was a substance often taken by whalers to dull pain since injuries were common and healers were in short supply, especially at sea. A decent healer could make a lot of money if they had the courage to join a whaling boat, but few were willing to endure the hardship and danger. Instead, whalers typically relied on potions, which were kept for the most serious injuries due to the difficulties of resupplying away from port. The trouble with whale powder was that it had a peculiar reaction to alcohol. When mixed with alcohol, it was no longer a simple painkiller. Instead, it became a hallucinogenic. Due to the vividness of the hallucinations, it wasn’t unusual to see powder-addled fools stumbling around from time to time, either as part of a bet or because of addiction.

“I suppose they’ve suffered long enough.” Amanda’s magic flared, and she finally released the four of them from her illusion. They slumped to the ground and looked about furtively, no doubt terrified that the zombie bear-cobra-scorpion-eagle would reappear. The creature had not seemed particularly practical when Amanda had seen it, but Katie had insisted it would be effective. If nothing else, its appearance was sure to inspire terror and revulsion in regular people.

“What… what the hell was that?” Walter breathed. She knew their names because it had been all too easy to delve into their minds without being noticed or resisted thanks to their terror.

“Gareth has no idea who he is dealing with,” Amanda said.

The mercenary, Gareth, stumbled to his feet. It was an impressive display of willpower. Alas, Old Man shattered his sword with a flick of his wrist, and Gareth slumped onto his knees. He was badly outmatched, and he knew it. “Damn it.”

“Indeed.” Amanda grinned toothily, and their eyes widened as they realised what they were up against. Her teeth were longer than they should be, but a vampire out during the day? Either she was using powerful protective magic, or she was an ancient vampire. The former was scary, but the latter was terrifying. Even the weakest ancient vampire was a threat far beyond the abilities of a regular mercenary. “Now, what should I do with people who were sent to kidnap me? I doubt anyone would hold it against me if I slaughtered you all and sent your mangled bodies back to your employer as a message.”

The burly man next to Gareth – Tom – muttered a prayer. Melanie simply tried to make herself as small as possible, like a sheep cowering from a dragon. Or perhaps not. The sheep Amanda was most familiar with would never cower from the dragon she knew best.

“Can we negotiate?” Gareth asked grimly. “Killing us will only bring you more trouble.”

“No, there will be no negotiations.” Amanda’s smile was razor sharp. “But you are right. Killing you would be troublesome. I have a better idea. I will be altering your memories, so you believe you never managed to catch up to my friend and I. Naturally, you will also be sharing anything you know, and I will be receiving additional compensation.”

“Compensation?” Melanie squeaked. Not a sheep this one, more of a mouse.

“You are a comely, young virgin, and I find myself thirsty.” Melanie paled. “And so is Walter.”

Walter’s face went red. “I’ll have you know that I am not –”

“A word of advice,” Old Man said. “Lying to an ancient vampire about your virginity is pointless.”

Walter’s mouth snapped shut while Tom gave the younger man an incredulous stare. Gareth was utterly mortified.

“You’ve been to a bloody brothel before,” Tom hissed. “I took you there myself! How are you still a virgin?”

“I got nervous, okay!” Walter shot back. “It was my first time in a brothel.”

“As much as this amuses me, I do need to be on my way.” Amanda’s eyes bled from blue to crimson. “Now… relax. It will all be over soon.”

A few minutes later, the group of four walked out of the alley. They would have no memory of what had occurred and would pass on the false information that Amanda had given them. Amanda had also gleaned valuable information about their employer. She would tell Timmy who could pass it on to Lorenzo. It would be nice to deal with the individuals involved personally, but they simply couldn’t afford to linger here any longer than necessary. However, it wouldn’t do to let the empire get their hooks into this place, especially since Gareth’s employer was planning to make trouble for Devon. The former whaler had been an excellent host, and his continued success would only benefit their cause. It was fortunate that neither of the four mercenaries was powerful. Long-term compulsions and memory alteration were much more difficult when the opponent was strong.

“Dare I ask, but how did they taste?”

Amanda licked her lips. “Unexpectedly delicious. Walter also has quite a crush on Melanie, and she would not be averse to giving him a chance. Unfortunately, they are both too shy to make the first move.”

“Ah, the follies of youth.” Old Man smiled wistfully. “I remember that feeling.”

“I gave both of them a nudge to talk about it tomorrow.” She paused. “Gareth is more competent than this incident suggests. I will be advising Timmy to keep an eye on him. He may be worth hiring once we have dealt with his backer. He is a reasonable man, and once he is bought, he stays bought. He would provide us with another set of eyes and ears in this area.”

“Very well.” Old Man nodded at the entrance to the alley. “Shall we?”

“By all means.”

* * *

Timmy walked toward the tavern with Katie. The little girl had foregone her usual robes in favour of clothing fit for a cabin boy. Similarly, Timmy was dressed like a sailor, albeit an officer rather than a regular crewman. It was all part of the ruse. He needed to look and act the part.

Thankfully, all of the time they’d spent on ships lately, combined with his own study, had given him a keen grasp of how sailors conducted themselves. Vicky had often joked that he’d make for a fine actor if he ever put his mind to it, but Timmy was more of a pragmatist. Necromancers were often unwelcome, so being able to become someone else was a useful skill to have.

“Master,” Katie grumbled. “Why do I have to dress like a cabin boy?”

“Because, nephew,” Timmy replied, emphasising the title. “We need to fit in. Necromancers aren’t popular here, but officers with licences and quotas to fill are. You are a cabin boy because almost everybody on these whaling ships is male. It’s also customary for officers and sailors to take male relatives along, not unlike how knights will often take relatives as their squires.” His lips twitched. “Be glad that you’re still young enough to pass as a boy. If you were a few years older, this would be a lot harder.” They had dyed Katie’s hair, tied it up, and hidden it beneath one of the hats common to the region. The hat was a battered and faded thing, exactly the kind of hand-me-down a cabin boy might use. “And boys your age also have higher pitched voices.”

“I could make my voice lower,” Katie said. “Like this.”

Timmy laughed. “Please, don’t. You sound ridiculous. And don’t forget to call me uncle.”

“Fine.” He raised an eyebrow, and she pouted. “Uncle.”

It might have been easier for them to pose as father and son, but asking her to call him father would be cruel. She had never stated it openly, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew how she felt about him. If she was going to call him father, she would be far happier if it occurred outside of a mission.

They entered the tavern and sat down at the bar. Daerin was already there, a bit further down, and he was chatting and sharing drinks with some dwarves. Sea dwarves were a common sight in large whaling communities since the equipment needed to bring down the beasts and harvest them was quite complicated. There were others who could make and maintain it, but the sea dwarves prided themselves on being the best. Sea dwarves were a secretive bunch, but they’d open up to Daerin. Whether they were sea dwarves or mountain dwarves, all dwarves believed in dwarven solidarity. If there were secrets to be shared, they’d be shared with a fellow dwarf, not some random human.

The men and women in the tavern were rough and rowdy, full of cheap booze and the energy that abounded when the whaling season was in full swing. The work was dangerous – the whales won as often as they lost – but a brave man could earn several years’ worth of normal wages in a matter of weeks if they were on the ship of a truly skilled or fortunate captain. And men with coin in their pockets were apt to spend it, whether it was on food, drink, women, dice, or any number of other vices. Beside him, Katie’s nose wrinkled in distaste. She was probably doing a bit of mental math to estimate how much money was being wasted every minute.

Timmy had made his presence known to the barkeep earlier in the day and had left, ostensibly to run errands, before returning with Katie to see if they’d gotten any nibbles from interested parties. Avraniel had arrived while he was gone, and she’d set herself up as a bard, playing music and singing. She was at least part of the reason why the tavern was so full.

Avraniel was good – extremely good – when she could be bothered to play music or sing, and he could feel the subtle undercurrent of magic that flowed through her music and voice. Had she always done that, or was it another quirk she’d awakened alongside her star maiden heritage? It wasn’t much, but it would help loosen lips, and the elf had inhumanly keen hearing. Even while playing music and singing, she could easily follow conversations throughout the tavern.

Her voice truly was a gift, capable of singing both the most emotional and delicate songs popular amongst the elves and the tough, fiery chants beloved by the dwarves. Her instrument was a cross between a guitar and a lute, and she handled it with expert ease. She had rarely bothered to play or sing in the past, but she had started playing and singing more frequently after Spot had shown an interest in music.

The dragon loved to listen, and although Avraniel would normally just glare and refuse, Spot had a way of wheedling her into playing and singing. Rather than a traditional elvish tune, which wouldn’t have been popular in a tavern by the docks, she had opted for a bawdy song that was usually sung when the seas were rough and sailors wanted to think more about the women waiting for them back home than the giant, pissed-off whales that were trying to murder them. She could only have heard it once or twice on the way over, but she performed it flawlessly.

“She’s really good,” Katie whispered. In her pocket, Rembrandt squeaked his agreement. The ninja rats were also deeply interested in music, even going so far as to make their own tiny instruments.

“She could easily make a living as a bard, but what would the bandits of the world do?” Timmy asked.

“Celebrate?”

He snickered and then turned as a lean woman and a tall man made their way over. The woman took up the seat beside him with the man sitting on her other side. They studied him intently, but they weren’t hostile, merely curious and keen to take his measure. He stared back, happy to take their measure too.

“I heard you want to know about any new activity in this area,” the woman said.

She was a captain, or so her bearing and clothing suggested. There weren’t many female captains, but the ones that did exist all had reputations for cunning, toughness, and ruthlessness. From the way the tall man acted around her, they were either lovers or husband and wife. Was he her second-in-command or the captain of another ship? The former would reduce the risk of mutiny, but the latter was more in line with tradition. In general, a second-in-command was not supposed to be a family member or lover. Instead, the second-in-command was usually either the captain’s successor or someone the captain believed had the potential to run their own ship one day.

“I might be.” He ordered a drink for himself and the two newcomers. Katie wasn’t going to eat or drink anything from here if he could help it. His horrific childhood had given him a cast-iron stomach, but Katie would have to use purification magic before eating or drinking anything from here, which would draw unnecessary attention. “My boss will be getting more licences and increasing the quotas we have, but she wants to know whose toes we might be stepping on. There’s a lot of trouble going around these days.”

The woman shook her head. “Can’t say I blame you for asking. Some dumb bastard got into a squabble with a ship from the Shimmering Isles the other day. I have no idea what a warship was doing there, but a whaling ship picking a fight with a galleon was stupid. They’re lucky they weren’t sunk.” The woman leaned forward. “A friend of mine saw you coming ashore with Cristiano. Everybody knows who backs him. Your boss…?”

“She speaks on our backer’s behalf,” Timmy explained. “And is friends with several other similarly esteemed individuals. They are… concerned about seeing supply maintained in these trying times, what with Everton and the Eternal Empire buying up all the materials they can.”

“And how many licences do you have available?” the woman asked.

The ninja rats had already relayed the results of Amanda’s meeting to him. “Three with full standard quotas – with more to come.”

“Three?” The woman rubbed her chin. “No wonder Cristiano has been asking around. Three extra licences this far into the season? There will be plenty of interest.” She took a long sip of her ale. “I have a good ship and a stout crew. My own licence’s quota will be filled the next time I put out to sea. If I could get another licence…”

Profits from whaling were split between captains and their crew, the owners of the licences, and those who processed the whales. A captain who could get an extra licence with the quota that came with it could bring in more whales and earn more money. It was a straightforward way to increase the respect and loyalty of their crew. Whaling was dangerous work, and for most, only the money made it worthwhile. A captain who failed to meet their quota could easily find themselves without a licence during the next season, which was why struggling captains were willing to transfer their licence or sell part of their quota to others. It would mean a decrease in profits, but it would allow them to meet their obligations to their backers and their crew.

“Would Cristiano vouch for you if I ask him?” Timmy asked.

The woman smirked. “He would. We have worked together many times. There are seasons when hunting together is better than working alone.” She tipped her hat. “I am Captain Ethel Bertrand.”

The name was familiar to Timmy. Captain Carbone had mentioned it in passing during the trip over. “Then we would be happy to have you.” He caught her glancing at Katie. “Do you have a question for my nephew?”

“Your nephew? Does your boss know you have a girl with you?” Ethel asked bluntly. “Her acting isn’t the worst I’ve seen, but I’m a woman. I can tell.”

Katie gave him a panicked look and then tried to school her expression into one of calm. He sighed inwardly. Her acting was very much a work in progress. Of course, most of her acting practice was aimed at being a more menacing necromancer, so it was hardly her fault.

Ethel laughed at Katie’s poorly concealed panic. “Relax. I mean no harm.” Her eyes twinkled. “I remember sneaking onto my father’s ship when I was her age. He would have flogged me for disobeying him, but we didn’t have a healer on board, and he didn’t want to waste a potion. Instead, he tried to work me to death. Somehow, I managed to keep up, so he let me go with him the next time, and here I am.”

Timmy nodded at Katie. “My niece has been hoping for a career at sea, but it’s not been easy.”

Ethel patted Katie’s shoulder. “Just keep working at it. Prove yourself enough times, and people will start believing. It’s not fair – gods, I know that as well as anyone – but every one of us that succeeds makes it easier for those that follow.”

“Uh… sure.”

“Anyway,” Timmy continued. “About that activity…?”

“You’re right to be wary.” Ethel lowered her voice. The prospect of an extra licence with its full quota attached was more than ample payment for information. “You’ll get plenty of interest with your extra licences, but be careful. There’s lots happening up north, and plenty of rumours about captains who might be bending the rules or even breaking them.” She snorted. “Most of those captains are new too. I don’t remember seeing them more than once or twice. They’ve all been hired by someone, and I’m smart enough to not ask any questions.” The red-haired woman sneered. “I’m tough, but I know when to pick a fight and when to pull back. So many new faces turning up at once? There’s trouble brewing, but with your employer, you can look into it. Your backer means you don’t have to run from anyone.”

Timmy grinned inwardly. This was confirmation they were on the right track. “Up north, you say?”

“Aye.” Ethel called for more ale at his expense. “The way I hear it, they do a lot of their hunting not far off the Chaotic Coast. It’s a wretched place – bad weather and nowhere good to make safe harbour – but there are whales there.”

It turned out that Ethel and a few other captains had noticed activity in the area that Timmy and the others suspected was secretly home to an imperial base. She had tried to take a closer look before being warned off by other whaling ships although she used the term with no small amount of derision. Whaling ships were all armed, but she’d been hunting whales for most of her life. She knew the difference between weapons designed to kill whales and weapons meant to sink ships. She hadn’t pressed the issue because there were plenty of whales elsewhere and the complaints she’d lodged had never gotten anywhere. That meant the empire likely had several people in their pockets at the licensing authority and other important groups. Timmy’s lips curled. It was yet another issue for Lorenzo to deal with. His friend would have a lot to do.

Most importantly, she was able to tell him about the routes the rogue whalers plied. They weren’t the most profitable routes, which was another reason she’d dropped the matter, but they were ideal for dragging any whales they caught back to the base for processing. Perfect. The surprise he had planned was still very much in play. It was now a matter of finding a suitably tempting gift.

He and Katie stayed a while longer to keep up appearances. The licences and quotas they’d secured were real, and he was happy to give one to Ethel. He gave another to a helpful captain who had further information on the Chaotic Coast before deciding to keep the last one in case anything came up. Out here, licences were worth more than gold. Afterward, they returned to the ship to meet with the others.

“I know the look on your face, master,” Katie said.

“What look?”

The look that says you’re planning something crazy that will somehow work way better than anyone expects.”

“Katie, we’ve been over this. If it works out wonderfully on a consistent basis, was it ever crazy to begin with?” Timmy said.

“Yes,” she replied flatly. “What are you planning?”

“Right now, we’ve basically confirmed that the base is where we think it is. We still have to scout it to be sure, but I have a plan. Rather than trying to sneak in or besiege a heavily guarded base that is likely to be on high alert, why not have them invite us in?”

“And how are we going to do that?”

He smiled sunnily. “Katie, how do you feel about hiding inside a dead whale?”

She blinked. “What?”


Chapter Ten

There were few things in the world that Spot enjoyed as much as flying. There was something special about being in the sky. He was a dragon. The skies were his. It would have been even better if the others were flying with him, but they needed to stay out of sight. They were back on the whaling ship while Spot soared high above the ocean with several of the rats to conceal him.

They’d flown northward, getting closer and closer to where the enemy base was supposed to be. The others wanted him to check to see if their plan could work. At the same time, Jake and some other ships were also getting closer by following a group of Everton’s whaling ships. The idiot had said they were doing that to avoid suspicion. Even if people saw them, they would assume they were protecting the whaling ships since there had been a lot of trouble lately. Their enemies wouldn’t realise that they already knew about the base.

Spot savoured the wind on his face and the sun on his scales. There were a handful of clouds, but the weather was mostly clear. He didn’t have that peculiar itch in his snout that he always got before bad weather although there had been a storm a few nights ago. The whaling ship had gotten through it okay, and they’d put it behind them. However, the poor paper pusher had gotten horribly sea sick. He already had a tough time on ships, but the storm had made it much worse. He’d drunk potions and stuff, but he’d still spent a lot of time hunched over a paper bag, which he’d changed several times after throwing the old one overboard. The people eater had offered to make him sleep, but the paper pusher had been terrified of falling asleep.

What if the ship started sinking, and they couldn’t wake him up? He’d drown! But Spot thought that was silly. They wouldn’t let him drown. Spot was a great swimmer, and the paper pusher was tall and skinny. They could lash him onto Spot’s back, and he’d be fine – and that was assuming one of the idiot’s or the twerp’s bigger zombies couldn’t carry him.

In the end, Spot had called up a mantle of white flame and let the paper pusher slump over him. The white fire had taken the edge off his seasickness, and the paper pusher had eventually fallen asleep on his own. His mother must have been worried because she hadn’t teased him at all. Instead, she’d sighed, caught the bag the paper pusher had dropped as he’d fallen asleep and then thrown it overboard. When he was feeling better, she’d probably make fun of him, but not when he was still feeling bad.

Bramante squeaked and pointed, and Spot changed direction. They had a lot of ground to cover. The maps in this area weren’t great because nobody lived here and the rough waters made sailing tricky. Even the whalers didn’t stay for long, so the map might not be accurate. The paper pusher said the whole area was supposed to be cursed. Spot couldn’t feel a curse, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. The idiot had warned him that curses could be incredibly subtle and that there were certain techniques that could hide curses.

Below them, a handful of ships were making their way across the sea. They were too high up for the rats to make out the finer details, but they had tools to help them see further. Spot didn’t need any help. Despite being far above the sea, he could see the ships clearly. The idiot had given him and the rats the names and descriptions of the ships they should watch out for, and Spot told Bramante what he saw.

The ships below them matched what the idiot had told them, and Bramante dutifully took notes. One of the ships was hauling a dead whale behind it while the others headed in the opposite direction. The ship with the whale must be going back to the base while the others went looking for more whales or carried cargo away. Apart from the whaling ships and the cargo ships, Spot also saw warships.

It was tempting to take a closer look, but he’d been warned to keep his distance. These people were hiding what they were doing, so they must be worried about being discovered. They would be watching for trouble, so they might notice him. At this height, however, and with the rats concealing him, there was no chance of him being seen. If he was noticed, they’d probably dismiss him as a sea drake, as long as he didn’t breathe fire or do anything else that only a dragon could.

Spot followed the whaling ship that was returning to the base. He soon overtook it and continued flying in the direction it was headed. He passed several other ships along the way, and each had a whale behind it. He licked his lips. Those whales looked delicious. Maybe he could get his claws on a whale later, but as hungry as he could get, an entire whale was too much for him. That was fine. He could share it or get the paper pusher to put the rest of it away with his magic.

Right now, he’d be in a lot of trouble if he tried to fight a whale and it managed to hit him. Whales couldn’t fly, but they were very big and very quick in the water. Their bony ridges and horns could do a lot of damage, especially the horns the bulls had. They tended to be bigger and sharper. The captain, Cristiano, had told him that a large bull could break a whaling ship in half if it was able to ram it at full speed. Spot was a dragon, but he was still young. He would definitely be hurt if he got rammed.

Not far away, he spotted a handful of drakes. Their scales were a deep blue, and Spot felt a momentary stab of resentment. The idiot had told him about these drakes. They were sea drakes, and they had nests up and down the Chaotic Coast, so they were a common sight. Careless whaling crews could easily find themselves under attack from drakes who would shamelessly steal as much of a whale as they could get before being driven off. Their presence would make it easier for him to hide, but the thought of being confused with one of them did not sit well with him. He chuffed. He was a dragon, not a drake. And dragons were way more awesome than drakes! Just look at them flying around as if they owned the sky! He was a better flier than any of them!

For a second, he was tempted to go and pick a fight. He was smaller, but the biggest drake was only three times his size. Spot was confident he could beat him. His teeth and claws were sharper, and he had his fire. He was a much better flier, and his wings had bladed edges too. However, he had a job to do, and picking a fight would only make doing his job harder. Grumbling to himself, he asked the rats to check to make sure their magic was still hiding him before he continued north.

He passed a few more ships before sighting the coast. There was a harbour ahead of him. There were steep cliffs on the sides, but the far end was flatter. His eyes narrowed, and he circled at a safe height and distance. He’d seen plenty of harbours from the air. This one didn’t look completely natural. Did they have a powerful earth mage? If not, they could make do with lots of weaker earth mages instead.

Part of the base had been set aside for processing whales while the rest of the base was made up of various buildings. There were towers with guards in them, and several magical cannons watched over the harbour. There was also a strong barrier in place although it wasn’t able to stop him from looking in. It must not be finished yet, but he sensed enough power to be confident that it wouldn’t let anybody in without permission. The docks were also a lot bigger than necessary if they were only handling whaling ships. Jake’s ship was a dreadnought, and there was enough room at the docks for several ships of similar size. The idiot was right. This looked more similar to the naval bases they’d attacked in the past than a whaling station.

As Spot continued to watch, he used his astral sight to count the soldiers and seek out the brighter lights that corresponded to powerful mages and strong warriors. Warships entered the harbour, along with another group of cargo ships, and Spot paid close attention as they unloaded and loaded their cargo. The workers were quick and efficient. They must have done this plenty of times. The idiot had told him how whale parts were packed. They weren’t transporting whale parts, but he couldn’t tell what they were loading onto the ships. Despite all the activity, the base was definitely not finished yet. The barrier wasn’t at full strength, and there were half-finished buildings everywhere. They were also clearing more land around the harbour too.

A zombie seagull flew past, and Spot chirped a greeting. It was one of the idiot’s zombies. As fast as Spot was, he couldn’t cover the entire area alone. With a bunch of zombie seagulls, the idiot could keep an eye on everything, and he could tell Spot where he needed to go. Spot also had way better vision than any of the zombie fliers the idiot had, and zombies couldn’t get too close to the base, or they might be noticed. Fortunately for them, it seemed as though most of the ships were sailing away from the base. If they were all gone when they attacked, it would make winning a lot easier.

Spot took another look at the barrier with his magical sight and committed what he saw to memory. He was a dragon, so he could perceive magic much more clearly and directly than most people. He could share the memory with the idiot later, so he could work out how to beat the barrier. Satisfied that there was nothing else for him to see, Spot decided to head back to the others. Hopefully, once they’d taken over the base, he could eat some whale. He still hadn’t gotten to eat more than a few bites of whale since they’d been so busy, so he was looking forward to eating as much whale as he could.

Would it be better raw or cooked, and what seasonings would be best?

Bramante patted his head and offered a bit of advice.

Spot perked up.

The ninja rats knew how to cook whale meat?

Wonderful.

With thoughts of whale meat on his mind, Spot picked up the pace and turned south. He should be back in time for lunch.

* * *

Katie giggled as Spot munched happily on a large fish he’d caught shortly before returning to them. Flying was hungry work, or so he’d said, and he had spent hours in the air. The news he’d relayed had been both good and bad. They now knew what they were up against, but the base appeared to be reasonably well defended and might already be anticipating an attack. As her master had often told her, it was generally easier to face an unprepared opponent than one who was ready and waiting.

“Here’s a riddle,” her master said. “Your enemy has a fortress. They have ample troops and supplies, and they’re waiting for you to attack. What’s the best way to get in?”

Katie answered quickly. “That’s a trick question from an old story, master. The answer is simple. You get them to invite you in.” Her eyes widened. “Wait! Is that what you meant about needing a dead whale?”

“Exactly.” He pointed to a map that was spread across the table. They were on Captain Carbone’s ship, and the old whaler had spent the past several days ‘searching’ for whales. In truth, he was charting a roundabout course north. He wouldn’t participate in the attack, but he’d get them as close to their destination as circumstances allowed. “A dead whale is worth just as much as a live whale, provided it’s fresh and reasonably intact. The meat can take more than a month to start rotting due to the magic in it, and most of the other useful materials can still be harvested within that time period too. It’s like finding a pouch full of coins on the side of the road – it’s the sort of luck every captain hopes for. If a whale looks intact and hasn’t started rotting or bloating, then there’s a good chance the insides are fine too. If worse comes to worst, the bones and other harder materials can still be harvested for years after a whale’s death while being sold for a handy profit.”

Old Man’s lips curved up into a grin. “You intend for them to find a dead whale, which we should be able to manage since we know the routes they use. Once they see it, they’ll bring it back because it’s essentially free money.” He took a sip of his tea. “I assume we’ll be inside the whale, which means we won’t have to break through their defences at all. They’ll invite us in.”

“You were serious about hiding inside a dead whale?” Katie blurted. She hadn’t thought he was serious because, well, who actually hid inside a dead whale? Her master, apparently, and it was really starting to make an alarming amount of sense now that she thought about it.

“A great general from my homeland made use of a similar ruse although it was a giant serpent, not a whale. The whale’s residual magic will cloak our presence, provided we suppress our own magic and fuel whatever runes and seals we need using the whale’s lingering power instead of our own,” Old Man said.

“Exactly.” Her master nodded. “We can hide in the whale’s mouth. The mouths of whales will often lock closed in death. They have to be pried open or the muscles around the jaw need to be cut. Nobody will think it strange if the mouth remains shut. This means it will only take a few subtle seals applied to the inside of the mouth to keep us reasonably comfortable. If necessary, we can use charms to breathe underwater or provide extra air.”

Katie made a face. The thought of hiding inside a dead whale’s mouth made her cringe. “That’s kind of gross, master, but we are necromancers. We’ve done worse.”

“Oh?” Amanda said. “Define worse.”

“Exploding zombies are pretty awful.” Katie shuddered. “And that’s especially true for zombie whales. Gas builds up inside a dead whale as it rots. If you’re not careful, the whale will explode when you reanimate it. Worse, the gas that builds up can be flammable. If you’ve added salamander parts, you won’t just have guts flying everywhere. You’ll have a much bigger explosion and flaming guts flying everywhere.”

Amanda’s elegant features twisted into a scowl. “That sounds… horrific. How strong is the explosion?”

“Enough to level several buildings,” Katie said. “And that’s for an average-sized whale.”

Daerin scoffed. “That sort of thing is why a wise man sticks to the mountains where it’s safe.” He shook his head. “At least in the mountains, animals don’t usually explode after they die.”

“That won’t be an issue,” Katie’s master said. “These whales take a while to start rotting, so a newly dead whale won’t have dangerous quantities of gas inside it.” He snickered. “There was this giant zombie jellyfish we tried to make… we were lucky to not get off worse, considering its tentacles were poisonous.”

Katie was still sad about that jellyfish. It had been so hard to acquire, but it had been damaged in transit, making it even more difficult to work with than expected. The large quantities of necromantic energy required to render the corpse useable had ended up exploding the creature’s damaged corpse. Oops. At least, they’d gotten it at a steep discount due to the damage, and they’d been working on it from behind a wall of rock her master had made with his magic. It was yet another vivid reminder of why proper safety precautions were important for necromancers.

“So we find a dead whale and use it to get past their barrier. What then?” Daerin asked. He didn’t sound very fond of the plan. Other than the sea dwarves, most dwarves avoided the ocean whenever possible, but he was practical. He could see the advantages of sneaking in rather than trying to smash their way through. “And I hope you’ve got a plan for if we’re discovered.”

“Based on Spot’s scouting, it should take most of a day to get a whale back to their base if we show up in the right location. It won’t be strange for the whale to appear since dead whales can drift quite far before sinking. If we time it right, they’ll find us in the late morning and get back around nightfall. That’ll be our chance. They’ll have to wait until the next morning to harvest the whale, and Jake and the others can use the cover of darkness and our knowledge of their patrol routes to get closer. In that regard, we’re lucky. The empire doesn’t want to draw unnecessary attention, so they can’t use powerful long-range scrying or detection magic, lest they give themselves away.”

Katie nodded. “The powerful scrying and detection magic that naval bases typically use can usually be detected and traced back to the source. That’s not a problem if everybody already knows there’s a naval base, but it is a problem if you’re trying to keep things secret. Spot didn’t see them using any, so I doubt they’ll start using it now. Not to mention, other whalers would get suspicious if they noticed that kind of magic being thrown around, especially since it would interfere with the weaker scrying and detection magic that’s often used for whaling.”

“Once night falls and we’re sure they’re not watching the whale too closely, we’ll make our move,” her master said. “It’ll be similar to what Amanda and the others did to the Accountant, but with less werewolves involved.” Amanda and Daerin chuckled while Gerald went pale. “We’ll send a team out to seize control of one of the barrier’s anchors. From what Spot saw, there are several. Seizing one won’t give us full control over the barrier, but with the right modifications, we can alter the barrier to hinder communication with anyone outside it. It would be nice to get control over the main anchor, but that’s in the middle of the base. Spot didn’t notice many fliers, and I can always use our zombies to deal with anyone who tries to get out of the barrier and deliver a message the old-fashioned way.”

Her master tapped the map. “They will eventually be able to restore communication with people outside the barrier. We need to strike before they do. Our objective is to engage and occupy the enemy, so Amanda, Old Man, and the ninja rats can infiltrate the main building and secure important information and personnel. They can also try for the main anchor if the opportunity presents itself although it won’t be strictly necessary since we’ll be mounting attacks on the other anchors too. Destroying or disabling them will collapse the barrier, regardless of what happens to the main anchor. Ideally, though, we’ll be able to seize control of them. That leads to our next objective: securing a beachhead. With the barrier down, Jake and our other allies will be able to make landfall. I’m not saying it’ll be easy for them to get there unnoticed, but we have a rough idea of their patrol routes, and Spot saw many of their warships leaving to escort their cargo ships. That’s worrying – the cargo must be valuable – but it will make taking the base easier. The time it takes the base to fix the barrier and restore communications should allow Jake and the others to reach the base before any of their patrols can return. However, things will get tricky once Jake and the others reach the harbour.”

“Aye.” Jake had joined the conversation via communication sphere. “The naval base has magical cannons designed to destroy incoming ships. Without the barrier, they’ll be vulnerable, but their firepower is no joke. You either need to disable them or take control of them. Otherwise, we’ll be sitting ducks as we enter the harbour. If you can deal with them, we’ll be able to land troops and bombard their positions.”

“And if we’re noticed early?” Daerin asked.

“As long as we’re not inside the barrier, we can easily deal with a whaling ship,” her master said.” Avraniel smiled toothily. She was probably wondering how long it would take her to sink a whaling ship. “Then we can either try the whale trick again or mount a conventional attack. If necessary, I can also reanimate the whale.”

“That’s true.” Katie cackled. “A zombie horned whale could definitely help in a fight.” She paused as a thought occurred to her. “A bull would be great in a fight, and you mentioned something Captain Carbone said about old bulls sometimes challenging ships because they want to die fighting…”

“A zombie is always strongest when its soul is intact. If we could find a bull who wants to keep fighting even after becoming a zombie, that would be ideal. Horned whales have strong souls. With the right preparations, we could wait for a few days after its death and still create a zombie with its soul intact.”

“But how are we going to find a whale like that?” Katie asked.

“Simple. We’re going to pick a fight.”

“What if we’re discovered after we’re in the barrier?” Gerald asked.

“Then we improvise. And by that, I mean we’ll probably have to burn the place to the ground and hope for the best. I’m talking about Avraniel and Spot cutting loose while you pull out all of our monstrous zombies.”

“Oh.” Gerald grimaced. “I rather hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Don’t jinx it,” her master replied.

The next morning, her master stood at the bow of the ship as Spot and Amanda flew over the water. The pair were broadcasting their thoughts as loudly as they could in the hopes of finding a suitable whale. Katie thought it was a little crazy, but it was better than relying entirely on luck.

“Are you sure this will work?” Katie asked.

“I’ve got some of my zombies looking for floating whale carcasses just in case it doesn’t. But if the old bulls are anything like the captain, we’ll have a line of candidates before lunchtime.” Nearby, the captain gave them a toothy grin.

“If this works, I want you to do the same for me when my time comes. It’s better than wasting away in bed. Death in battle against an old, battle-scarred whale? An excellent way to go.”

“What are they telling the whales?” Katie asked.

“It’s along the lines of: are there any old warriors out here with a grudge against the empire? If you don’t mind dying in battle to help get revenge against them, then come to this ship,” her master said.

“A grudge?” Katie’s brows furrowed. “Would they really single out the empire specifically?”

“Aye.” Captain Carbone nodded. “Whales have excellent memories. We are required to fly the flags of those we are affiliated with, and they have learned to recognise the most important flags. If your friends can tell them what the empire’s flag looks like, they’ll know. There must be at least one old bull out there who has lost kin to the empire and is willing to die to get revenge.”

Katie frowned. The whales were a lot smarter than most people thought. It saddened her that people were hunting them. Then again, if the captain was right, the whales did a pretty good job of hunting the whalers too. Horned whales ate meat, and any ship they sank meant a good meal for them. Fifty-fifty, or thereabouts, were the chances of an adult horned whale sinking a lone ship. In the past, one of the reasons that horned whales had almost been wiped out was because whalers had targeted their young. A calf stood little chance against a whaling ship, but an adult was a different matter, especially if it wasn’t outnumbered. Katie had glimpsed a large bull yesterday, and it was all too easy to imagine the enormous creature sinking a ship with a single blow.

They waited the whole day, but no whales took up their challenge, or perhaps none heard.

“This sucks.” Avraniel scowled. “Use your shadows to lower me into the water.”

“What are you going to do?” Katie asked.

“What do you think, twerp? Whales communicate by singing across great distances, right? Spot and the people eater can only reach so far with their telepathy. Get me into the water, and I’ll sing. I’m an elf. I know how to speak to animals. Unless those whale bastards are deaf, they’ll hear. There has to be at least one whale with the balls to face us.”

“If you’re sure.” Katie lowered Avraniel into the water. The elf sang for the better part of ten minutes and then waited for half an hour before asking to be pulled out. Despite the distortion caused by her being underwater, her song was equal parts haunting and beautiful. Katie wished she could understand it.

“Did you get any replies?” Katie’s master asked.

Avraniel dried herself off with a burst of magic. “Only one of those jerks had the guts to reply. He said he’d be here near dusk.”

She wasn’t wrong.

As the afternoon passed and gave way to dusk and the setting sun dyed the ocean orange, the whale arrived. Katie swallowed thickly. The whale was an absolute monster of an old bull. His body was covered in scars, and he was easily the largest horned whale she’d ever seen, measuring roughly two hundred and fifty feet from head to tail. The bony ridges on his body were thick and pronounced, and the crown-like horns upon his head were closer to a fortress than a battering ram.

He was a remarkable colour too – a pale white that stood out from the mottled blues and greys common amongst other horned whales. But he was old and tired, and he swam slowly, almost awkwardly. She could tell from the way he laboured to push himself through the water that he didn’t have much time left.

Why was it that some whales aged whilst other supposedly lingered in the depths, growing ever larger and stronger. It couldn’t be a question of determination or willpower. The whale’s sole eye was clear despite his age and weariness, and there was nothing but adamantine resolve in it. In place of his missing eye, there was an enormous scar. How had he gotten it? It didn’t seem like the kind of wound to be left by a harpoon, cannon, or mage. It looked almost as if a huge claw had raked down his face, but the only creature she could think of with claws that large was a dragon.

As the whale drew closer, he sent up a great blast of water. His fins slapped the surface, and he heaved himself out of the ocean and then crashed back into the waves in a stunning threat display.

“That’s Scar… the White Death. They say he is more than four hundred years old. He’s a legend.” Captain Carbone’s voice quivered. “To see him like this… I saw him once in my youth. He was magnificent. He sank three ships alone and would have sank mine as well if my captain had been a second slower to order our retreat. Time should not weary such as he.”

“We’ll go out on a boat,” her master said at last. “We can talk to him face to face. Old Man, you’re with me.”

“And me,” Captain Carbone said. “I want to meet him.”

“You too, Avraniel,” her master added. “You’re the one who called him here. Katie, come along. Spot and Amanda can meet us there. Gerald, I assume you want to stay here –”

Gerald nodded quickly. “Absolutely.” Katie giggled. Her master had barely finished speaking when he replied.

“I’ll stay here too,” Daerin rumbled. “Get onto a little boat and row out to face a giant whale? Not my kind of fight.”

They rowed out to meet the whale, and the massive creature watched them warily. Amanda was about to reach out with her telepathy when the whale beat her to it.

I can speak for myself. The whale’s voice was thunderously loud, but Katie quickly realised that he wasn’t speaking directly into their minds the way Spot did. Instead, he was somehow using magic to translate his deep, sonorous whale song into speech. Fascinating. She hadn’t known horned whales could do that. I am not like the younger whales who heard your challenge. I have sung the songs of my people for many years. I do not need your aid to be heard. He peered at them with his lone eye. The one who sings with the voice of the stars promised me a worthy death. Speak! Will I find it here?

Katie’s master stepped forward. The whale’s eye was bigger than his head, and his presence and power bore down on them with all the weight of an avalanche. He was close to death, but he was still tremendously strong. How powerful had he been in his prime?

“You will find a worthy death here, and we will use your body to trick the empire into taking us to their hidden naval base. We will attack that base and seize control of it. During that battle – and in the many battles to come – there will be chances to fight the empire and sink their ships. I plan to reanimate your body as a zombie to fight on our behalf. However, if your soul remains and you agree to help us, the zombie I create will be far stronger. You will be mightier in death than you ever were in life. That I can promise you. The empire’s ships will flee at the mere sight of you.”

An interesting offer… The whale’s titanic form stirred the water. But how long would I serve you, human?

“At least until the end of the war,” he replied. Katie could understand why he was being so upfront. As powerful as a zombie whale would be, a rebellious one would be more trouble than it was worth. It was better to be honest from the start.

“After that,” Katie said. “If you want, we can release your soul. You can go to the afterlife. But if you wanted to stay longer, we could do that too.”

The whale’s attention shifted to her. She managed to keep from flinching as his power pressed down on her. She had felt powerful magic before. As mighty as the whale was, his raw strength couldn’t match Avraniel’s or the Supreme Cleric’s. Such a fascinating child. Little Shadow, you have so far to walk, and you’ve only just begun. I’m not sure whether to envy you or pity you.

“Are all whales as smart as you are?” Katie asked.

The whale laughed. No. We are not born knowing. That comes later, as we grow in age and power. The youngest of us are not so different from other whales, smarter perhaps, but only in degree, not in kind. It is only those who awaken as I have that know as I do. But that comes at a price. We are forever changed, forever more than our peers. I have sired many children, young one. Only a handful know as I do. Tell me, how do you feel when you speak to a fish? Can you love a fish as you love another of your kind? That is how the majority of my children seem to me. That is the price of knowing. The whale loomed over them. I first came to know when my pod was attacked by imperial whalers. They slew my parents and my brothers and sisters. Their songs were silenced, never to be heard again. I swam through clouds of their blood to escape, and I alone survived. I swore vengeance that day, and I have spent the years since then repaying that bloody debt thousands of times over. They call me the White Death because of how many of them I’ve killed. But it was never enough – could never be enough! How could it be? That is why I gladly accept the name Scar. They scarred my heart, but I have made sure to scar them in return. I have come close to death many times, but my enemies have never been able to defeat me. Only time… yes, only time has been able to best me. I am old now. Too old. Soon, I will pass or grow so weak that my enemies can slay me.

There are others who have awakened further. They are the true ancients of the deep, the ones you surface dwellers consider little more than myths or legends. They alone can challenge the leviathans and krakens that rule the seas. They live until they are slain. I am not one of them. Perhaps I could have been, but to become one, I would have had to cast aside much. To know as they know, I would have had to give up my past and all my scars.

Scar roared, and the sea shook. Give up my past and my scars? Never! They are marks of suffering and loss, of glory and victory! They are marks of a life well lived and of vengeance attained! Who are we without our pasts and our scars? I would rather die than give up who I am. Bah! If I gave those up, who would sing of my parents and siblings? Who would remember them if not I? Better death than such disgrace!

Scar stilled. His burgeoning rage had burnt out like a fire that had consumed everything around it until only ashes and embers remained. Katie felt tears prickle at the corners of her eyes. His words were tragic, and his whale song was filled with the weight of his rage and grief. I will face you, and I will die – or perhaps you will – and if you win, you may use my body as you wish. My soul will linger as long as it can, and if you reanimate my body, I will gladly continue to wreak my vengeance upon the empire. Scar’s gaze shifted from her master to Katie. But it will not be you who turns me into a zombie. It will be her.

“Oh?” Her master raised an eyebrow. “My apprentice is certainly powerful for her age, but it will not be easy for her.”

He wasn’t saying that to belittle her. She had never raised an aquatic zombie as large or as powerful as Scar on her own before. The whale dwarfed Roger who was a large zombie in his own right. She could probably do it, but it would have been safer and easier to let her master handle it.

“Are you sure?” she asked Scar. “I’m not as strong or as skilled as my master. You would be the biggest and strongest aquatic zombie I’ve ever made.”

Scar laughed. Whales like me have magic different from our lesser kin. I can see in ways they cannot. His lone eye bored into each member of the group. Take the hatchling. You know who his father is – and you are wise to revile him – but if you could see his mother, not the star who stands beside you, but the one who laid his egg… The whale snarled. There are many who would have smashed his egg before he could hatch.

Spot roared, and Avraniel put her arms around him before he could throw himself at the whale. Of course, the elf’s own magic was already rising too. She hadn’t stopped Spot because she didn’t want him to hurt Scar. She’d stopped him from charging in because the dragon would be at a disadvantage in the water.

But the hatchling is not his parents. You will see, in the end, and your mercy will be rewarded. He will rise above both his sires. He has a kind heart, and kindness need not be a weakness when it is wielded by a dragon. As for you, Little Shadow… if you could see what I see… yes… a tiny shard of infinity cast adrift upon a sea of endless possibilities. When will the winds of fate blow you back home, and what wisdom will you bring? Can a fragment ever rule the whole?

Katie frowned. His words about Spot were worrying, but what Scar had said to her sounded like gibberish. The whale was clearly a seer of some kind, but seers were notorious for the accuracy – or lack thereof – of their predictions. Some could see with incredible clarity and precision. Others could only speak about the future in the most oblique terms. She and her master had once encountered a seer who could only speak in highly abstract metaphors given in iambic pentameter. To make matters worse, his prophecies had to be delivered in an ancient language that he himself did not understand. The very much human seer gave his oracles in the language of an obscure clan of lizard people who’d been wiped out millennia ago. It had taken months to puzzle out those prophecies, most of which weren’t useful or relevant although there had been one that had correctly predicted what she would eat for breakfast on a certain day. That had been scarily accurate but also completely useless.

Oh well. They’d eventually been able to trade several of the prophecies for valuable information, goods, and services from people interested in esoteric predictions. The only reason she didn’t dismiss Scar’s words about her entirely was because he’d known about Spot – and because of the brief flash of concern on her master’s face.

Her master was incredibly good at concealing his emotions when he put his mind to it, which was why the rats hated playing against him in poker. But she’d known him for most of her life. For a split second, he’d looked worried. At least some of Scar’s words must have made sense to him. The urge to ask him was nearly overwhelming, but she had always trusted him to have her best interests at heart. Maybe it was naïve, but if he hadn’t said anything to her, then he must have his reasons. He’d never let her down before. She would trust him to tell her in his own time – and there were plenty of stories about people obsessed with prophecies trying to avoid a nasty fate only to encounter that fate by relying on those prophecies.

“All right,” Katie said at last. “I’ll do my best.”

You have my thanks, Little Shadow.

“If I may,” Old Man said. “I want to face Scar alone.”

Make sure to call me by that name. Scar was not the name given to me by parents, but it is the name I have chosen to keep.

“We can do that. I was worried you’d be called One Eye or something because once Katie turns you into a zombie, we can give you your other eye back,” her master said.

Truly? That would make fighting easier. Just be sure to keep my scar. I quite like it. It is… fitting. Scar gave a low, rumbling chuckle, akin to a mountainside giving way. It is hard to fight with hindered depth perception. You can use magic to compensate, but it’s not the same as having two eyes.

“In my younger days,” Old Man said. “They called me the Red Wind because I left only blood in my wake. If it is a warrior’s death that you seek, Scar, then I will gladly provide it.”

Do you truly think you can kill me alone? Scar’s voice was challenging. I know who you are. I can see. You stand atop a mountain of corpses, a sword beyond all others. Even the conqueror of the skies could not withstand you. But you are too humble now. You have not forgotten who you are, but you have forgotten the weight your name carries. If I am to die, it will not be to the blade of an old man – but to the blade of the Red Wind!

Old Man inclined his head and glanced at Amanda. She caught his meaning and wove an illusion, so only their group could hear his words.

“I am Takeshi Tetsuyama, the Fifth Sword Saint. In my whole life, I have never encountered a sword mightier than my own. I have won every battle I have fought.” A bitter smile crossed his lips. “But not every war. Since the day I left my homeland behind, I have searched for a good death and the warrior that could kill me.” His smile turned gentle, and his gaze drifted to the rest of them, lingering on Spot and Katie. “I have another purpose now, but I have yet to meet the one who can kill me.”

Katie’s heart ached at the thought of Old Man wandering the world in search of a good death. He was her friend, and the thought of him wandering alone for years and years was not something she wished to linger on. But he wasn’t alone anymore. He had friends. He had them. He wasn’t searching for a good death anymore. He was fighting for a happy life.

Hah! Scar gave a booming peal of laughter, and Katie was glad that Spot had scouted the area earlier. There were no ships nearby, so they had the time and space to indulge the whale. Very well! I want to see for myself what the greatest of swordsmen can do. It has been three centuries since a whale bested me in battle, and every ship that has stood its ground against me now lies at the bottom of the sea. Let us fight, two old warriors, and let only one of us walk away!

“Are you mad?” Captain Carbone barked. “You want to face him alone –” Katie thought he was being a bit hypocritical, given how the captain wanted to meet his end, but then again, he had no intention of surviving his final battle with a whale. Old Man intended to face Scar alone – and he intended to win.

Old Man turned, and for a moment, he was not the kind, gentle man that Katie had come to know, the man more at home with his teas and bonsais than the battlefield. For a single instant, he was the Red Wind again, and his gaze alone was enough to send Captain Carbone, a grizzled veteran of a whaler, stumbling back in fright. He would have fallen off the boat if her master hadn’t reached out to steady him.

Katie suddenly found it hard to breathe, and the only ones who withstood the pressure Old Man radiated without visible strain were Amanda, Avraniel, and her master. Even Spot, a dragon, was vaguely disquieted, his wings stirring restlessly, and a puzzled expression crossing his face. And the rats – the rats all shivered as though a bitter wind laden with the scent of fresh blood had swept past. Spot stared at Old Man as if seeing him for the first time, and then he grinned, a big, toothy, draconic grin.

You should do that more often. Spot chirped happily. You’re just like a dragon!

And then Old Man was himself again, and the sure certainty of impending death that filled the air vanished. He reached over to scratch Spot’s scales. “I will accept your words in the spirit they were given, but my days as the Red Wind are far behind me.” He turned to the captain. “My apologies, but you must understand. I do not speak out of arrogance. I alone am enough, and I do not wish to dishonour Scar’s warrior spirit by turning what should be a duel into a battle of one against many. We can go back to the ship to drop the rest of you off… and to pick up a few things.” He smiled at Scar. “In my homeland, there are traditions that ought to be observed before a duel.”

* * *

Old Man bit back a smile at the incredulity that filled Scar’s whale song.

You want to share tea before we try to kill each other? Why? The whale stared at the tea set in amazement. Without Old Man’s magic to keep it steady, it would already have spilt everywhere.

“Yes. In my homeland, when two warriors are about to duel but they bear no ill will toward each other, it is customary for them to share tea. It is a mark of respect, one warrior to another.” He gestured at the tea. “And Lady Amanda had a most suitable blend available. It is one I am familiar with, and it is often enjoyed when one wishes to speak of old regrets, future resolutions, and new beginnings. I am glad she had it but a tad worried that she had so much of it.”

She is an ancient vampire. Most of them are insane. There are even a few at the bottom of the sea, biding their time away in coffins. In comparison, hoarding tea is hardly cause for concern. Scar laughed. Very well, swordsman. We will have tea, but you must help me. I lack the hands to hold a cup although, now that I focus on it, the aroma is indeed pleasing.

Old Man poured two cups and drank one himself. Using his magic, he bent space and poured the other cup into Scar’s mouth. The old whale savoured the tea – it was undoubtedly a new taste for him – and then made a sound of approval.

As you say, it goes well with old regrets, future resolutions, and new beginnings. If this is the last taste I enjoy as a living creature, then so be it. It was a fitting one. The whale bared his teeth. Now, swordsman, are you ready?

Old Man finished the last of his tea, and one of Timmy’s zombie birds carried the tea set back to the ship. “Yes. How shall we do it? The usual rules for a duel on land would be… cumbersome here.”

I will back up to create some distance. Scar’s whale song was filled with anticipation. The captain will throw a harpoon. When it strikes the water, I will charge.

“That sounds reasonable.” Old Man bowed deeply to Scar. “I have faced many opponents over the years. Few have been as worthy as you.”

You seem all right for a human. Indeed, the rest of you are surprisingly interesting as well. Scar backed away from the boat. I will not hold back. Show me the skills that earned you the title of Sword Saint, the skills that only the heavens themselves can grant!

“I shall do my best to avoid disappointing you.”

Old Man watched as the whale retreated and took up a position several hundred yards away. The sun had already set, but the moonlight made Scar easy to see. He was an alabaster mountain amidst the waves, his lone eye gleaming as his magic stirred the sea around him. On the ship, Captain Carbone took a harpoon and threw it into the air. The moment it struck the sea, Scar rushed forward.

Another man might have been afraid. Even in his weakened state, Scar was magnificent, a titan of flesh and bone so huge that the empire would likely need two or even three ships to tow him back to their base. His movements sent waves of water rushing ahead, but Old Man kept his balance, the boat rising and falling with the troughs and crests.

Scar’s horned head was in a perfect position to strike, with the fortress of bone used as a battering ram. Old Man smiled faintly. A splendid technique that channelled all of Scar’s power and momentum into a single devasting blow. Even a dreadnought would be split in half, to say nothing of what it would do to a mere whaling ship.

What a sight Scar must have been in his prime, swift and agile in the way only the young could be. How terrified his foes must have been. But time was a truly cruel opponent. Day by day, week by week, month by month, year by year, it took, sometimes only a little and sometimes a lot, but always it took. Whether it was from the greatest of heroes or the worst of villains, it took.

And it never gave back.

His hand drifted to his sword. He could not afford to damage the corpse too badly, but was there a technique that could preserve the corpse and still honour the fighting spirit of his opponent?

Yes.

There was that technique.

He had devised it during his time away from the front when a certain princess had raised a haughty brow and challenged him. She had been utterly obnoxious at times, but he had always found her strangely endearing. Perhaps it was because he knew that beneath the affectations of royalty was a young woman who loved her family and her people without reserve and would do anything to see them prosper.

“A fine swordsman you may be,” she had said, her expression set into an imperious frown, even as her eyes sparkled with mischief. “But I do not think that even you can cut the seed of a mango from the flesh without damaging the fruit around it.”

And indeed he could not – at the time.

With his magic and his ever-growing mastery of the sword, he had devised a technique that could do exactly as she asked – cut the inside of an object while leaving the outside unharmed. It was a ridiculous technique. In many ways, it was more of a party trick than anything else. On the battlefield, there was little use for it. It required far more precision, power, and control than techniques that could simply split flesh, stone, and steel with ease. It could be useful against enemies wearing supposedly impenetrable armour, but he had already had techniques that could make a mockery of such defences.

The princess had been suitably astounded when he’d eventually revealed the technique to her, albeit put out that he had won their wager. In the end, the technique had also found its way into his repertoire. There were times when leaving the exterior of an opponent’s body unscathed was useful.

Scar was almost upon him now, and the boat flipped. Old Man leapt and landed lightly on the underside, his footing sure and steady despite the slippery surface and rolling waves. The great horns upon Scar’s head split the water, and the world came into perfect focus. Old Man’s smile widened, and a feeling of serenity and contentment washed over him. The world could be a complicated place, but here, in the heat of battle, things were marvellously simple.

He reached for his sword.

For one endless moment, the years melted away. He was young again, young and foolish and in love, even if he hadn’t realised it at the time. The prince he served – the man he called his dearest friend – was still alive, and the princess he cared for still smiled. The war was over, and his father and brother were still by his side. The future was bright and clear and so close to perfect that he almost wanted to weep, to tell that stupid, foolish boy to keep his eyes open, to see the treachery that awaited, to stop it before everything went wrong.

But he was not that boy anymore. He hadn’t been for a long, long time.

But still a memory lingered, as fresh and clear as the wind on his face right now, as pure and perfect as the moon in the sky. Violet eyes warm with affection, full lips against his own, and the taste of mangoes and something else – desire. That was the only time he’d ever envied his older brother, for how could a younger son ask for a princess when the oldest was still unmarried?

His sword came free with the whisper of a promise and the ghostly sensation of a forbidden kiss upon his lips.

“Mango Cutter,” he murmured.

What a silly name for such a deadly technique, yet the princess had insisted, and who had he been to disobey? How could he deny her when she smiled that way?

He moved and struck – and then reappeared upon Scar’s back.

The whale gave a deep, ponderous groan.

Magnificent… you… you were able to strike at my insides without piercing my skin. How? And not just a single blow… no single blow would be enough to kill me. And yet… hah…. I cannot even count the strikes… none fatal but together… yes… I see… this will make it easier for the Little Shadow to bring me back. Splendid. You are truly worthy of your title, Sword Saint.

Old Man sheathed his sword. “To be able to speak after receiving those strikes… no wonder the empire could not kill you.” Old Man bowed his head and brought his hands together. “I am no priest or monk, but I will pray for your soul all the same. Stay strong, Scar. We will speak again when you have returned.”

I feel… cold… but not even the coldness of death will quench my wrath.

Thus passed Scar, the whale also named White Death by his enemies.

“What now?” Old Man asked as the ship drew near.

“Now, we make our preparations.” Timmy hopped onto Scar’s body. “And then we tow him into position. We’ll have to use a few of our zombies to help. He’s so large that Captain Carbone’s ship will struggle to do it alone. Thankfully, his size will also work in our favour. The empire’s whalers will see him quickly and call for help, so they can tow him back to their base.”

Katie joined her master on top of Scar. “I really hope we can bring him back with his soul intact.”

“I have faith in you.” Old Man put a hand on her shoulder. It was a small, slender shoulder, yet he knew that someday, it would have the strength to bear the weight of the world. “As an old friend of mine was fond of saying, there are some warriors who are too angry to stay dead. I would say that Scar is one of them.”

“That technique you used,” Timmy said. “What is it called?”

Old Man grinned. After seeing his technique, the princess had insisted that he cut all her mangoes for her. By separating the seed from the flesh, it was possible to extract every last bit of the flesh. His friend, the prince, had been equal parts horrified and amazed when he’d learned why such a deadly technique had been created.

“Mango Cutter.”

Timmy blinked. “Old Man, the mangoes from your homeland must be a lot scarier than the ones I’m familiar with if you need a technique like that to deal with them.”


Chapter Eleven

Captain Luke Berringer took a sip of his coffee. One of the perks of being captain was being able to indulge in a strong blend sourced straight from the Mercantile Alliance. He was a proud imperial man, but he’d give credit where it was due. The Mercantile Alliance’s coffee was a cut above anything from his homeland. Those merchants knew their coffee, and if he added the occasional smidgen of stout whiskey to liven it up, well, that was his business. And who could blame him after the week he’d had?

His family had served the empire loyally for generations, and there wasn’t a man alive who could question his love for his nation. When the call had come for whalers who were willing to take a few risks to help the empire, he hadn’t hesitated. He was an old hand when it came to whaling, far closer to the end of his career than the beginning. None of his children had ever expressed much interest in following in his footsteps, not that he was upset about that. Whaling was tough, dangerous, and usually quite thankless.

When there were plenty of whales to be had, people complained about why he hadn’t caught more whales. It didn’t matter if he’d already met his quotas. The paper pushers back in the empire didn’t know what it was like out here on the open water. Here, a man’s word was his bond. Any captain who cheated the treaty would be ostracised. He’d find it hard to hire on crew, other than the useless scum who lingered around the worst parts of every port, and it wouldn’t be shocking if his ropes were cut and his hull drilled. The entire region depended heavily on whaling, and cheating the treaty was taking coin out of everyone’s pockets.

There were usually plenty of whales, but he’d seen the records and experienced the down years. More than once, misfortune, malice, or malpractice had conspired to lower the number of whales. In those lean years, all whalers suffered, as did everyone who relied on them. Taking too many whales might not make a big difference at first, but whales weren’t rabbits. Take too many young whales, too many mothers, or too many of any kind except the old, and the whole thing would come crashing down. It was why, despite the conflict raging between Everton and the empire, none of the whalers on either side had broken the treaty. They were good, loyal men, but they were whalers too. They could bend the rules a little, but they wouldn’t break them. Someday, the war would end, and there needed to still be whales around for them to hunt.

He took another sip of his coffee. Gods, that was good, even if it burned a little. They’d hired him to whale, and whale he had. What he hadn’t counted on was the entire thing being a front for a naval base that the empire was planning to use as a forward outpost to launch attacks once the great armada had drawn all the attention. At least they had the good sense to purchase proper licences for the whalers. He’d warned them very clearly that people would notice if they didn’t. Every whaler in the region would be out for blood if they didn’t follow the rules. Everton and its allies were bad enough. They’d stand no chance if the fleets of the Mercantile Alliance turned against them too.

That hadn’t made him popular with his superiors, those admirals convinced they could sneak a few dozen whales without anyone noticing. Hah! They were fools. People would notice, and they would talk. If nothing else, the Mercantile Alliance would investigate if rumours emerged. A new whaling station could be tolerated if it obeyed the rules, and all the extra naval traffic could be overlooked since whaling was big business. But Berringer was no fool. Everton’s alliance with the Shimmering Isles was already posing problems. As big a patriot as he was, he didn’t believe for a second that the empire could win the naval battle if the Mercantile Alliance entered the fray on Everton’s side. As a loyal man of the empire, it was his duty to convince his superiors of that, even if it made him unpopular.

In the end, he’d been able to sway them, but the base’s commander had been full of snide comments when, as of late, he and his crew had not returned with the catch they’d hoped for. However, Berringer was a patient man. He knew the best routes in this area, and he knew that a good captain needed luck as much as skill and hard work. His only real concerns – which he’d relayed to his superiors – were rumours an old friend had passed on to him about people nosing around the licensing authority. It was likely nothing. The Mercantile Alliance was probably curious about where the extra licences had gone. They could investigate, but those licences were real, which should put an end to it. The majority of his superiors had agreed, but a few of the smugger ones had again argued they could have done without the licences at all.

Stubborn idiots. Any decent captain knew the names of every licensed vessel and captain in the area, as well as their quotas. They could hardly explain their warships and cargo unless they had something to protect and transport. Whaling products were the perfect cover. Without them, people would soon realise they were transporting a lot more than whaling products.

Several days ago, they’d sighted three big whales – tough, old bulls who were perfectly legal to hunt. With their quota still unmet, they’d pressed hard. They’d managed to wound one, but they’d taken a heavy hit in return before the bull had fled, wounded but not crippled. They had limped back to port, and they’d been fortunate to only need two days to finish the repairs. Had the whale been any quicker or Berringer’s orders less exacting, the ship would be at the bottom of the sea.

Given how merciless whales were to the crews of sinking ships, it was unlikely that any of them would have survived. The girl back at the base had also been pestering him in that well-intentioned way of hers. She had good instincts. She might not be from the area, but she must have realised that what they were doing was, at best, quasi-legal. She’d been worried about him, old codger that he was, but confident she could fight her way out of whatever trouble might come up.

He'd advised her to keep quiet, stick around to collect her month’s pay, and then leave. She might put up a big front, but he hadn’t lived this long by being careless. No matter how good she was with a sword, she was only a kid, and he didn’t want her to get mixed up in all the trouble. And there would be trouble. Once Everton learned about the base, they’d hit it with everything they could muster. They couldn’t afford not to. It was simply a question of when they’d discover it.

In a business where a crew’s earnings were tied to their catch, it was no surprise that his men were getting restless. They were good men, all of them, but the season had been disappointing so far, and their brush with death had shaken many of them. Berringer was hoping that would change. Just one whale – that was all it would take to put fire back in his men’s bellies and plenty of coin in their pockets.

He sighed and stared out across the water. He loved it out here, but maybe he should retire at the end of the season. His second-in-command was a dependable lad, and he could always rent him the ship until he’d earned enough to buy it outright. It was better than scrapping the vessel or selling it off to some idiot who knew nothing about whaling. He already had enough money to retire comfortably, and his men respected his second-in-command. Henry had worked his way up through the ranks, earning everything he had. He’d done his time and proven himself. If he led, the men would follow.

Aye. That was a fine plan. His eldest son had been asking him to come home for years now. The boy – well, he wasn’t a boy anymore, hadn’t been one for some time, really – was a skilled healer, and skilled healers earned a lot. He lived on a nice estate with plenty of room. He’d married a good woman and had several children of his own. The oldest must be eight years old now, or was it nine? Berringer shook his head. His memory wasn’t quite what it used to be either, and there were days when his bones ached and his muscles were stiff. Berringer could live with his eldest son, spend time with his grandchildren, and maybe get work at the docks nearby. His son had said that the harbour master would be retiring soon, and Berringer knew he could do that. It would let him keep the sea in his life while staying on land.

And his wife… she lived with their eldest son, and she’d never once complained about having a husband who spent so much time away at sea. She’d been loyal to him all these years, and she’d raised their children well. A captain couldn’t ask for a better wife. He stared into his coffee. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d left, especially not when he’d first started, not when those first few seasons had been so lean, and he’d been all but killing himself learning the ropes as part of another man’s crew.

He'd worked himself to the bone learning all he could while putting it all on the line to join better crews led by better captains. The two of them had spent years worrying about where their next meal would come from and how they’d keep a roof over their heads. But by his fifth season, they had a decent house, and by the time their children were born, they were living prosperously. Not one of his children knew what it was like to go hungry, and they’d been able to send them to proper schools and academies.

He was so proud of his children. He’d never gone to school. Instead, he’d learned what he needed to on the streets, from friendly crewmates, and from captains who’d seen more in him than he’d seen in himself. Seeing his children go to proper schools and academies and succeed – his heart was full to bursting.

Loneliness couldn’t be cured with money, but whaling had been his big chance – his only chance – to seize a better life for his family. Neither he nor his wife had grown up with much. Now that they had the better life they’d always dreamed of, it was time for him to stop, time for him to go home and enjoy the life he’d built while he still could. He could wake up next to his wife every morning and eat a proper breakfast without worrying that some pissed-off whale was about to sink his ship and murder him. He grinned. He could become that old man who dropped by the tavern once a week to tell tall tales to all the eager, young men hoping to make their fortune on the waves –

“Captain!” the cry came from the crow’s nest. Elmer was a young man – more of a boy, honestly – who’d joined the crew this season. He was more skinny than lean, but he had the eyes of a hawk and no fear of heights. “Whale sighted!”

“Whale?” Berringer downed the rest of his coffee in a single swig. The wind kicked up, and the sea surged as they crested a wave. He would miss this, but he’d been away long enough. It was time to go home. He could spend his days with his wife and spoil his grandchildren rotten. “Where, lad?”

“Off the port bow!” Elmer cried. He waved frantically and pointed. “He’s a big bastard, captain! Much bigger than any of the bulls we’ve seen this season!”

Berringer moved to the bow and tugged the spyglass off his belt, only to stop mid-stride as he realised he didn’t need it. “By the emperor himself,” he muttered as his crew stopped and stared. “That’s one big whale.”

“He’s not moving either, captain,” Elmer shouted. “Just floating there.”

“Could it be?” Berringer brought the spyglass to his face. Dead whales were not that uncommon. A dead whale could float for as long as a week before sinking, never to be seen again. Due to how long it took for their magic to dissipate after dying, a floating whale was almost always still good. The most valuable materials would all be fine, and most importantly of all, a dead whale wouldn’t put up a fight. They might have to pierce its body in a few places to vent any gas that had built up, but as long as they were careful, they should be able to bring it in safely.

He took a moment to study the whale, and a broad smile crossed his lips. The whale was dead, all right. No living whale floated that way. There wasn’t a wound on him either. He must have died of old age. But two things stood out. First was his colour. White. The second was his size. Enormous. Berringer could only think of one whale that large who was also that colour. He was looking at the White Death, a whale that had hunted imperial ships for centuries. His smile widened. He’d lost good friends to this beast. No matter how old he’d gotten, he’d never seemed to weaken. Yet here he was, dead as could be. And what a sight he was: two hundred and fifty feet long, maybe more, and easily the biggest whale Berringer had ever seen.

And he was fresh too. He could have died just yesterday.

“Look alive, lads!” Berringer boomed. “That’s the White Death out there. Sure, he looks dead, but we can’t get careless.”

“And if he is dead?” Henry asked. “I don’t think we can haul him back on our own.”

“You’ve the right of it.” Berringer threw an arm around Henry’s shoulders. “Just look at the size of those horns! Have you ever seen the like?”

“No, captain.” The younger man was grinning from ear to ear. “He must be almost twice the size of a regular whale. Even taking that into account, his horns are big.” He shook his head in disbelief. “The split is 75-25 for help with hauling, right? Just the smaller share would be worth the effort, and the larger share…”

“The last week hasn’t been easy,” Berringer said, raising his voice so all the men could hear. “But we’ve all worked hard, and success is only ever a bit of good luck away when you work hard.” They cheered. “You’re smart men. You can guess how much this bastard will be worth. A whale his size with horns that big? We’re looking at five times, maybe more, the price of a normal whale!” He laughed. “And his heart will be bigger and stronger than any whale I’ve ever caught. Who knows how much that will go for?”

The hearts of horned whales became increasingly magical over time, eventually turning into a sort of magical gemstone that could be harvested after death and used to store magical energy. They were far superior to similar gemstones made by alchemists, and they were important for all sorts of rituals and devices. The heart of a recently dead whale also contained vast quantities of magic, which would only add to the price – and that was to say nothing of the horns and other materials. Even the flesh of a horned whale was a delicacy that was often consumed by mages since it was rich in magical power and delicious. It could help restore their magic, and it could also be processed by apothecaries into potions of great potency. When a whale was this fresh, every part could be used. Not a single scrap would be wasted.

“Good work, Elmer,” Berringer shouted. “When we get back to shore, we’ll make a proper man out of you. I’ll buy you a mug of the strongest booze they have and pay for time with a pretty woman.”

“Aye, captain!” The lad was eager to prove himself after his last two stints on whaling ships hadn’t worked out. This, more than anything, would help him fit in. How could anyone dislike somebody who’d just put so much money in their pockets?

“Signal the Stern Spear,” Berringer said as he rolled up his sleeves. “They left with us this morning, so they can’t have gotten far.” He laughed. “Gods, we’re lucky they didn’t spot this fellow before we did! We’ll need their help to drag him back. Two of us should be enough, no need to get a third ship involved.” They wouldn’t be able to do any more hunting today, but they didn’t need to. “Now, the rest of you follow me. I want this whale hooked and tied, nice and solid. We don’t want him getting away from us.”

Berringer grinned as his men leapt into action. Solid, dependable men, the lot of them. If this was going to be his final season, then what a great way to finish!

* * *

“We’re moving,” Katie murmured. “Is it the waves, or…?”

“Spot?” her master asked. He was playing cards with Old Man, Gerald, and Avraniel while the rats played their own game. Daerin was fiddling with something, content to watch and chat while Amanda appeared to be meditating. Chomp was snoozing nearby.

Spot’s scales turned white for a moment before he shook his head. It’s not the waves. There are lots of people nearby on a ship.

“They must be securing Scar,” her master said. “They’ll have to wait for a second ship, but I doubt they’ll wait for a third. That would mean lowering their share. With two ships they should make it back a little after nightfall. I was worried they’d take a while to find us, but they were right where Spot said they would be.” He tossed the dragon a treat. “Good work, Spot.”

The dragon preened and then lifted his head to catch the treat before lowering it back onto her lap. Katie was reading a picture book with him. There was no chance of them being heard thanks to the seals her master had put up, and Spot was keen to work on his reading. He’d seen how useful it was, and he didn’t want to fall behind on his lessons just because they were on a mission.

She scratched his head fondly and wondered when he’d start developing the more pronounced ridges, frills, crests, or horns common to older dragons. If he grew horns, he’d have to be more careful about nudging people with his head. A crest might look nice, depending on its size and shape. They’d just have to wait and see.

But what a hard-working dragon he was! Whether it was eating, learning, or sleeping, Spot always tried his best. He’d probably take a nap later since there wasn’t a lot to do, and she was tempted to join him. If they were going to be towed behind a pair of ships all day, why not get some rest? After all, they were going to be very busy in the evening.

When her master had said they’d be spending the day in the mouth of a dead whale, she’d assumed it would be fairly horrid. Instead, it was almost relaxing. The seals he’d used meant it didn’t smell, and they were kept nice and dry. It was also a comfortable temperature. Sitting on a dead whale’s tongue would normally have been weird, but Gerald had taken out a bunch of carpets that were old but comfortable and made to repel water and stay dry. Due to how huge he was, Scar’s mouth was reasonably spacious although she had to admit that his teeth were very impressive – even Spot agreed!

It was no wonder that some people referred to horned whales as great-toothed whales. It was all too easy to imagine Scar ripping apart a sea serpent or eating a giant squid. If he was bigger, he could definitely fight a leviathan or a kraken. Of course, he’d have to be way, way bigger than he was now. Kraken hatchlings were larger than him.

“This will make for quite a story.” Daerin stopped tinkering for a moment. Chomp had awakened, and the dog wanted a scratch behind his ears. He was very obviously not happy about still being inside Scar’s mouth. Spot had explained it to him as best he could, but Katie couldn’t blame the dog for being reluctant. Being in a large predator’s mouth usually meant death. In Daerin, at least, Chomp had good company. “I doubt there’s another dwarf in the world who can say they’ve been in the mouth of a horned whale and live to tell of it.”

As for Amanda, she was an ancient vampire. She didn’t sleep the way a human did, nor did her magic feel the way it should if she was asleep. If Katie had to guess, her deep meditation was to help sort out her thoughts. Given how long she had lived, it was possible she needed such techniques to stay sane. Katie tried to imagine what it would be like to have century after century after century of memories and failed. No wonder so many ancient vampires went mad.

The rats who weren’t playing cards were busy checking their equipment or making other preparations. A few of them were also meditating. Rembrandt was sitting with perfect posture, and his entire being radiated calm and tranquillity. It was a warrior technique, he’d explained, a way of getting rest without having to sleep. He could be ready to act at a moment’s notice without the lethargy or lack of alertness that came from sleeping. It could not be used for more than a few days at a time, but it was perfect for missions. Old Man approved. It was supposedly a difficult skill to master, but it was popular amongst expert warriors.

Katie continued to read the book with Spot as the dragon made a happy sound that reverberated through her before slithering into a different position. He was wrapped around her, and his serpentine behaviour was aided by his longer tail. He was quite pleased about having killed somebody with it, and he was hopeful that it would achieve more whip-like proportions soon.

The story was about a friendly cat who wandered around a castle talking to all the other animals. His best friend was a horse who lived in the stables and occasionally went on adventurers with his master, a knight. On one occasion, the cat had hidden in a saddlebag. He’d gotten into a lot of trouble, but he’d also helped them defeat a hydra. Spot was glad that the bad guy wasn’t a dragon since lots of stories had an evil dragon at the end. He wasn’t upset that the bad guys were often dragons – he understood that most dragons were evil. He was upset because of how easily those dragons lost since he knew dragons were way tougher in real life.

“Did you enjoy the story?” Katie asked.

Spot nodded. I’m a bit like the cat because I talk to lots of animals and go on adventures. He paused. But I think some of the animals in the castle are still afraid of me.

“You are a dragon, Spot. Just keep being nice to them, and they’ll warm up to you.” She patted his head. “Besides, maybe Chomp and Brightfang’s puppies will be waiting when we get back.” Brightfang had been pregnant when they’d left. Depending on how long labyrinth hound pregnancies took and how long their mission lasted, she might already have given birth by the time they returned.

Puppies! Spot perked up. Chomp likes me, so his puppies should like me too! He wrapped a wing around her. I’ll help take care of them since they’ll be small and weak, and I’m already big and strong. They can call me Uncle Spot. I hope they get along with Little Spot too. He’s also my friend.

“I’m sure they will. Chomp gets along just fine with the sheep.” Katie poked at her magic. It had been reasonably calm since eating the werewolves and a few other things. There had been the occasional hunger pang, but she already felt as if she had much better control over it now. It was similar to learning how to flex an extra set of muscles she didn’t know she had. According to her master, that was a common sensation amongst young mages whose magic had developed in a new way. Better still, her shadows felt stronger, faster, and more solid than ever. There was still a bit of awkwardness, as though those new muscles had yet to fully extend. But it was closer to an itch that came and went, rather than anything painful.

Katie finished the story with Spot before deciding to take a nap. Her master would wake her when it was time, and it wasn’t as though she’d be getting a lot of sleep later. Spot took a nap too, and it was incredibly easy to fall asleep with the dragon wrapped around her like a big, warm, scaly blanket. His heartbeat was strong and soothing, and the heat he radiated warmed her soul as much as her body.

Maybe it was Scar’s words, but her dreams were full of hungry shadows. She saw countless shards of infinity break away from a cloud of shadows that stretched out into eternity. Her reflection stared back at her, only to be replaced by countless variations of her, some older, some younger, and some far less easy to describe, all of it set amidst a corridor of tenebrous mirrors that seemed to go on forever. And then it was no longer her face she saw, but the faces of countless other people. She – they – were all pieces of a puzzle, all variations of a theme, all part of something –

“Rise and shine.”

Katie opened her eyes. “Master?” she croaked before clearing her throat. “Is it time?”

“Just about. We’ve stopped.” He reached over to wake up Spot, and the dragon gave an irritable huff before waking in earnest. His wings stretched, and Katie reached out with her shadows to keep the others from being blown away as he gave them several lazy flaps. It felt like only yesterday he’d been small enough to perch on her head like a fire-breathing parrot. “We already sent one of the rats out. It’s about an hour after sunset, and they’ve left us where they process whales. They won’t start working on Scar until tomorrow morning, so we’re pretty much alone right now.”

“Did we get through the barrier okay?”

“Without a hitch. They opened it up to let us in, and let me tell you, they were happy to see us. I could hear the cheering from in here. Given how large Scar is and how big his horns are, he’d be worth five, maybe six times as much as a regular whale.” Her master smirked. “He’s too big to cut up quickly and too valuable to make a mess of. They’ve got him tied up in the water, and they’ll get started at first light tomorrow. We’ll wait another hour or so and then move in once the rats have had a chance to scout the area and find the nearest anchor. We can use that anchor to stop them sending messages out, but we’ll need to at least disable the others to bring the barrier down. Get ready. You’ll be part of the attack on the anchor. Your shadows should give you a huge advantage at night.”

Fighting at night was ludicrously easy for her. Not only was she able to conceal herself but there were also plenty of shadows for her to control. Contrary to common belief, absolute darkness didn’t hinder her either. If anything, it made her stronger. To her, darkness was simply another form of shadow – or was it the opposite? Did she actually have darkness magic? Never mind. In the grand scheme of things, what her magic was called mattered far less than what she could do with it, and she had started by controlling shadows.

“You’re coming with us, right?” she asked.

Her master nodded. “Yes. You, Amanda, I, and some of the ninja rats will be taking the anchor since we’re the best suited for fighting in darkness. Once we’ve done that, everyone else will get moving.” He grinned. “As for the other whaling ships and warships that are docked, the rats will be handling them. Their crews are out celebrating, and they’ve only left the bare minimum behind to keep watch. It’s nothing the rats can’t handle, and the people they left behind are bound to be distracted.”

Are they going to destroy the ships?” Katie asked.

“No. They’ll try to incapacitate the crews and keep anyone from boarding until our zombies can reinforce them. Those ships are valuable, and it would be nice to keep them. If we can take full control of them, they’ll also be able to help us fight although just keeping them out of the fight will help too. If nothing else, our enemies will probably throw men at them to try to get them back, meaning they’ll have less to throw at us. And, hey, we need to start somewhere if we want our own navy.”

Katie cackled. Having their own navy did sound nice!

* * *

Katie climbed out of Scar’s mouth and used her shadows to pull herself across the water and onto the dock. A pair of ninja rats had already subdued the guards watching over the whaling station portion of the base. There were only a dozen of them since any attack should, by all rights, have triggered the barrier or involved a ship large enough to be seen and reported long before it made landfall. With scrying and detection magic in place, they would also be confident of noticing any exterior threats with ample time to prepare an appropriate response.

Amanda carefully draped a subtle illusion and compulsion over the area to convince anyone watching that all was well and that the ongoing celebrations were far more interesting. Katie extended a bridge of shadows back to Scar to help the others cross more easily.

“This way,” her master said. “The anchor we need is in that tower. According to the rats, it’s well defended, but we should have the element of surprise.”

“It’s almost always a tower, isn’t it?” Katie mused. “I suppose it makes sense since the best anchors for barriers generally need a connection to both the ground and sky. However, it makes locating the anchor a lot easier.”

“There are ways around that, but I won’t complain if our enemies make our lives easier,” her master said.

It was a good night for a sneak attack. There had been hints of rain throughout the day, but no real rain had fallen in hours although a bank of clouds had rolled in, covering the moon and leaving the base blanketed in shadow. Any area away from torches or magical lighting would be dark. Katie could also hear the sounds of merriment coming from the main part of the base, and a quick glance back at the dock showed there were already three other whales in the process of being harvested. No wonder everybody was in such a good mood. A big whale could take several days to fully process, so the docks were covered in magic designed to repel pests and preserve flesh. Normal rats would have been deterred, but the ninja rats were made of sterner stuff.

“Let’s get moving,” her master said.

They crept toward the tower, and Katie’s magic pulsed. There were so many shadows here, cast by not only the clouds above them but also by the many buildings still under construction, their frames surrounded by scaffolding. A base this size would normally have been better lit, but the lack of lighting could be explained by how much construction was still going on. The deep darkness called to her, a sibilant hiss reminiscent of her shadows but not quite the same. They ran into a handful of sentries, but between Katie’s shadows, Amanda’s inhuman speed, her master’s shovel, and the stalwart ninja rats, they never stood a chance.

Months of missions had driven the speed, power, and precision of Katie’s magic to new heights. In many ways, magic was like a muscle, and as her master had frequently said, there was no substitute for real experience. Practice and sparring could help her grow, but nothing could match the explosive growth she’d experienced from putting her life on the line with only her magic to protect her.

That feeling – the constant pressure to improve – could have been crushing. Indeed, history was replete with prodigies who had never reached their full potential. However, Katie found it liberating. She loved pushing her magic to its limits and exploring what it could do. She loved taking the lessons her master had given her and putting them into practice. And most of all, she loved fighting alongside her friends and winning. Was it crazy? Maybe. But she loved it all the same, and her master was wise and cunning. He would never commit to a mission if he didn’t think they could win. People had often said she was strange, and she’d thought so too until she’d met her master. Now, she had a whole group of friends where she fit right in.

And steel, as Old Man was fond of saying, sharpens steel.

There were more guards near the tower, but a quick application of Amanda’s magic distracted them for the moment Katie needed to grab them with her shadows. She blanketed them in darkness to restrain them and swallow their cries, and the rats did the rest. She could have eaten them with her shadows if she wanted, but there was no pressure, no driving need to consume them.

Amanda layered another subtly woven illusion over the tower as her master reached into the pouch at his side. He pulled out a special seal tablet that held a seal that was designed to stick onto surfaces. Amanda’s illusion was simple but powerful. Anyone who looked at the tower would feel the desire to look away since everything was fine. Telling people to ignore the tower completely or concealing it from view would have given them away. The sealing tablet put a up a mini-barrier that muffled sounds, stifled communications, and made it harder to detect any fluctuations in magic coming from inside the tower. It wouldn’t last for more than a quarter of an hour, but it was a perfect match for Amanda’s illusion. People would feel that everything was fine, and anyone who did look wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

“The tower has plenty of guards, but the lighting system is mostly magical in nature,” Amanda said.

Katie smiled toothily. She had been spending a lot of time around Spot, so her smile getting toothier wasn’t surprising. “If we can disable it, they’ll be in near-total darkness. One of the rats is an illusionist too. He isn’t as strong as you, but he can put up a few fake lights, so people outside think everything is fine.”

Magical lights were better than candles or mundane lamps in many ways, and the naval base had been built on a magical current, which made powering magical lights easy. It also explained why the area had been so popular with monsters in the past. Of course, her master had always insisted on having mundane lighting available in the castle, as well as putting their magical lights on separate magical circuits to make taking all of them out at once impossible. Having all of a building’s magical lighting powered by a single system – often referred to as a circuit – was much easier and quicker to build and maintain but also a lot easier to sabotage.

“How many circuits?” Katie asked.

Amanda’s smile was even toothier than hers, and her eyes gleamed a vicious red in the moonlight before another cloud cast them back into shadow. Vampires could perceive magic more keenly than humans, especially once they became elders or ancients. “One. Based on what I can see, they do plan on splitting the lighting between three circuits in the future, and there is a backup circuit, but they are still working on them.”

“I can handle it.” Her master’s lips twitched. “Actually… Katie, you can do it, right?”

“I think so. But now?”

“Why not? I’ll watch and take over if you’re about to make a mistake.”

“How long will it take?’ Amanda asked. “We need to move soon.”

“Not long,” Katie replied. “I’ve practiced this plenty of times.” Her master maintained several ‘sheds’ in and around the castle that they could rig up with seals, traps, and whatever else she needed to practice.

“Excellent. Take out the lights as soon as we enter.”

Katie reached out for the shadows inside the lock of the door and then for the shadows further within. The corridor behind the door had four guards in it, and the lock was enchanted but still mostly mechanical in nature. With her shadows, she could feel the tumblers, and it wasn’t hard to tell how she needed to position them to open the door. The magic in the lock might resist, but her magic was stronger.

The circuit of magic that fed the magical lighting could only be accessed from inside the corridor, but the lights themselves could be broken manually since they were basically made of rune-etched glass. Katie signalled to the others and then broke the lights and opened the door at the same time. Amanda was through in an instant. An illusion confused the guards for the split-second she needed to deal with them.

“Now to sabotage the circuit.” Katie frowned. “It’s in the wall, and I need direct contact. Master?”

He patted the wall with his shovel and then jammed it into the wall to pry loose several tiles that covered the magical circuit. It ran through the building like veins through a body. She could have used her shadows to reveal it, but her master’s shovel was covered in runes and seals that would keep any alarms from triggering. Katie made contact with the circuit and let her magic flow through it.

“The controls for the anchor are near the top of the building.” A mental image of the building’s layout formed in Katie’s mind. Amanda must have pulled it from the minds of the downed soldiers.

“Once the lights are out, we should have five minutes to get to the top,” her master said. “Any longer, and they might be able to force a message out.”

“There are roughly fifty people in this building,” Amanda said. “Other than us. That is what the memories I saw are telling me, and my vampiric senses agree. However, there may be other obstacles – such as golems – that I cannot sense and which these soldiers may be unaware of.”

“Right.” Katie took a second to compose herself and then began to etch another layer of seals on top of the exposed part of the circuit. Rerouting power through her new seal, which she could then close to stop magical energy from flowing, was something she’d learned from her master years ago. It was an essential part of creating safety seals to keep experiments from exploding. “I’ve got it. Let me know when you’re ready. What do you think, master?”

He smiled. “It’s fine.”

Amanda nodded sharply. “Do it.”

Katie activated her seal and then twisted the magical circuit closed. The lights went out, and cries of shock and alarm rang out. Her master gave her a teasing grin and then took a handful of fine dust out of his pouch. With it, he’d be able to see in the dark as easily as her or Amanda.

“Attack,” Amanda said.

With the lights out and panic filling the tower, Katie closed her eyes and ignored her hearing. Relying on them would only distract her. Instead, she embraced the shadows. The world came into perfect focus again, rendered with exquisite clarity thanks to a strange sort of synesthesia that let her re-interpret what her shadows told her through her other senses.

She smiled.

The next few minutes were a blur of motion and combat. The guards were well trained, highly motivated, and surprisingly quick to respond, but they hadn’t trained for this. They couldn’t have. They blasted past the first wave of guards with Katie’s shadows simply tossing people aside, cutting them down, or tying them up for others to deal with. They were making plenty of noise, but her master’s seal tablet would keep it from leaking out of the building.

Amanda was a whirlwind. She didn’t bother to use her rapier. Instead, Katie perceived her wreaking havoc with bursts of inhumanly swift movement punctuated by blows delivered with superhuman strength. In the confines of the tower, Amanda’s bare hands were enough. Bones snapped, armour crumpled, and flesh was pulped. The blood that spilled soon formed into weapons under her control, only adding to the chaos. Katie’s master had taken out a few pebbles, and the projectiles zipped through the air with deadly accuracy. For their part, the ninja rats were unbothered by the darkness, and they bounded happily from foe to foe, their small stature and invisibility making them all but unstoppable amidst the chaos.

As they stormed up the tower, Katie’s magic sang. It wasn’t often that she got to cut loose this way. Necromancy was better for large-scale engagements, and it was usually better for her to avoid close combat if she could. A shaft of light pierced the gloom, and it was soon joined by bolts of fire and other elements. Katie almost laughed. In a building full of shadows? Who did they think they were dealing with?

She snuffed the light out with a wave of darkness, and her shadows roiled, swallowing the other attacks too. Her master gave her hair a fond ruffle, and pebbles flew out to deal with a group of guards who had been trying to circle around them. Katie shook herself. She couldn’t afford to get lost in her magic. It was tempting since she was so strong in the dark, but she needed to stay focused. But even so, the shadows whispered to her. Here she was a queen. No. An empress.

They reached the top of the tower, and Katie, Amanda, and the rats fell into position around the door while her master and Peruzzi worked on the anchor. She was quite curious about what they were doing, but her questions would have to wait since there were guards trying to storm the room. Unfortunately for the guards, they ran headlong into the traps the rats had set, and Katie’s shadows did the rest. In the meantime, one of the ninja rats gifted in communication across long distances was busy sending a message.

“We’re done,” her master said. It hadn’t taken long at all.

“What now?” Katie asked. The rats had begun to sweep through the building in pairs to make sure they hadn’t missed anyone. A team of four would stay with the anchor while Peruzzi went with Amanda, just in case she was able to reach the main anchor during her attack on the central building and its personnel.

“I will go meet with Old Man and some of the other ninja rats,” Amanda confirmed. “We will attack the central building and seize key records and personnel.” She didn’t bother to take the stairs. Instead, she leapt out the window and began to stealthily make her way from rooftop to rooftop.

“And us?” Katie asked her master.

“The two of us need to help the others get started and deal with any defences pointed toward the sea. Now that the barrier has been altered to stop the base calling for help, we need to engage the other anchors if we want to bring it down. Whoever made the barrier had more common sense than I thought. The main anchor cannot shut the barrier down on its own. Instead, we’ll have to either destroy or disable the other anchors.” He must have realised she was curious because he was quick to continue. “We didn’t aim for the other anchors right away because they’re in much harder positions to infiltrate. It won’t be long before they notice our alterations to the barrier, but they won’t be able to focus on fixing them if we launch our attack now.”

Katie nodded sharply. “Okay!”

* * *

Gerald stumbled onto the docks and took a moment to calm himself and get his bearings. He wasn’t sure if it was the new potion he’d taken for his seasickness – he’d bought one on the last island they’d stopped at – or the fact that they’d travelled inside the mouth of a dead whale and not on a ship, but the trip hadn’t been nearly as bad as he’d feared. He’d even managed to enjoy himself! Was travelling inside the mouth of a dead whale the best way to handle his seasickness? He sincerely hoped not because he couldn’t imagine it becoming his regular means of sea travel.

Now, of course, came the hard part. He’d always dreamed of an idyllic life spent far away from danger in a cosy but roomy library that had plenty of books and all the free time he needed to read them. Alas, he was currently participating in a raid on a secret naval base. But that didn’t mean his dream was dead! If he could just make it through the war, then his peaceful life was right there for the taking! This wouldn’t be like the fight against the Accountant either. This time, they didn’t have to worry about collateral damage, and the entire group was together.

“Come on, Gerald,” Daerin boomed. “Get to it. I’ll take Chomp and my golems and head around the side. Once Avraniel has their attention, I’ll attack their flank.”

“Right.” The bureaucrat rubbed his hands together – it was rather chilly – and started pulling out golems with his magic. His gaze drifted beyond the buildings. Through the night vision goggles he’d donned, he could make out the towering silhouettes of the snow-covered mountains that dominated the land away from the coast. Gleaming metallic figures spilled out of his magic and fell into step beside Daerin as the dwarf rode off on Chomp’s back. “And now for the zombies.”

But just as he got started, bells began to ring. Uh oh. The base must have noticed them. Gulping, he picked up the pace. The lesser zombies were first, and he had thousands of them at his disposal. They weren’t the most dangerous opponents individually, but their sheer numbers made up for it, and they could pin opponents in place while the bigger and scarier zombies got to work.

Gerald could tell the exact moment that Timmy and Katie took personal control over the zombies because the undead stopped shambling about and began to move with speed, precision, and purpose. Next, were the bigger and scarier zombies, and Gerald’s confidence soared as they emerged. Against the Accountant, he had been reluctant to summon them, lest they destroy important records. Here, what mattered was seizing the base, and the easiest way to do that was by hitting the empire with the biggest sticks they had – and these zombies definitely counted as big sticks.

The first big zombie he called out was a familiar sight – Roger. The hulking giant zombie shark-hydra-drake gave a booming roar as he took to the air. The hydra heads attached to his body hissed as they scanned the area for threats. Katie had been a bit miffed that her beloved zombie had to stay hidden away for so long, but Roger was the opposite of stealthy. There was no way the empire’s whalers would have missed him if he’d been swimming around. Now, he got to do what he did best – smash things.

Roger’s wings beat the air, and the night was soon filled with screams as he sprayed acid down on the soldier’s assembling on the streets below him before ramming into a watchtower. Chunks of broken stone and splintered wood tumbled to the ground, and imperial soldiers went flying, their bodies silhouetted by the light of multiple fires that had just broken out, most likely courtesy of Avraniel. The huge zombie trampled through the remains of the watchtower and spewed acid over another building before taking flight again.

But Roger was only the first of the truly monstrous zombies that Gerald called out, and the bureaucrat allowed himself to breathe a sigh of relief as the horrifying undead abominations made their way onto the battlefield. Before meeting Timmy and Katie, he’d have run screaming at the mere sight of any of these creatures. Nowadays, he felt far safer when they were around. It made all the difference in the world to know that they were under Timmy and Katie’s control.

Gerald squinted as a zombie hydra-drake-salamander winged its way toward a large tower that housed another anchor. There were several teams of ninja rats clinging onto its back, and one of the enterprising rodents even took the time to flash him a jaunty salute before lobbing a small explosive into a cluster of imperial troops.

The resulting explosion had the enemy soldiers running for cover as the winged zombie charged through the hail of projectiles coming from several hastily assembled groups of bowmen, crossbowmen, and mages before replying with a blast of fire followed by a volley of acid that swiftly reduced an entire street to a disaster zone. Gerald winced as a mage ducked out from behind the safety of a half-melted wall to lob a bolt of lightning. Alas, he ran afoul of a stream of acid. His agonising wails soon turned into horrid gurgles as he melted, and Gerald quietly raised his trusty frying pan. He’d finally gotten Timmy to put non-stick seals on it. Was it wrong to feel bad for people who would totally murder him if they got the chance? Maybe. But he still felt bad for them anyway.

“Gerald.”

He nearly leapt out of his skin when he felt a tap on his shoulder. However, his hasty frying pan attack was easily ducked, and Timmy rolled his eyes at the ninja rats who’d stayed back to guard Gerald. Their leader was one of the demolition rats, and they hadn’t warned Gerald at all. The rodents snickered in amusement, and the leader patted Gerald on the cheek. It was a reminder that he needed to work on his situational awareness.

“What now?” Gerald asked. He was still unloading zombies onto the battlefield, but there was no need for him to issue orders. Timmy and Katie could do that – and what a difference it made. The zombies weren’t a shambling horde. They were an undead army.

“Right now, we just need to hunker down. Our zombies can lead the attack, so there’s no need to charge in ourselves. Of course, Daerin is leading his golems.” Timmy bit back a smile. “I don’t think he can resist the chance to introduce more people to the glories of dwarven engineering. Before we altered the barrier, we sent a message to Jake via the ninja rats.” The captain now played host to a contingent of ninja rat marines, and one of them had been chosen specifically for his skill in long-distance communication with other rats. “He should be here with the other ships soon. Our main objective is to hold this area, bring the barrier down, and disable any weapons that can threaten our reinforcements. Katie also needs to reanimate Scar.”

Gerald winced as a fortified tower came apart in a shower of broken stone. A zombie basilisk-manticore had thrown itself against the structure not once, not twice, but three times until it finally gave way. The creature’s petrifying gaze swept over the nearby soldiers, and their instinctive desire to keep their eyes on the giant monster that was trying to kill them proved to be their undoing. The stronger soldiers were momentarily stunned whilst the weaker soldiers were petrified outright.

The barrier above them flickered, and Timmy smiled ruefully. “The other anchors are well defended, and they managed to scramble troops quite quickly. Whoever is in charge here is competent. Taking control of each anchor will probably take too long, but we can always just destroy –”

BOOM.

Gerald scrambled behind Timmy as the necromancer waved his shovel. The rock and stone around them rippled upward to form a makeshift bunker for them to huddle in. Smoothly, as if he’d planned it the entire time, Timmy carved runes and seals onto the walls of the bunker before creating hooks to hang charms from. His magic flared again, hardening and reinforcing the bunker’s exterior and floor.

“I’d prefer to believe that Avraniel wisely anticipated the need to destroy the anchors given our time constraints, but…” Timmy shrugged. “She’s probably angry somebody attacked her and decided to retaliate.” He patted Gerald on the shoulder. “Stay in here, and don’t forget to store the bunker later. You never know when you might need it again.”

Gerald nodded fervently. He had a variety of buildings stored away, but the bunker was definitely the most convenient when it came to safety on the battlefield. There were even little windows that could only be opened and closed by activating special runes, and the ninja rats had already begun to turn the bunker into their command post. He recognised one of the rats who specialised in communication magic, along with another who specialised in scrying and detection magic.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if the demolition rats start deploying their new weaponry either. They weren’t able to use it against the Accountant, so they must be eager for a chance to test it. It will be annoying having to rebuild the anchors, but it’s better than having Jake and the others stuck outside.”

Gerald summoned a helmet and put it on. Extra head protection was always welcome. A bunker was nice, but if there were going to be lots of explosions, he couldn’t be too careful. “Daerin said he was going to flank them.”

“It shouldn’t be too long now that Avraniel has their attention.” There was another blinding flash of light from outside the bunker followed by more explosions. The screams of whoever had been unfortunate enough to draw Avraniel’s ire were soon drowned out by the roar of flames and the crash of shattering masonry.

“I almost pity whoever she’s fighting,” Gerald murmured. “I think they’re about to die horribly.”

“They’re already dying horribly. On the upside, it’s not as if they’re suffering much. From the way she’s throwing magic around, they’ll be ash before they know what hits them.”

Gerald tightened his hold on his frying pan and began to set up boulders outside the bunker. He wanted to believe that he could stay inside the bunker for the entire battle, but he doubted he’d be that lucky. Its mere appearance made it a target, and the others might need his help later. The boulders would give him extra cover, provide obstacles the rats could take advantage of, and give Timmy projectiles to throw with his earth magic. “Let’s hope we don’t have to do too much fighting ourselves.”

Another monstrous zombie waded past, smashing through a group of soldiers and then stumbling into a building when a gaggle of mages launched a synchronised attack. It would normally have dominated the battlefield, but compared to Avraniel, a giant zombie minotaur-manticore-spider-porcupine wasn’t all that scary.

“Out of interest,” Gerald asked. “But where did you find a minotaur that large? I know they’re usually bigger than humans, but that one must be three times the size of a normal man.”

“Ah, that was an expensive corpse to get. Giant minotaurs are actually incredibly rare…”

* * *

Avraniel wasn’t stupid. She could appreciate cunning. It let people win against stronger opponents, and there were plenty of situations where brute force wasn’t the best option. Sure, it was sneaky, but the only people who complained about cunning were the fools who didn’t have any. However, there was a time for cunning and a time for simply setting the world on fire.

Spot gambolled along beside her in that oddly adorable way of his. The dragon was practically radiating good cheer at the prospect of a bit of fire, bloodshed, and plunder. The paper pusher was further back with the idiot in a makeshift bunker that the necromancer must have made with his earth magic. The base was already drowning in zombies and golems, so the best place for the bureaucrat was away from the front lines. Spot wouldn’t be happy if he got stabbed or something, and they did need to hold the docks while the twerp brought the angry whale back to life.

She cast a quick glance at the zombies marching alongside her in thunderous lockstep. They wore armour and carried weapons, and they even had a banner bearing the idiot’s coat of arms. Hmm… she should design one of her own.

The idiot sure knew how to put on a show.

One of the zombies raised a horn to its lips, and an eerie, soul-piercing sound rang out. If she wasn’t mistaken that horn was made from the horn of a dread worm. Blowing through it would strike fear into the hearts of those who weren’t strong enough to resist its effects. Making it wouldn’t have been easy, mostly because dread worms were giant bastards with the temperaments of drunken sailors. The horn’s effects didn’t discriminate either, which was why people usually avoided using such horns, but it was perfect for zombies. Zombies didn’t feel fear, and the rest of them were too strong for the horn to affect them.

She had no idea where the idiot had gotten the horn, but she could picture him making it himself. He was clever like that. He could also have bought it. He certainly had the money. Either way, it was a good investment. Beating back a horde of zombies required either overwhelming power or solid coordination and discipline. Once a bunch of normal people panicked, it was usually over. Zombies were great at mowing down people who tried to flee.

As the enemy soldiers staggered but managed to stay in formation – they weren’t completely hopeless – Avraniel clenched her fists. White flame swirled to life around her, and pure power rushed through her veins. Her eyes went from languid amber to molten gold, and searing metal surged through her veins. The soldiers closest to her turned and fled. She let them go and motioned for Spot to leave them be. Why burn them to ash piecemeal? It was better to let them gather in one place, so she and Spot could burn them all at once.

It wasn’t elegant or cunning. It wasn’t subtle or clever. It was pure, overwhelming power wielded with all the grace of a sledgehammer to the face. Not far away, Roger crashed through another building, roaring and spewing acid everywhere. If she didn’t know better, she’d say the zombie was pissed off about not being able to show his stuff earlier. In truth, it was more likely that the twerp was pushing him since she finally had the chance to have fun with one of her favourite zombies. Then again, maybe there was a bit of the creature’s soul left inside him. Sharks could be assholes, and hydra’s were usually worse.

Other monstrous zombies were laying siege to the other anchors and the people defending them. Avraniel flicked her arm out to the side, and a helix of molten flame spun off into the night. It obliterated a ballista and set a balcony full of archers on fire. A zombie that looked like an amalgamation of a porcupine and only the gods knew what else riddled a tower with spines. Wait… hadn’t the twerp called that zombie Harold or something?

Bah. The twerp named plenty of her zombies. Avraniel couldn’t be bothered to keep track of all the names, but Spot seemed to find it fun. The spines impaled their targets and then exploded, sending bony shrapnel everywhere. Another helix of fire – bigger this time – blew apart the top of the tower, and Avraniel turned away as the anchor within detonated in a series of rolling explosions that sent comets of magic pinwheeling into the night.

Spot crooned, and his silver eyes shone like mirrors as they reflected the carnage. He skipped happily and beat the air with his wings. A puff of black fire dropped a pair of soldiers, and they were soon reduced to ash that Spot poked with his tail before it scattered on the wind. They keep running away.

“They’re running away because they suck – and because they’re not stupid. But it won’t matter. They’re running out of places to go. Soon, they’ll have to fight us.” If the damn dwarf kept his end of the bargain, they’d be boxed in like… well, she was going to say rats, but her time around the ninja rats had changed the way she saw the rodents. Lock one of the ninja rats in a room with somebody, and she’d put her money on the ninja rat coming out on top almost every time. They might be little, but those bastards were tough, cunning, and just plain vicious in a way that couldn’t be taught. No wonder she got along with some of them so well.

Behind them, a group of ninja rats was using zombies to wheel a cannon of some kind into position. They would fire it periodically, and it would send projectiles screaming off into the night, each impact marked by vivid bursts of heat and force. They hit a guardhouse, and the building groaned before leaning sharply to one side and then collapsing. The cannon was a significant improvement over their previous efforts in terms of range, accuracy, and firing rate. It could also fire projectiles on a more parabolic trajectory, allowing it to be fired from behind cover or to hit targets that were behind walls or other obstacles.

“Don’t get cocky,” Avraniel warned them as another projectile sent troops flying before retaliation from enemy mages forced them to retreat to safety. Luckily, a zombie reptile of some kind – a large lizard with an armoured frill – was there to take the brunt of the damage. “That thing seems pretty handy, but I doubt it can take a hit. Get back and let the zombies cover for you.”

The little bastards were way tougher than regular rats, but if that cannon of theirs exploded, they’d be in a world of hurt. Spot was friends with all of them, and the last thing she needed was for Spot to lose his temper and go charging straight into the enemy. He’d probably be okay, but she didn’t want him biting off more than he could chew. He was tough, but there was a big difference between tough and invincible.

At their present pace, they’d be meeting the soldiers in the large open space near the centre of the base. Once they got stuck into them, Daerin would attack their flank with Chomp and his golems. That should be enough to win the battle when combined with all the zombies running around everywhere. The ruckus had also provided the perfect opportunity for the people eater, Old Man, and the ninja rats to do their thing in the central building.

That group was supposed to capture important people, secure records, and deal with the main anchor. It was the sort of work they were good at, assuming the people eater didn’t go psycho, rip off her clothes, and smash everything again. Of course, the odds of her running into another ancient werewolf were pretty slim, but, hey, weirder things had happened, and Avraniel wouldn’t mind fighting another one. She could ask them to let her and Spot fight it. The dragon had been disappointed that he couldn’t do more than nibble on the Accountant, and Avraniel’s arguments that the Accountant could just regenerate had been ignored.

She was best at frontal assaults, especially when she didn’t have to worry about collateral damage. Behind them, the docks were crawling with zombies, and the other anchors were under siege. Likewise, the magical cannons and other defences that faced seaward were more concerned with not drowning under a tide of undead than actually aiming at the entrance to the harbour. Once those were gone or under their control, Jake and the other ships could sail in and start blasting with their own weapons. A demolition rat squeaked, and she turned. Several guardhouses near the docks were putting up determined resistance. The idiot wanted her to deal with them.

“Yeah. Yeah. I get it.” She drew the Bow of the Sun, took aim, and fired several times. She couldn’t actually see the guardhouses, but she’d already memorised the layout of the base as she’d walked through it. The beams of fire and light lanced through several buildings and then detonated, reducing the guardhouses to pillars of scorched stone and roaring flame. Her lips curled. Was it strange that she found the smell of melting stone pleasing? Maybe. But she didn’t give a damn. The demolition rats cheered, and several smaller versions of the larger cannon they had went off to lend support. Spot chirped, and there was a flash of light before a beam of white flame from his mouth sliced through a clump of troops who had been too slow to join the large gathering of soldiers further ahead.

“Halt!” the leader of the soldiers bellowed. He had to be a senior officer because he had a fancy helmet, better armour, and more ornate weaponry. The bastard even had an enchanted cape. Her eyes narrowed. That helmet looked really nice. It was trimmed in gold and platinum, and there were several enchantments on it. She smirked. By the end of the night, she’d have that helmet. She was sure she could sell it for a good price. She could even give it to Spot if he wanted to add it to his hoard. He didn’t collect a lot of armour – he usually preferred to eat armour – but he was eyeing the helmet intently.

“Or what?” Avraniel shouted back. The night was bright with magic as mages throughout the base tried to stem the tide of zombies and golems. The undead that had accompanied her stopped, their positioning immaculate despite the gore on their weapons and armour.

She had to hand it to him. The idiot knew what he was doing. Zombies were usually an uncoordinated mob of flailing limbs. Any half-decent militia could hold crap like that off. But the zombies fighting alongside her were an army unto themselves. Up on the rooftops, she could sense more zombies and rats. They had dealt with any troops up there who could ambush them and were ready to offer ranged support.

In that case… she spoke to one of the rats nearby and told him to relay her orders to one of the rats who always stayed with the paper pusher. If the enemy soldiers wanted to make their stand here, then their zombies could pelt them with projectiles and then fortify the area once they’d taken it. The bureaucrat always had a bunch of interesting crap to throw at people, and although most of the zombies didn’t have the dexterity to properly use bows, they could still throw things. She wondered if he had any basilisk venom. She’d never seen anyone get hit by the stuff – people usually got turned to stone, crushed flat, or eaten – but it was supposed to be terrifying. He might not be willing to throw it – he’d freaked out after hitting a few people with hydra acid – but the rats and zombies wouldn’t hesitate to use it.

“Or else!” the soldier with the shiny helmet shouted back. What rank was he? He had to be at least a captain to command so many other soldiers.

“Or else?” Avraniel laughed, and the zombies alongside her banged their weapons on their shields and armour. The idiot could be melodramatic – the twerp must have gotten it from him – but damn if it wasn’t impressive at times like this. “Fine. You want to do this the hard way? We’ll do it the hard way.” She pointed. “Kill these sons of bitches.”

And the battle was on.

A hail of projectiles immediately rained down on them – arrows, crossbow bolts, spears, and magic – and Avraniel cut loose. A wave of incomprehensible heat and shattering force rushed outward. She laughed. Was that it? Were those the strongest attacks they had? Her counterattack annihilated the incoming projectiles, and there were cries of alarm as the mages amongst the enemy hastened to throw up their defences.

Walls of rock and stone rippled upward. Curtains of water bubbled into being. Radiant shields of gleaming light flared to life. The ground melted, the air burned, and the world caught flame. The tide of devastation she’d unleashed threatened to sweep the enemy away until somebody, presumably a barrier mage, managed to temporarily redirect power from the base’s faltering barrier to fend off the attack. Her flames dwindled, and she took a moment to study the shimmering bulwark in front of her. Her lips curled. That was an interesting trick, but she doubted they’d be able to pull it off again.

“Hey, idiot,” she said, knowing the necromancer could hear her. “Send in your zombies now unless you want me to level the place.”

His answer came in the form of the zombies surging forward in a single, unified mass of undead flesh. The makeshift barrier flickered and then winked out. Yep. That had been a trick. It wasn’t something they could maintain. Spot took to the air a second later, his wings beating mightily as he began to pelt the front lines with bolts of explosive flame. His attacks scattered soldiers, leaving their broken formation vulnerable to the wave of zombie death headed their way.

A bolt of lightning sizzled toward Spot. She snarled as Spot dodged, rolling sharply to the side. A shroud of black flame erupted around him. He must have sensed the build-up of magic that preceded the attack because even he shouldn’t have been able to dodge lightning so easily at that distance. Clever bastards. Either they’d gotten there late, or they’d chosen not to attack earlier because whoever they were, their attack was a class above the others. Perhaps they were hoping she’d exhaust herself, so they could pick her off. Not a chance. Whoever they were, they’d run out of magic long before she did.

Spot’s mind reached out to her. He’d located his attacker. Avraniel had the Bow of the Sun up and ready in an instant. She loosed an arrow, and the top of a nearby building exploded.

To her genuine surprise, it wasn’t enough.

More lightning came. It was stronger this time, much stronger, and from a different rooftop. Her eyes narrowed. Oh, this bastard was clever. She’d bet he was a Lord of Magic because that attack was far beyond what a normal mage would be capable of. An echo of his magic remained on the ruined rooftop. He must have created an illusionary clone or something. No. That wouldn’t have fooled Spot since the dragon had astral sight and extremely keen magical senses. He must have wrapped his ‘echo’ around an actual person. That could have fooled Spot since the dragon hadn’t seen anything like it before. He’d sacrificed one of his own subordinates just so he could attack Spot again.

But her little dragon was very, very quick. He dodged the worst of the attack, and the mantle of black flame kept the lightning from dealing critical damage. He was shaky – that had been a lot of lightning – but he was already rising, gaining height and distance to give himself more time to dodge a third attack. It proved to be a wise decision. Another bolt of lightning came, but Spot was able to dodge it cleanly. He replied with a blast of black fire that obliterated the rooftop the lightning had come from. Just in case that had also been an echo, she torched the neighbouring rooftops too.

Her hopes that the Lord of Magic was dead – a direct hit from Spot’s black fire would definitely be fatal – were dashed when there was a flash of light followed by an inhuman roar, one that didn’t belong to either Spot or the zombies. A towering creature appeared. It was a reptile, almost as large as the building beside it, and its patchwork scales of dark blue, grey, and black crackled with lightning. It gave voice to another cry, which Spot answered with his own roar, and the next blast of black fire was met with a colossal burst of lightning that forced Spot to flee higher into the sky.

Wonderful.

That bastard had a thunder salamander, and not the adorable baby kind. No. He had a damn adult thunder salamander, the kind that could call up storms and make even a dragon think twice about picking a fight.

“Worry about the soldiers,” Avraniel shouted. Spot didn’t have the size or experience to win against the thunder salamander. “I’ll deal with that stupid lizard and the asshole in charge of him.” And what an asshole he was. Unless he was using runes or something else to make the echoes, he probably had three types of magic or two types and a summoning contract capable of calling an adult thunder salamander across large distances.

There was a cry of shock and dismay from the soldiers battling the zombies. Daerin had finally decided to join the battle although the dwarf looked more than a little aghast as he laid eyes on the massive thunder salamander. Yes, beardy, they have a giant lizard who craps lightning, and you’re running around in full plate armour next to a bunch of metal golems. For his sake, she hoped he’d worked some anti-lightning runes into his armour, or he was going to have a very, very bad day.

The dwarf and his golems crashed into the enemy with Chomp in the lead and Daerin riding on his back. The huge dog trampled over anyone foolish enough to get in his way, and the dwarf had a lance couched under his arm. He skewered half a dozen men before the weapon broke. He tossed it aside in favour of a war hammer that he used to deadly effect.

“You took your damn time,” Avraniel drawled. Chomp wagged his tail at the sight of her, and she gave him a fond scratch behind his ears.

“Ah, be quiet. There were other soldiers in the way.” The beardy scowled. “Are you going to deal with the lizard or what?”

The enemy mages were split between trying to deal with the mass of zombies and golems and trying to blow Spot out of the sky. The demolition rats shook their fists at the display – they were all fond of Spot – and fired a series of projectiles that burst in mid-air to rain shrapnel down on their enemies.

“Get to work, beardy. Kill the mages if you can. If you can’t, then at least keep them from focusing on Spot.” She cracked her knuckles. “I’ve got a lizard and a Lord of Magic to kill.”

The idiot wasn’t letting things go either. Zombie pigeons with explosive seals on them were swooping down on the enemy mages, bowmen, and crossbowmen. Only a handful made it through the barrage of projectiles, but each exploded with devastating force. More mages appeared on the rooftops beside the enemy soldiers, so the idiot’s zombies began to climb up to get at them. When that wasn’t fast enough, a zombie ogre started hurling smaller zombies at the rooftops. The zombies didn’t land gracefully, but they did force the mages to deal with them instead of targeting Spot or helping in the battle below.

Avraniel frowned. Where were the other monstrous zombies? Ah. There were large bursts of magic elsewhere in the base. They must have engaged the other Lords of Magic. That was fine. She’d let the idiot handle them.

A rat squeaked something at her, and Avraniel scowled.

“The twerp wants me to keep the body of the salamander intact? Are you serious? I know the corpse would be useful, but that’s a big thunder salamander. I don’t know how much I can afford to hold back.”

The rat shrugged. He was just relaying orders.

“Fine, fine. I’ll see what I can do. But if I have to, I’ll tear that thing to pieces.”

Avraniel blasted her way through the crowd, and it wasn’t long before the enemy soldiers parted to make way for the Lord of Magic and his salamander. Her lips curled. Forget the captain with his shiny helmet. This asshole was wearing enough top-quality equipment in the form of amulets, charms, and rings to buy a nice estate in the rich part of a wealthy city. Most of those would be enchanted to resist heat, right? She could turn him to ash, and they’d probably still be okay.

“You will go no further, criminal!” His words would have been more impressive if the base wasn’t currently being swamped by zombies and golems. Avraniel sensed one of the larger magical signatures nearby go out. The idiot must have killed one of the Lords of Magic with his zombies.

“Yeah? Then stop me if you can.”

The salamander roared and charged straight at her. A few unlucky soldiers who were too slow to move were crushed beneath its bulk, and the zombies that clung onto it were barely a nuisance. Even a pair of zombie ogres were shoved aside like children’s toys. Lightning crackled around its body, and its eyes shone with all the power of a storm.

Avraniel could have dodged. She probably should have. But there was just something about the salamander’s stupid face that pissed her off, not to mention the smug smirk on the Lord of Magic’s face. She was going to kill that damn thing and its rider, and she was going to enjoy it.

The salamander hit her with all the force of an avalanche, and despite bracing herself and calling up a cloak of molten white flame, she still went flying. Yep. Definitely not her best idea ever. She hit a building, smashed through the back wall, and then tumbled out the other side. If she hadn’t called up her flames, she would definitely have been in serious trouble – or not. Ever since transforming into her crystal form for the first time, she’d gotten stronger and tougher, even if she hadn’t been able to transform again.

She got to her feet and spat out a mouthful of blood. It hit the ground and boiled away. Her ears were ringing, but she was smiling. She hadn’t been able to transform again, but she felt she got closer when she was in a real fight, the kind where she wasn’t just blasting away but was also getting blasted too. Molten metal stirred in her veins, and crystalline light flickered around her before settling back into white flame. The blood trickling from her lips gleamed like metal, and her hair began to glow. She hadn’t transformed, but she could feel a difference.

“Come on, you ugly son of a bitch!” she bellowed. “Let’s go!”

She hurled herself forward, a white meteor that sent the salamander stumbling back. Thunder crackled, and lightning flashed. The smell of ozone filled the air. She was hit, but her white flames took the sting out of the attack. She dodged a crushing claw and leapt onto the salamander’s back. It shrieked as the flesh she touched began to burn, its immensely durable scales no match for the heat pouring out of her.

The Lord of Magic howled, and the skies above them tore open in reply. A jagged bolt of lightning sizzled down from the sky. Avraniel punched upward. The air split, and an inferno bloomed above her, turning the night into day. The lightning never reached her, and she grabbed the Lord of Magic. He tried to retreat by leaving an echo in his place, but she ignored the distraction. At this range, there was no way the echo could fool her. Electricity shot from his fingertips, but she was too close. She reached forward, and several defensive barriers sprang to life. Her hands, glowing like metal fresh from the forge, ripped right through the barriers, and she grabbed his head.

He was ash a moment later.

The salamander screamed in rage and hurled itself at a nearby building in a bid to either throw her off or crush her. She held on, fire billowing as broken masonry tumbled down on them. She heaved punch after punch into its head with one hand as her other seared a handhold into its skull.

“Is that it?” she boomed. “Is that all you’ve got? Come on!”

Flames enveloped them, scorching and hungry, until the salamander managed to scrape her off. A blast of lightning hit her and then another and another and another, each larger and more powerful than the one before. Oh, yeah. She’d made the correct decision. Spot would have died if he’d fought this thing. She hit the side of a building, broke it, and then cratered the wall behind it. She laughed, and the blood seeping from her wounds was scorched gold. But even that boiled away as the heat within her grew. Her heart raced, and the sun inside her burned hotter still.

She tore herself out of the wall and leapt, not quite flying, and her kick caught the salamander square in the jaw. The explosion that followed rocked it back on its heels, and she continued to wing in punches and kicks. Forget finess. Forget technique. This was about hitting the damn salamander as hard as she could. Their fight carried them down toward the docks, and the salamander struggled to its feet next to the water. It was barely conscious, but there was vicious hatred in its eyes. She could respect that. This thing was tough. Damn tough. Power gathered around it as it rallied itself for one last effort. How would it make its final stand?

“What are you standing there for?” she taunted. The scent of ash was heavy in the air. “Are you tired? Scared? If you’ve got the guts, then stop standing there and –”

CRUNCH.

Scar slammed into the salamander. The jagged horns atop the massive whale’s head speared into the reptile’s side before the whale twisted and drove the salamander into the ground. The beleaguered salamander tried to stand only for Scar to leap clear of the water and then land on it, crushing it flat.

“…” Avraniel gaped. “Hey!” She shook her fist. “You bastard! You stole my kill!”

Scar rolled back into the water. You were taking too long.

“He has a point,” the idiot drawled. The twerp was next to him, looking a bit ragged around the edges. Bringing Scar back must have done a number on her. “I need you up in the ruins of that tower.” He pointed. “Jake and the other ships should be arriving soon. They’re going to enter the harbour and bombard our opponents, but the secret is out. Enemy ships won’t be far behind them.”

Avraniel shook herself. She couldn’t sense the base’s barrier anymore. “You brought the barrier down?”

“We had to blow up most of the other anchors since we’re running short of time.”

“And the rest of the battle?” Avraniel wiped blood off her mouth. Instead of gleaming metal, she saw red on the back of her hand. “Spot?”

“The other Lords of Magic are dead, captured, or in full retreat.” He chuckled. “It might have been problematic if they were able to group up, but my monstrous zombies were able to isolate them and pick them off one by one. As for Spot, he and Daerin have things well in hand. And with the Lords of Magic mostly dealt with, my monstrous zombies are free to lend a hand.”

Avraniel could actually see one of those hydra-based monstrous zombies getting stuck into the imperial troops. Hah! That was a lot of acid. She could also see more explosions as the demolition rats continued their barrage.

“Not bad.”

I will assist in the harbour. Scar laughed. More imperial ships to sink! What a wonderful day to be… sort of alive!

“Stupid whale.” Avraniel smirked. “We’ll see which one of us can sink more ships – and you still owe me for the salamander.”


Chapter Twelve

Old Man glanced outside as a series of sunbursts lit up the night. “It would seem that our pyromaniacal friend is cutting loose.” Hopefully, she wouldn’t get too enthusiastic. Otherwise, even the building they were in would be at risk.

“It has been a while since she has had the opportunity,” Amanda replied.

They had already seized the base’s commander and senior staff, and a team of ninja rats had gone to deal with the barrier whilst the others worked on locating and securing important documents and hidden caches. Based on the lack of resistance they’d encountered since capturing the officers, they were unlikely to encounter any real trouble. Whoever could put up a fight had already been dealt with.

He almost pitied the officers. They had reacted swiftly to the sudden attack on the base, and their ability to marshal and field their troops in orderly fashion spoke well of them. Alas, with so many of those troops dispatched to fight off the zombies and golems, they had not been prepared for a decapitation strike led by an ancient vampire and a master swordsman. A Lord of Magic had stayed back, but he had made the mistake of trying to cross swords with Old Man.

The Lord of Magic had been skilled, and his ability to combine swordplay with wind magic and speed magic had certainly been impressive. However, it had only taken three strikes for Old Man to take his measure and another two to understand how he fought. From there, Old Man had only needed a further two blows to relieve his foe of his head. Even so, to last seven strikes against him in combat was an impressive feat. Old Man had not given his all, but he had not been taking it easy either.

The captured officers were currently being overseen by the ninja rats and some of Timmy’s zombies. The necromancer had also sent them several zombie cobras whose venom had been modified to incapacitate rather than kill. They’d proven to be wonderfully handy. A bite or two was sufficient to ensure their captives were in no position to escape or resist.

“I’ll have to examine their minds more closely for additional information,” Amanda said. “Would you mind watching the corridor?”

“Certainly.” Old Man stepped outside and ignored the muffled pleas for mercy followed by blood-curdling screaming. Mind magic was a difficult and complicated field. Haste – necessary or otherwise – often resulted in hideous agony, and resistance would only amplify the pain. “Remember,” he said as he shut the door. “We do need as many of them alive as possible.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Amanda replied. “Ah… company is approaching.”

Old Man listened but heard nothing. However, he wasn’t worried. Amanda’s hearing was far keener than his. Soon enough, though, he heard it. Footsteps. “It would seem you are correct.”

His gaze went to the men striding down the corridor. They were amongst the elites who had been drawn away by the sudden onslaught of Timmy’s zombies, followed by the deployment of Avraniel, Spot, and Daerin. They must have realised the danger and returned. It was a pity. Their instincts had been good, but they were too late. A burst of lightning lit up the harbour, and Old Man heard a deep, ponderous bellow echo through the night. Ah. That must be Scar. Well, with the whale and Avraniel at the docks, Jake and his fellow captains should have no problems making landfall or engaging enemy ships.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Old Man said. “If you would be so kind as to surrender, then I would be happy to take you into custody. You shall be treated fairly.”

They answered not with words, but with actions. He smiled. Honestly, he’d have been disappointed if they took his offer. After all, they were the elites. To them, death was supposed to be better than dishonour.

It was well known that soldiers who had magic often utilised it differently from mages. The specific theories behind the differences were not his speciality. That was more Timmy’s area of expertise. However, he was all too aware of the results. They could reinforce their bodies and weapons, potent abilities for warriors, but they often showed less aptitude and flexibility in how they used their magic externally in comparison to dedicated mages.

For instance, a shadow mage who was a soldier first and foremost would likely be unable to match Katie’s versatility or raw power. Instead, they would be superior from a physical standpoint while using shadow magic to enhance their body and weapons. He’d known one shadow mage who had used shadows to move around but who had been unable to do anything else. Another had been able to transform into shadows to negate physical damage, and another had been able to hide weaponry in their own shadow. Dedicated mages could – and often did – reinforce their bodies with magic, which was why they were often sturdier than normal people, but they rarely reached the same heights of physical power as those who walked the path of the warrior.

Timmy could do it, albeit not at the level of a truly specialised warrior. However, no normal man could swing a shovel around as easily as he could, nor wrangle a dragon of Spot’s size, even if the dragon never used his full strength, always mindful of accidentally harming his friends. After all, a shovel was heavier than most weapons, yet Timmy could still use one to keep up with much smaller and lighter weapons like daggers.

It became instinctive for people who engaged in a lot of physical activity to use magic like that. Indeed, it was the foundation of the techniques employed by warriors across the world. However, warriors inevitably refined those techniques, even going so far as to develop highly specialised variants to match their magic and fighting style. Few dedicated mages specialised in that sort of enhancement since they had to devote their time elsewhere and because there were many cases of mages who had tried to do both only to find their magic growing… inflexible in unexpected ways as a result. Of course, there were those who had successfully pursued both paths, but they were few and far between.

It was not a matter of one path being better or worse. Rather, it was a case of them being different, and which one a person chose depended on what sort of life they wished to pursue.

The enemy elites glided forward, their movements swift and sure and easy. Old Man was impressed but unbothered. He was a very old man now in a profession where so very many died so very young. He moved to meet them halfway, unfazed by the difference in numbers. A parry led to a slash that split a man from hip to shoulder. A slight turn allowed him to evade a thrust before his riposte parted his opponent’s head from his shoulders. A sidestep followed by another slash let him cut cleanly through another man before his instincts warned him about an attack from behind. He ducked and came up with a thrust that skewered his enemy. He pulled his sword free and continued, never needing more than a single attack to cut down his opponents. His blade this time was not his favoured katana but the messer he had wielded while posing as Amanda’s bodyguard. It was an interesting weapon, and he enjoyed the variety it offered.

His last opponent, the captain, was cut of a different cloth. He withstood four strokes – no small feat since he was facing Old Man alone – before their blades locked together. A subtle shift in his footing allowed Old Man to force him off balance. The captain stumbled, and that was the end. With his stance broken, he had no hope of defending himself.

The messer was an excellent weapon for this sort of close-range fighting, and he had made sure to master all of the hand-to-hand techniques that went with it. Too many people forgot that actual combat was not bound by the rules and customs of the duelling arena. Strikes, grapples, and other techniques were all important tools, and Old Man was not shy about using them if the opportunities presented themselves.

He checked to make sure there were no other enemies headed their way before returning to the room where Amanda and the rats were. He raised an eyebrow. The man she’d been interrogating was now spasming and frothing at the mouth.

“Do I want to know what happened?” He hadn’t heard any additional screaming, but lack of screaming was hardly the best indicator of damage when it came to mind magic.

Amanda scowled. “He had magic in place that was designed to wipe his mind in the event of mental interference. It was several steps up from what even the Accountant had.”

Old Man’s eyes widened. “That is… unexpected.” Presumably, the Accountant had purchased the finest magic money could buy. “Then they must have something to hide here.”

“Yes. He is one of the highest-ranking officers. The others didn’t have that magic. I’m going to hold off on interrogating the base’s commander until I have a better grasp of it. I think I can get around it, but it’s better to be safe. As you can see, I won’t get a second chance.”

It was a relief to hear she could handle it. It would have been incredibly awkward if all they had to show for their efforts was a bunch of drooling, mindless wrecks. He could also imagine Avraniel giving Amanda no shortage of grief. The elf seemed to delight in trying to provoke the vampire. He would have called it immature, but it was honestly nice to see the vampire get flustered from time to time. It was a welcome sign that her enormous age hadn’t stripped her of her humanity. He’d travelled with another ancient vampire for a while in his younger days. In the end, they’d parted ways after the vampire had succumbed to the ennui that plagued older members of his species. The vampire had chosen to slumber deep beneath the earth in a sealed tomb rather than continue living an ordinary life.

“I will keep an eye on events outside, in case my intervention is required. Let me know if you need anything.”

Old Man returned to the corridor and peered out a window. Spot was flying over the base and peppering soldiers with bolts of black flame. People were screaming and running, and many were even begging to surrender. He couldn’t blame them. They were badly outnumbered now and horribly outmatched, and they had seen their strongest warriors and mages fall.

Spot looked as if he’d be happy to continue fighting and killing – his dragon’s blood, no doubt – but fortunately for the soldiers, Daerin was there to intercede. He ordered the soldiers to cast their weapons aside while his golems marched them into several buildings away from the fighting and watched over them. Good. There was no honour to be found in slaughtering beaten men.

Further out, Avraniel and Scar appeared to be competing over who could sink the most enemy ships as Jake and their allies began to land more troops before turning to fight the returning imperial warships. They ought to have it well in hand, but if they didn’t, Timmy and Katie could send their monstrous zombies to assist them. Those zombies were worth their weight in gold. In terms of raw power, the Lords of Magic that Timmy had slain should each have posed a serious challenge. Yet by perfectly coordinating his zombies, Timmy had slain several Lords of Magic without taking a single wound. It was yet more evidence of the immense impact a Grand Necromancer could have on the battlefield.

Old Man continued to watch the battle, but then he heard a sound he had not heard in a long time and felt magic that he had not encountered since his days in the east. Outside the window, a cloaked figure sailed past atop a flying sword, the air all but singing as the weapon shot through the air. More swords trailed in their wake, matching their path through the air perfectly.

Old Man went to the makeshift interrogation room. “Amanda, something demands my immediate attention. Will you be okay with only the rats here?”

She nodded. “I’ll be fine. The rats can protect me. Do what you must.”

Old Man glanced at the rats. The leader of this particular group, Palladio, saluted crisply and took up a position by the door.

“I will leave this to you.”

* * *

Timmy was hoping the battle would be over soon. Groups of soldiers had begun to surrender, and Timmy was happy to let them. He wasn’t a fan of mindless slaughter, for all that his necromancy made him very good at it, and the average imperial soldier wasn’t necessarily a bad person. Most of them were young men who were looking to make a bit of money, didn’t know what to do with themselves, or were very patriotic. Timmy loved his country, so it would have been hypocritical for him to get upset that his enemies loved their country too. He also wouldn’t be surprised if a decent chunk of them were conscripts since the war had been getting more and more out of hand. Given the losses the empire had already sustained and their desire to advance on multiple fronts, they simply didn’t have enough professional soldiers. A nobleman might be able to bribe his way out of conscription or finagle his way into a cushy officer’s job, but a commoner had no hope of avoiding the front lines. As he was contemplating how best to get the remaining soldiers to surrender, he felt a burst of unfamiliar magic and turned to squint at something up in the sky.

Something was flying through the air, and it didn’t look like a wyvern rider or a griffin. One of his zombie falcons – they were great for watching the battlefield – got a better glimpse of it, and his eyes widened. There was somebody riding on a sword with several more swords flying behind them. That wasn’t what he’d expected although there was something about the image that tugged at his memory.

A gesture from the cloaked figure sent the swords flying at Spot who was currently locked in battle against a wyvern rider. Timmy had made a point of sending zombies to intercept the base’s fliers. He’d dealt with most of them, but a few had been smart enough to wait until his zombie fliers and monstrous zombies were otherwise occupied before trying to escape. This fellow had managed to evade Timmy’s zombies only to run into Spot. Although the wyvern was larger than Spot, Timmy had zero doubts about how the battle was going to end. Spot was an absolute menace in the air.

The dragon sensed the swords coming and twisted acrobatically to avoid them while raking his claws along the wyvern’s belly. The creature wailed and dropped out of the sky as Spot unleashed a jet of fire toward his sword-riding opponent. To their credit, the swordsman was ready, somehow staying attached to their sword despite turning upside to avoid Spot’s attack. It was a brilliant evasion – right up until Spot closed the distance and shoulder barged them in an aerial tackle that would have smashed every bone in their body if not for their swords rushing back to form a makeshift shield. Metal shrieked as the blades skittered off Spot’s scales, but the swords had taken the edge off Spot’s attack. The sword rider was sent tumbling away instead of being pulped in mid-air. Those swords were no joke either. Spot’s aerial tackles could crumple solid armour and snap regular weapons with ease.

As Spot moved to pursue, a sword shot toward him, and the blades he’d evaded earlier raced toward his back. Spot dodged the majority of them and used his tail to bat aside the two that attacked from behind. That was new. Until recently, his tail would have been too short to do that. The sword rider was still getting their bearings back when Spot reached them. The dragon’s claws came down in a tremendous swipe with all his weight and speed behind it, and the sword rider frantically swung a weapon up in a desperate block.

CLANG.

To Timmy’s disbelief, Spot’s strike didn’t simply cleave through the sword and tear his opponent apart. Instead, the dao – a sabre-like weapon from the far east – lit up as countless symbols appeared along the blade. The sword rider had only used a single arm to hold the weapon, but the block was reinforced by more of their swords to form a sort of scaffolding in the sky. Spot’s claws ground against the edge of the dao, and black flame erupted around him. The dragon roared and then flexed his body while beating his wings to boost his momentum. The sudden surge flung his opponent off their sword toward the ground. They managed to twist in mid-air and turn what should have been a fatal impact into a graceful roll before turning to launch their swords at Spot again.

Timmy’s brows furrowed. It hadn’t been easy to notice at first with the billowing cloak in the way, but now that the sword rider was on the ground, it was impossible to miss. Whoever Spot was fighting, they were missing their right arm. They weren’t very tall either, perhaps only five feet and four inches tall, and they were on the slender side too.

Spot dodged again, but he was getting more and more frustrated as the swords continued to chase after him. One clattered into his side, and although the wound it left was far from deadly, the fact that it had actually managed to draw blood was impressive. Just as impressively, the sword’s edge wasn’t melting when exposed to Spot’s molten dragon blood.

“Spot,” Timmy shouted. “Leave this to me. Stay up there and continue raining fire on the enemy. They’re about to break. They’ll all surrender if we push a little more.”

Spot growled. He probably wanted to rip the interloper limb from limb himself, but he beat his wings and ascended. Even without using his white flame, the accelerated healing that dragons had meant his wound had likely already healed.

Spot’s opponent turned, and Timmy got a better look at the mask they wore. It was a stylised mask of eastern design – pale white with red markings around the eyes to mimic tears of blood. They leapt, and the largest of their swords flew over, so they could stand on top of it. For a moment, they stared down at him before striking a pose. Timmy tilted his head to the side. Really? Posing now?

“You must be the Grand Necromancer I’ve heard so much about.” His opponent was a girl with an eastern accent, albeit not the same accent as Old Man. However, unless he badly missed his guess, it was the accent of someone from the Empire of Gold and Steel, a nation not far from Old Man’s homeland. “I am honoured to face the leader of the enemy.”

“Is that so? Why don’t you introduce yourself?” Timmy’s magic went to work as he spoke. If the enemy wanted to speak, he would let her – but he wouldn’t be idle. There was plenty of dirt and stone around for him to manipulate if he wanted to force her out of the air, and he still had dust and pebbles in his pouch. There were also a few boulders nearby, courtesy of Gerald.

The girl tore off her mask to reveal a second mask below it. Was she serious? This mask had steel-grey tears instead of red. “I am the Legendary Warrior For Hire… the Mysterious Mask.” He could actually hear the capitalisation.

If he hadn’t just seen her fight Spot in the air and survive, he might have laughed. He could only hope that Katie wasn’t watching and taking notes. “They call me Timmy.”

The girl gestured, and half a dozen swords rose up into the air beside her. Counting the sword she was on and the sword she held in her left hand, there were eight in total. He hadn’t seen her use any others despite the weapons that littered the ground, so either eight was her limit, or she was concealing her full strength. “It will be an honour to face you… Timmy.”

The swords streaked forward, and Timmy rolled. They thudded into the ground behind him and tore through the dirt and stone, sending up plumes of dust and debris. She immediately tried to pull them free, but Timmy was faster. A gesture from his shovel had the earth swallow the swords and then harden. Without any space to accelerate them, the swords were stuck. The girl stopped and stared before reaching out to half a dozen of the swords nearby that had been dropped by soldiers or zombies. However, Timmy was already moving. He sent pebbles flying at her, and she parried them with her weapon before closing in to meet him head on. At the last second, the sword she was standing on hurtled toward him. He leaned to the side to avoid it, and she was forced to use the swords she’d taken from the battlefield to deflect the barrage of dirt and stone he sent her way.

Timmy had always been skilled at taking his opponent’s measure. It was one of the main reasons he was still alive. He could usually tell quite quickly if he should stand his ground or retreat. This girl – and she sounded like a teenager – was very, very skilled. In terms of pure talent and skill, her swordsmanship was truly outstanding, but he had more experience and his shovel, and the combination of the two more than made up the difference.

They exchanged a handful of blows, and each of hers was struck with great force and incredible precision. However, he could tell that there was something lacking in her technique. He wasn’t sure what it was at first, but the moment he went on the offensive, taking advantage of the unusual nature of his weapon, he realised what it was.

She used the dao, and her style was clearly meant for somebody with two arms. His shovel sang beneath another heavy impact, and the runes and seals on it shone to keep it from being turned into a mangled wreck. A master smith must have made her weapon because it was pushing his shovel to the limit, and it had withstood a full-blooded strike from Spot’s claws. He kept his footing and bound their weapons together. With only one arm, she was at an immediate disadvantage, so he switched to a one-handed grip and tried to grapple her and foul her footing. She recognised the danger immediately and attempted to disengage, using the swords she’d seized to try to create some distance. But Timmy was a Grand Necromancer, and he had zombies everywhere. He didn’t have to turn his head to know where the swords were, and he was able to evade them or block them with his earth magic while pressing his advantage.

She growled and finally managed to back away, only to skip forward, faking high and then going low to force him to jump. He retreated instead, and she came after him with sharp, chopping blows. He was used to the speed and force of her attacks now, and each parry or dodge left her vulnerable to his increasingly effective counterattacks. She made a frustrated sound and tried to call for the sword she’d ridden on, but he covered it with dirt and dragged it underground. Stopping the blades when they were moving at full speed was hard, but it was much easier to contain them before they got going.

As adept as she was with her left hand – and she was incredibly skilled for a teenager – he’d noticed minor hitches and hesitations that would only have existed if she normally favoured her right hand. Of course, with her right arm missing, she had no choice but to use her left hand. Her mask used magic to conceal her eyes, but he could read the concern in her body language – and notice that she was either blind or close to it in her right eye. The way she responded to attacks from that side was slower, and he’d almost hit her with several of his attacks. She’d also begun to position her body and turn her head to better compensate as the fight wore on.

Timmy blocked another attack and then locked their weapons together again. Using one hand to keep their weapons bound, he went for another trip and then threw a sneaky hook at the right side of her face. She was a fraction late in noticing the blow, and it clattered off her temple. She staggered back, and Timmy moved in to disable her because he’d rather not kill a teenager. The girl wrenched desperately at half a dozen nearby weapons, but Timmy was ready, and the earth swallowed them up.

The girl lunged forward. It was a move born out of desperation and the instinctive understanding that she would lose unless she could retake the initiative. She was fast, but he’d already grasped the essence of her style. It focused on using heavy, powerful blows to force openings that could then be exploited by smaller, swifter attacks. However, the lack of a right arm was telling. She was using magic to help move the weapon she held in her left hand, but she couldn’t move it with the same precision having a right hand would have given her. And now that Timmy had gotten her measure, he could fight the way he preferred – by cheating.

For the first time, he attacked the ground beneath her feet with his magic. She slipped, and it was a testament to her quick reflexes and balance that she managed to stay on her feet. She was completely on the defensive now, just barely able to keep up. Her magic surged, and there were flashes of light as her original swords appeared around her. Interesting. He doubted it was a secondary form of magic. It felt more like she’d used seals or something similar to return them to her, and the sudden drop in her magical reserves meant it couldn’t have been easy.

Timmy pressed forward again, and the girl tried to launch her swords at him only to be pelted by an assortment of bricks, dirt, rocks, and debris. She was losing. They both knew it. He vanished amidst the confusion, and her swords went awry, hitting nothing except air, a pair of zombies, and a half-broken wall. She turned to flee, but he had no intention of letting her go. But before he could act, there was a blur of motion, and Old Man was suddenly there.

“Old Man?” Timmy asked.

“My apologies,” the swordsman murmured. “But could you perhaps leave this fight to me? I can sense Gerald approaching. He seems to be rather anxious. He might need your assistance.”

Timmy’s brows furrowed. Old Man wasn’t in the habit of interrupting other people’s fights. He must have a good reason for intervening. “If you insist.”

“Gerald,” Old Man raised his voice to let the bureaucrat hear him over the din of battle. “A jian, if you please.”

“What’s a jian?” Gerald asked.

“A sword like the one floating behind her – the one over her left shoulder.”

“Ah… yes! I do have one of those.”

Timmy went over to Gerald as the bureaucrat tossed the weapon to Old Man. The swordsman caught it.

“An ornamental piece, unlikely to last long in a real battle, but it should do for now.” Old Man turned to the girl, and his gaze grew stern. There was steel in him now, and the atmosphere of danger in the area went from sharp to utterly suffocating. Gerald actually made a choking sound, and Timmy patted him on the back.

“You brought the bunker, right?” Timmy asked. Gerald nodded. “Excellent. Set it up over there.”

“Prepare yourself,” Old Man told the girl. “Strike with your strongest technique, or you will die where you stand.”

The girl staggered in the face of Old Man’s fighting spirit, but she quickly recovered. The blades around her trembled, and Timmy watched intently as seals stitched onto her clothing lit up and then burnt away. More blades rose up into the air, taken from the battlefield around them. There were now fifteen blades in the air around her although their uneasy, restless movements suggested that she was just barely controlling all of them.

“You have a most formidable presence.” The girl inclined her head. “I did not think I would meet one such as you here. Very well. I shall face you with everything I have.” She twirled the sword she held in her hand and then pointed it at Old Man. “Face the Steel Tide… the Rushing River of Blades!”

The blades streamed at Old Man, and the girl followed in their wake. Her whole body was thrown into a strike that had enough force and magic in it to cut a building in half. She likely hadn’t used it against Timmy because he’d never given her the time and space to prepare such a powerful attack. He’d learned from planning to kill his master that a true swordsman could be as deadly as a war mage if given the time and space to do as they pleased.

Old Man smiled fondly, and for a moment, he looked decades younger, the burden of old regrets and long-lost friends falling away. “I remember that technique although the version I faced involved a great many more swords than yours. Even so, if you are who I think you are, you should recognise my reply.”

Old Man struck. In that instant, his jian was everywhere and nowhere at once. The flying swords were driven into the ground, and the dao was knocked from his opponent’s hands. She went down, rolling to a stop and then staring up at the sky as she lay flat on her back. There were small cuts on her clothing and minute scratches on her mask. If Old Man had committed fully to even a single one of those strikes, she would have died.

Amazingly, the girl began to laugh and laugh until her laughter trailed off into something suspiciously close to a sob. “I know that technique.” There was desperate hope in her voice. “My grandfather spoke of it many times, but I never thought I would see it myself.” She got to her knees and then bowed low, pressing her forehead against the ground. “I am honoured to meet the man my grandfather calls his sworn brother – the one known as the Invincible Blade and the Heavenly Sword.”

The girl tugged off her mask, and Timmy found himself looking at a teenage girl from the far east. She had long, dark hair and a single jade eye flecked with vivid specks of violet that seemed to glow in the moonlight. The right half of her face was covered by a large eye patch that hid everything from the right side of her lips up to her hair. That explained a lot. As skilled as she was, he could tell that she hadn’t fully adjusted to losing her right arm and right eye. She was still trying to fight as if she had both. How had she lost them? In any normal fight, losing an arm and an eye should have been a death sentence. Moreover, the quality of her weapons suggested a prosperous background, so why hadn’t her injuries been properly treated. It could be costly, but a skilled healer could definitely restore both a missing arm and a missing eye.

“This humble one offers her greetings.” She was speaking in the language used in the Empire of Gold and Steel rather than the tongue used by many countries including Everton and the Eternal Empire.

Timmy was familiar with the language thanks to his studies and his dealings with certain merchants who hailed from that region. Necromancy was a richly varied discipline, and necromancers from the east didn’t do things in quite the same way as necromancers from the west. He wouldn’t say that either practice was superior. Both could be viewed as developing in response to their particular environments. His preferred approach was to study as many different styles of necromancy as possible, keeping what worked and discarding what didn’t. One of his fellow Grand Necromancers was actually from the Empire of Gold and Steel although Timmy had only met him twice. The distances involved made it impractical for him to travel to the west for anything outside the largest and most important necromancer conventions.

“I am Long Meixing,” the girl said. “A young mistress of the Flying Sword Sect.”

“Long Meixing?” Old Man smiled. His sternness fell away, and his eyes were filled with warmth. He tapped his jian against his shoulder. “With that name and the sect you belong to… and those eyes. I would know those eyes anywhere. If I’m not mistaken, those are your grandmother’s eyes, and your grandfather is the Master of Flying Swords himself.”

“Yes! He is indeed my most honoured grandfather.” Meixing bowed low again. Timmy could remember Old Man mentioning the Master of Flying Swords in passing, but he hadn’t thought to inquire further. Apparently, the name wasn’t just for show. “Please, Heavenly Sword, take me as your disciple!”

“My disciple?” Old Man raised an eyebrow. The battle around them had dwindled as the sheer number of zombies remaining, to say nothing of the reinforcements coming from Jake’s dreadnought and the other ships, crushed what little hope the enemy had.

“Please! Are you not the Invincible Blade who helped usher in the present age? Was it not your blessed sword that fought alongside my grandfather’s to shelter the emperor in his youth before placing him upon the throne? Who better to learn from than you?” Meixing’s fist clenched. “I know I am a cripple, but even so, I beg of you to consider me.”

“You’ve saved more than one empire?” Timmy asked. He’d learned enough about Old Man’s past to realise he’d played a pivotal role in the history of the Empire of Clouds and Rivers, but his actions in the Empire of Gold and Steel were new to him.

Old Man’s expression was complicated, to say the least. “I had an eventful youth.” His voice softened as he spoke to Meixing. “And, please, do not call yourself a cripple. One of the finest swordsmen I ever met had only a single arm, and I considered him a dear friend and teacher before his passing.”

Meixing said nothing. Instead, she remained in her position of supplication, silently begging Old Man to accept her.

Despite feeling sympathy for the girl, Timmy was morally obligated to point out the obvious. “You do realise that Old Man and I are on the same side, right? In fact, he lives in my castle. You just spent the past several minutes trying to kill me, not to mention you attacked Spot.” That might be the biggest problem. Timmy was quite pragmatic. He understood that today’s enemy could, in the right circumstances, be tomorrow’s friend. Spot, however, could definitely hold a grudge if he felt he’d been wronged, and Avraniel… oh boy. Meixing was going to be in a world of trouble if the elf found out she’d managed to wound Spot.

Meixing raised her head and winced. “In my defence, I failed. Your skills are most commendable. I had not imagined a necromancer would be so formidable in close combat. Had the Heavenly Sword not intervened, I would have lost my life.” She paused. “Also… we were enemies.”

“And we’re not enemies now?” Timmy asked. He sighed. “You’re skilled. You’re more talented with a blade than I’ve ever been, but you lack experience. You also need to stop using a style that’s clearly meant for two hands when you’ve only got one. I bet you were right-handed too, weren’t you?”

Meixing visibly cringed. “To have divined so much about my skills from our fight…”

“Timmy is far more formidable a warrior than he gives himself credit for.” Old Man glanced at him. “Would she be able to join us? I know she tried to kill you and she did attack Spot, but her grandfather and I are sworn brothers. If she cannot join us, then I would still ask that we let her go on her way once she vows to do us no harm.”

Timmy sighed. “Honestly, she wouldn’t even be the first person on this team who has tried to kill me.” Timmy glanced toward the harbour. Columns of white flame were rising up toward the sky. The enemy ships were still fighting, but it wouldn’t be long before they were at the bottom of the harbour. Hopefully, they wouldn’t block the harbour, but they could always ask Scar to help deal with any blockages. He was actually impressed they’d lasted this long. Maybe Scar and Avraniel were getting in each other’s way, or maybe Avraniel had tried to avoid sinking the ships, so they could loot them more easily. “She didn’t get as close as Avraniel did, and fighting her wasn’t nearly as bad as fighting all of Daerin’s golems.” Not to mention the sheer aggravation of fighting Daerin’s giant golem. That battle had cost Timmy a very valuable and time-consuming zombie. “Why are you working with the empire?”

“My magic granted me a vision,” Meixing said. “Uh… the stars speak to me. They said I would find my destiny and a way to cure my ills if I went west, so I did. Unfortunately, I ran out of money along the way and needed to find work. I do not know a lot about these lands, but I do know how to fight. They were hiring mercenaries, so here I am. However, I have no true loyalty to the empire. If you wish, I could swear an oath to you and yours before joining you on your epic quest.” A hopeful look entered her eye. “You are on an epic quest, right?”

“Absolutely.” Timmy shrugged. “Defeating an empire, fighting against overwhelming odds, all that sort of thing.”

“Then I must join. I have always wanted to go on an epic quest and to learn from the Heavenly Sword at the same time…”

“We’ll talk about it after you’ve made your oaths.” Timmy nodded. “Old Man, I’ll leave her to you. Clean things up here. I should head to the docks. Katie just did something very interesting.”

“Why does he call you Old Man?” Meixing asked.

Old Man laughed. “Because that is what I am – an old man.”

* * *

Katie forced down any concerns she had about her master. He would be fine. He had to be. He was too tough to get hurt in a place like this. However, she couldn’t help but worry. She’d seen it through one of her zombies. The girl with the sword had actually managed to block one of Spot’s attacks and had drawn blood. Not many people could do that. But her master would be fine. If he was truly worried, he would have used his zombies to fight. He hadn’t, which meant he was confident he could beat his opponent without them. If worse came to worst, he could always run away and use his zombies to cover his retreat.

Avraniel was in a tower up ahead of her, and the elf was busy blasting away at the ships that had hurried back while Jake split his attention between unloading reinforcements onto the docks and helping Avraniel with his dreadnought. Katie could see right away that she needed to clear a path for the reinforcements. Enemy soldiers had arrived at the docks, and they were busy trying to stem the tide. Whoever was in command of them must not have been in the mood to surrender yet. She ordered her zombies to swarm the soldiers while she moved to disable a tower that had been repaired amidst the fighting. Its weapons would make life difficult for anyone in the area.

“Come with me,” Katie said. Several ninja rats leapt onto her back as she used her shadows to vault up and into the tower, which had been badly damaged by one of Avraniel’s earlier attacks.

The rats immediately leapt into the fray as her shadows whipped out at the soldiers inside the tower. There were more of them than she expected, and one of them was a lot tougher than he looked. Despite his slender frame, he cut through her shadows and lunged toward her, but Rembrandt was there to meet him. The rat momentarily slowed the man down, but he was very, very good. Suddenly, Rembrandt was on the back foot, and Katie realised she’d made a big mistake. In her rush to get to the top of the tower, she’d left her zombies behind. They were rushing toward her as quickly as they could, but she should have brought some of them with her.

What should she do? Rembrandt was holding on, but he was clearly hard pressed. His opponent’s sword was in constant motion, and he somehow managed to keep track of Rembrandt despite the chaos of the battle and the rat turning invisible. She needed to help him. A howl echoed through the back of her mind, and her magic pulsed. That strange feeling of fullness she’d experienced when her shadows ate the werewolves came to the fore. It was calling to her – for what she didn’t know, but her instincts told her to focus on it.

She pulled on her magic, and the shadows in front of her pooled and then burst upward. A werewolf stood before her, its body made entirely of inky shadows. It didn’t look back at her. Instead, it surged forward, leaping straight at the soldier Rembrandt was fighting. The soldier’s first attack sliced off the werewolf’s arms, but that gave Rembrandt the time and space he needed to reposition and unleash a barrage of poisoned needles. In the moment it took the man to deal with the needles, the werewolf’s shadowy body bubbled like tar. Its arms grew back, and it lunged forward. Its jaws clamped down on one of the soldier’s arms. There was a spray of blood, and the werewolf rounded on the other soldiers as Rembrandt moved in to finish the job. The werewolf was merciless, shrugging off attacks and tearing into its opponents with murderous fury.

Katie could feel a bond with the werewolf, not unlike the bond she shared with her zombies. She knew, in some instinctive way, that although the werewolf was made entirely of shadows, its physical abilities and other attributes were nevertheless comparable to those of a real werewolf. It was still vulnerable to silver, but that vulnerability was heavily muted. Most importantly, she could tell that it was utterly obedient and bound to obey her will.

This was completely new. She had never been able to make creatures like this with her shadows. Sure, she could make shadow birds and shadow animals, but they hadn’t been capable of independent action. Instead, they had been shadows shaped into animals that she could manipulate. This werewolf was much closer to a living thing. In fact, she could feel its mind, a collection of rough, primal instincts and basic knowledge. It didn’t have the memories of the werewolf her shadows had eaten, but all she had to do was give orders, and it would do its best to carry them out. If she told it to fight, it would fight with brutal savagery. If she told it to stay nearby and focus on protecting her, she knew it would. She didn’t have to oversee its every action although she felt she could if she needed to. It was, in many ways, similar to a summoned creature or contracted spirit.

Her mind raced. If she could master this ability, she’d have a huge advantage in battle. Necromancers were at their weakest when they were separated from their zombies, which was why her master had become so adept in melee combat. But if she could summon shadow creatures to fight for her, then she wouldn’t have to worry if she got separated from her zombies.

The rats stared at the werewolf intently. Rembrandt hopped onto its shoulder and poked it. The werewolf turned its head to stare at him, but it made no move to attack. It must be able to recognise them as her allies despite her never telling it. Her zombies were the same. She didn’t have to tell her zombies to not attack her allies. They knew who her allies were and would not attack them unless ordered to. Katie focused on that feeling of fullness again. She’d eaten other werewolves, right? Could she only summon one of them, or could she summon more?

Her magic spilled outward, and several more shadowy werewolves appeared, standing still and silent as they awaited her orders. She took a deep breath and used her shadows to steady herself. Oh. Summoning the werewolves had taken a large chunk of her magic, and they were consuming more with each passing moment. They were definitely more costly to summon and maintain than her zombies, but they were clearly a step above regular zombies. She’d say they were comparable to her master’s zombie warrior elites in terms of their physical abilities although they were significantly less skilled. She smiled. She was going to have a lot of fun testing this, and she knew her master would too. But they could do that later. Right now, they needed to finish the battle.

“Clear the docks of enemies, but spare anyone who surrenders,” she said. The werewolves turned and leapt out of the tower.

Rembrandt hopped onto her shoulder and squeaked a question.

“No,” she replied. “This is the first time my magic has ever done this.” Her shadows quivered, and she instinctively reached out with them to swallow the downed soldiers. She wondered if there was a limit to how many things her shadows could consume or how big a body they could devour. “Hmm… I don’t sense any differences between the werewolves my shadows ate when they were alive and those who were eaten after they died. Does it not make a difference, or does my magic still have more growing to do?”

Rembrandt shrugged.

“Good point. There’s not a lot I can do about it now. I’ll just have to wait and see how it goes.”

The remainder of the battle passed swiftly. With the arrival of reinforcements and their increasingly untenable position, the rest of the base’s soldiers had a choice: die to the last man or surrender. Katie was pleased they chose to be sensible and surrender although it took them longer than she’d expected. Perhaps the rumours of necromancers sacrificing people willy-nilly had them feeling a bit nervous about laying down their weapons.

She and her master used their zombies to round up the soldiers and strip them of their weapons and armour while soldiers from Everton who had arrived with Jake and the other ships took on a more supervisory role. They were going to hold the people who’d surrendered in some of the remaining buildings while they worked out what to do with them. Normally, they’d be transported back to Everton and held until the end of the war, but that might not be possible given the present naval situation.

Her werewolves stood nearby, keeping watch over everything. It was eerie. They were like statues, standing perfectly still yet ready to burst into motion at any moment.

“That’s new,” her master said.

She nodded. “I think it’s what happens to the bodies my shadows eat.”

“We definitely need to test it. If you can summon them whenever you want, you don’t have to worry about being caught without help. We also need to know if you can only summon them a limited number of times before having to eat more, or if you can summon anything your shadows have eaten without any restrictions.”

Katie grinned. Exploring magic was fun. “There’s a lot to test, isn’t there? But I’ll still be practicing how to fight up close. It would be silly to stop learning, right?”

“Yes. You never know what might happen in battle, and learning how to stab someone is a valuable life skill.”

Katie giggled. Having Gerald around made it possible for them to summon thousands of zombies while still retaining some semblance of stealth. However, it would be a mistake to rely on him for everything. The bureaucrat could only be in one place at a time, and there was always the possibility – however remote – that he might be incapacitated. “They do take a fair bit of magic to summon and maintain – definitely more than regular zombies.” She massaged her temple. “I’d better get rid of them now. Otherwise, I’ll have a headache tomorrow. Hopefully, the process will get more efficient with practice. I also can’t help but wonder if the cost is fixed, linear, or something else. Will summoning something twice as big cost twice as much magic, or will it cost even more?”

She dismissed the werewolves with a thought. They collapsed in on themselves, and that strange sense of fullness returned. Hmm… was that her magic’s way of telling her she could summon them again? Shaking her head, she took out a potion and drank it. She could test it later, and the potion would take the edge off using so much magic. She was lucky that her reserves of magic were already quite large. If not, she would have collapsed after summoning the werewolves. Her magic was also quick to recover, which was nice. There were people who had large reserves but whose magic took forever to replenish.

What caught Katie off guard was the presence of the girl from before. She wasn’t surprised she was alive – her master didn’t run around killing teenagers – but she had been quite preoccupied earlier, so she’d missed what had transpired after the start of the girl’s battle with her master. Whatever had happened, she was now walking beside Old Man and talking with him excitedly. The swordsman seemed perfectly at ease in her presence. In fact, he looked almost wistful.

The girl had also removed her mask. She had long, raven-black hair that looked really smooth and silky. Katie was tempted to ask her what she used on it because it couldn’t have been easy to keep it in such good condition out here. Although the girl wore a large eye patch that covered almost half her face, the part of her face that Katie could see was pretty – elegant features and a jade eye punctuated by flecks of violet. She was a bit skinny too. It could be because she hadn’t been eating enough, or it could be because she was a teenager. The enemy soldiers appeared to be well fed, but it wasn’t unheard of for mercenaries to be responsible for supplying their own food. Then again, she could simply be at the knees-and-elbows stage of puberty. Katie had seen it in plenty of other apprentices, and she wasn’t looking forward to it. However, she’d gladly put up with it if she got the growth spurt that was supposed to come with it. If she couldn’t be tall, she could at least be average in height, right?

“Master,” Katie said. “Didn’t she try to kill you?”

“She did – although she wasn’t doing an especially good job of it. It turns out that Old Man knows her, or rather, he knows her grandfather. They’re sworn brothers, so he’ll be taking her on as a disciple.”

“Oh.” Maybe Katie should have been more concerned, but Avraniel had tried to blast them, Amanda had almost attacked her after being freed, Spot had tried to set them all on fire after hatching, and Daerin had built an army of self-replicating golems that they’d been forced to fight. Even Chomp had once been an enemy although he’d switched sides after realising that picking a fight with Avraniel was essentially a death sentence. “Can we trust her?”

“Her name is Meixing. She made oaths to Old Man and me that she’d be loyal to our cause.” Her master shrugged. “They were proper magically binding oaths, not the kind that are easy to squirm out of.” He lowered his voice. “The rats are also keeping an eye on her. If she tries anything, they know what to do.” Knowing him, her master had also put a few of his own countermeasures in place. She knew of at least two eldritch rituals that could be used to enforce oaths, and an explosive seal hidden in someone’s shoe was a great contingency plan.

“I guess it’s okay then.” Magically binding oaths were rarely used since they had a tendency to fail, could often be squirmed out of via imprecise wording, and were difficult for the overwhelming majority of people to actually perform. However, if her master was satisfied, then he must have reason to believe the oaths would hold.

Old Man and Meixing were conversing in what Katie believed was the language used in the Empire of Gold and Steel. She couldn’t speak it, but she did recognise it. She sighed. As much as she enjoyed learning new languages, she’d focused more on languages closer to home although she had been making excellent progress on learning Old Man’s language thanks to the swordsman and the ninja rats. Right now, Old Man and Meixing were both smiling. It was nice to see him smile, so Katie hoped Meixing proved to be trustworthy. She might be the closest Old Man would get to seeing some of his old friends again.

“Perhaps you should introduce yourself,” Old Man said to Meixing. “Now that we’re all here.”

And they were all there. Spot had arrived, and the young dragon looked more than a little put out by Meixing’s presence. She had launched swords at him and had even managed to draw blood although it had been closer to a scratch than a meaningful wound. She’d also had the audacity to not die when he’d tried to claw her.

Daerin was giving Chomp a thorough check while conversing with Gerald, and she was pleased to see they were all looking well. Chomp was wagging his tail, and most of the charms he wore appeared to be in good order. Gerald was happily explaining how he’d acquired a bunker and how her master had promised to upgrade it when he had the time to increase its already considerable durability further. Honestly, Katie would not be the least bit surprised if Gerald someday found a fortress, complete with a functional barrier, to store away with his magic.

Amanda and Avraniel were further back. The vampire was idly drinking from a gourd of blood while the elf was grinning in a way that was equal parts endearing and aggravating. Avraniel had ash in her hair, and there was dried blood on her face. Katie had never heard of somebody beating an adult thunder salamander to death, but Avraniel had been close to pulling it off before Scar had intervened. The cause of her glee was likely all the loot they’d secured. Better still, any loot that was on the ships they’d sunk could easily be retrieved thanks to their aquatic zombies.

The proceeds from all the whaling had also been kept in the base, which meant there was plenty of money to be had – along with a trio of partially processed whales that could be sold for excellent prices. Katie had been worried about Scar’s reaction, but the whale hadn’t been too upset by it. As he’d pointed out, the whales were already dead. It was better to make use of them than to leave their remains to rot.

And speaking of the murderous whale, he was radiating glee although he was back at the docks speaking with Jake. He couldn’t easily get himself up onto dry land, and he’d soundly rejected Katie’s offer to give him wings or legs. The pair were currently bonding over their shared hatred of the empire, and wasn’t that a scary thought? A privateer captain with a dreadnought and a giant whale joining forces to hunt down imperial ships. On second thought, that was fine. She just pitied the sailors who ran into them. Jake might be willing to accept surrenders, but she doubted Scar would.

Meixing walked forward and then bowed deeply. “My name is Long Meixing. I will be joining you on your epic quest to defeat the empire. I hope that we can get along and carve our names into history together. May our righteous cause bring us nothing but glory and honour.”

Katie blinked. She had occasionally thought of introducing herself in a similar manner, but a little voice in the back of her head that sounded suspiciously like her master had always warned her about using phrases like ‘epic quest’. But if Meixing was going to do it…

“Don’t you dare.” Her master snickered. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t –”

“No.”

Katie pouted. He always seemed to know what she was thinking. “Fine. I won’t.” She turned her attention back to Meixing. “But weren’t you working for the empire?”

Meixing straightened. She had a musical voice despite her accent, which was stronger than Old Man’s. Of course, Old Man had spent most of his life travelling. It was no surprise that he spoke the language used by Everton better than Meixing.

“I was working for them to earn money to fund my journey westward. I had also hoped to hone my skills, but all I’ve fought so far have been pirates, raiders, and the occasional monster.” Meixing shrugged. “I’ve only been working with them for a few months, so I feel no great sense of loyalty. A job is a job, as they say.” She frowned. “I was also warned by a friend that certain circumstances regarding my pay might be… unusual since I am not yet adept in reading the language used here although I can speak it well enough.”

“Cost cutting is a constant issue in large organisations,” Katie’s master drawled. “Which is why any decent commander keeps an eye on the people who handle the money.”

“Who warned you?” Katie asked. “Was it one of the soldiers?” Hopefully, whoever it was hadn’t gotten mangled by a zombie or blown up by Spot or Avraniel. That would be awkward.

Meixing shook her head. “No. It was one of the whaling captains – Captain Berringer.” She inclined her head. “He is a good man, and he has been most kind and helpful. He said I reminded him of his granddaughter although he never did say how.” She glanced toward her missing arm. “I hope it is not due to my… circumstances. If you could treat him leniently, I would be very grateful.”

“Can you give us a description of him?” Katie asked. Meixing described him, and Katie rubbed her chin. “I think I know who you’re talking about. Some of my zombies ran into him and his men. He surrendered when it became obvious they had nope of winning and that we were actually honouring surrenders and not just executing people. He has some cuts and bruises but no serious injuries.”

“Ah. That is most fortunate.” Meixing smiled. “I have learned, as of late, how unjust the world can be, yet I still find myself hoping that good things happen to good people.”

“Would you be able to tell us more about how your grandfather and Old Man know each other?” Katie asked.

“That, I think, is a tale for another time,” Old Man said. “It would take a while to go through, and it’s the sort of story that is best shared over a good meal – and perhaps a large helping of strong wine.”

“And why should we trust her?” Avraniel had finally decided to enter the conversation, probably because Spot had told her how he’d met Meixing. The teenager took an instinctive step back as the elf’s magic roared to life, and the stones at Avraniel’s feet began to glow and melt. “I get that Old Man and her grandfather were buddies, but she ditched the empire. That doesn’t exactly scream loyalty. She also attacked Spot.” The dragon huffed and nodded in agreement. “How do we know she won’t ditch us the first chance she gets? She doesn’t have skin in the game like we do, and how often do traitors stop at one betrayal?”

“She has made oaths,” Old Man said. “Magically binding oaths.”

“Not to me, she hasn’t,” Avraniel shot back.

Meixing scowled but conceded the point. “I have already sworn oaths to Lord Bolton and the Heavenly Sword, but if you wish, I can swear an oath to you as well.” She drew the sabre-like blade she carried and held it out. Katie was no expert in weapons, but it was exquisite. Daerin, who was an expert, reached for it before realising what he was doing and pulling his hands back. He would definitely be badgering Meixing about it later since he was always interested in learning new forging techniques, and few blades of such quality ever left the east. Weapons of that level were usually heirlooms or priceless treasures, wielded only in the direst of situations. Katie couldn’t help but wonder where Meixing had gotten it.

Characters were carved into the blade, and they glowed briefly. Katie had seen the weapon stand up to Spot’s claws, so it was either forged of incredibly durable material, incorporated powerful magic, or both. Those markings were definitely runes and seals. Although the exact forms used varied from place to place, there were symbols and rules that were always used and obeyed. That was why certain runes were referred to as ‘primordial runes’ – they occurred in all known rune and seal systems.

“This is an ancestral blade that has been passed down through my family for more than a thousand years. I value it more than my own life. I will swear upon it to all of you that my life will be forfeit if I betray you. Your cause shall be my cause, until death and after if need be.” There was weight to her words, and Katie was sure she understood the significance of what she was saying to a group that included two necromancers. The sword lit up in response to her words. Her vow was backed by magic, and it was old magic, the kind her master had warned her to be wary of.

Ah.

She recognised what the sword was made of now.

Sky-steel.

Every now and then, a meteorite would fall to earth. At the centre of it would be a special ore – not iron or anything similar. No. It would be something else, something completely unrelated to iron or steel despite its name. Normally, it would be impossible to work with, but certain smiths had found ways to forge it. It was supposed to result in an incredibly durable material that held magic well. Moreover, given time, it would gradually adjust to the magic of its wielder.

“A binding oath?” Amanda took another sip of blood. “And with old magic too. Does that address your concerns, Avraniel?”

The elf snorted. “Fair enough.”

Spot growled. But she tried to stab me! He pointed to his side, which looked perfectly fine. Dragons healed faster than most creatures, albeit not with the freakish speed of hydras.

Meixing winced. “In retrospect, that was a bad decision on my part, but you almost took my life in return. Had I not possessed this sword, I would have died since I doubt any of my other blades would have withstood your strike. Nevertheless, I offer my most sincere apologies. How can I make it up to you?”

Spot grinned from ear to ear. Can I eat the sword you’re holding? It smells really nice.

“No!” Meixing wailed. She clutched the weapon to her chest as best she could with only one arm. “Did you not hear what I said? It has been with my family for more than a thousand years!”

“Spot,” Old Man said gently. “That would be like asking to eat your mother’s Bow of the Sun. However, there are many dishes from the far east that you have not eaten before. I am sure that Meixing knows how to make at least a few of them.”

Meixing took the hint. “I cannot claim to be an expert cook, but I often cooked for myself while training in the wilderness or while spending time with my grandparents. I will do my best to prepare suitable dishes for you.” Katie wondered how often she did that. Meixing was a teenager. Did she wander off into the wilderness on a regular basis? Katie had trained in the wilderness before, but it was different since she was usually with her master or had zombies with her.

Spot gave Meixing a thoughtful look before agreeing. If the food is tasty, I will accept your apology – but only if it’s tasty!”

“Anyway,” Katie’s master said. “Amanda, Old Man, and the ninja rats were kind enough to secure the base’s commander and senior staff. Amanda has already interrogated several of them despite the magic in place to protect them. However, there are still a few left. Katie, this might be a good opportunity for you to practice. What do you think?”

Katie thought back to Mercatia. Ethan had cracked before she could really do anything. “Should we prepare a room then?”

Her master smiled. “Yes. Gerald, you still have those buckets of blood, right?”


Chapter Thirteen

Timmy smiled fondly and fought the urge to ruffle Katie’s hair again. He’d already done it several times, but the glare she’d given him spoke volumes. She was not fond of resembling a blonde hedgehog. She’d also accused him of trying to make her bald, which was ridiculous. Ruffling her hair was not going to make her bald although he did know how to make several potions that could do exactly that, not that he had any intention of using them. Alas, he’d spoken that particular thought aloud, and her glare had intensified before she’d pulled up her hood and sworn to investigate the forbidden apothecary art of baldness potions herself if he ruffled her hair again. Rembrandt had also given him a ferocious glare of his own. The rat’s loyalty was commendable, but he had a long, long way to go before he could scare Timmy.

However, the rat’s one-eyed glare did have Timmy wondering if losing an eye was more common these days, or if they simply happened to run into people who’d lost an eye more often than was normal. First, there was Rembrandt, and then they’d met Scar. Meixing had followed soon after. All three had problems with their right eyes. Of course, Scar didn’t wear an eye-patch, and he had agreed to let Katie restore his missing eye with necromancy. However, they were going to wait until there was a break in the action since it would likely take him a few days to get used to having normal depth perception again. If any other imperial ships showed up, they wanted the fearsome whale at his homicidal best.

In any case, Timmy couldn’t help but feel proud. Was this how all father’s felt when their children got the chance to show off? If so, he could definitely understand why some men considered fatherhood the greatest joy in their lives. Watching his tiny apprentice convince grown men to spill the beans without laying so much as a finger on them made him feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Not even the awful smell of the pig blood they’d splashed all over the interrogation room could detract from the experience.

He really did have the best apprentice, and the way she’d looked to him for approval after her zombie had dragged the officer back to his cell was utterly adorable. She was doing her best to appear nonchalant, but he could tell how eager she was to hear his evaluation. His master had never given him anything but the most backhanded of compliments – usually literally. At least his master hadn’t been fond of wearing gauntlets. If he had, Timmy would probably have gotten brain damage as a child. Back then, Timmy had considered himself lucky if all he’d gotten was a backhand instead of a beating.

“How was that, master?” If Katie had a tail, it would have been wagging furiously.

With the prisoner no longer in the room, Timmy couldn’t help himself. He gave her hair a solid ruffling and smiled. “Excellent. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone so small break the resolve of someone so much larger without resorting to torture.” He gave her a thumb’s up. “You had just the right mix of intimidation and mercy. Terrifying people is all well and good – and you’ll have to do that to get them to take you seriously – but you also need to offer them a way out and convince them that you truly do have their best interests in mind.” He snickered. “You used the information Amanda gave you very well. Adopting more childish mannerisms definitely got him to trust you more since you resemble his daughter.”

“It’s a shame about the mess one of the others made earlier,” Katie said.

She had gone a tad overboard on the fear factor with one of their earlier guests. Timmy had been thoroughly prepared for the man to soil himself. It was an interrogation. Sometimes, it just happened. Both he and Katie were necromancers. They had waded waist-deep through the blood and guts of zombies and other horrors before although for Katie it was more like chest-high due to her height. In fact, he could remember having to carry her on his shoulders after one especially gruesome battle in a ruin filled the area with so much gore that she would have drowned if she’d been forced to walk. It had been up to Timmy’s chest, and he was not a short man.

What they had not been prepared for was somebody who projectile vomited when scared. Honestly, the sheer volume and velocity involved had been impressive. Thankfully, they had made sure to set up cleaning seals before interrogating anyone. It might add a bit of extra time to their preparations, but it was so worth it whenever there was a mess.

“It worked out in the end,” Katie said. “And we got a chance to see the cleaning seals in action.”

The atrocious smell had also given her greater leverage. Katie’s appearance was disarming, so she could play up the threat he posed while casting herself in a more merciful light. After all, if sharing a bit of information with a little girl could get them away from the big, scary Grand Necromancer, who wouldn’t talk? Sure, they’d been told she was his apprentice, but could such a tiny, adorable girl really be considered a threat? If people were going to underestimate her, then she’d be happy to take full advantage.

Katie sighed. “Imagine trying to do this without magic. Just cleaning up the mess would be awful.”

“Cleaning seals aren’t difficult to learn, and most of them don’t take a lot of power to use. People are just lazy. They’d rather spend all their time working on their innate magic, as opposed to learning rudimentary runes and seals.” He shrugged. “Sure, you can use cleaning solutions made by an apothecary or alchemist, but there a lot of materials that stain easily. In the long run, it’s better to use cleaning seals than to rely on elbow grease and cleaning concoctions.”

“Would you say that wood stains easily?” Katie asked.

“It depends. If it’s properly lacquered, it should be fine. Bare wood, though? Yeah. Blood will soak right in. It’s why many dungeons and other unsavoury places cover the floor with sand. The sand will soak up the mess, and you can sweep it away afterward.” Timmy rubbed his chin. He needed to shave soon. Hmm. Did Old Man use a razor, or did he use a sword and his supreme skill with a blade instead? “I wonder if that’s part of why they use the Nameless Citadel as a prison. They’ve got access to basically unlimited quantities of sand although it might not be the best kind for soaking up blood.” He laughed. “Imagine if they had to import sand.”

Katie giggled and used her shadows to make a stool to sit on. Her legs kicked back and forth for a second before she remembered that, yes, she could make the stool shorter. Of course, she didn’t want to make herself look smaller, so she had quite a conundrum to deal with.

“Make a crossbar between the legs of the stool,” Timmy said. “You can put your feet on it instead of putting them on the ground. That – and structural stability – are why stools usually have crossbars.”

Katie added a crossbar for her feet and boosted the height of the stool. On her shoulder, Rembrandt managed to keep his expression even. The faithful rat also found Katie’s sensitivity about her height amusing, but he was better at hiding it than Timmy. Or, rather, he actually bothered to hide it, whereas Timmy was happy to let his amusement show.

Timmy cleared his throat, and Katie made him a stool as well. There were stools in the room, but shadow stools were adjustable. “Now, about your shadow magic. Those werewolves you summoned…?” They’d go into this in more detail later, but knowing the rough outlines of what she was doing would help.

“I’m certain they’re based on the werewolves my shadows ate earlier,” Katie replied. It was clear she’d thought hard about this. “They look similar and feel similar too. It took a lot of magic to summon them, and I had to keep spending magic to keep them around. But they were strong. I’d say they were comparable to your zombie warrior elites from a physical standpoint.”

And that was impressive. Timmy’s zombie warrior elites were superhuman in terms of their physical abilities.

“Did they know who they were?” he asked. Zombies generally had vague memories of who they had been, at least when they were first re-animated. Without a soul, however, those memories soon faded.

“I don’t think so. I mean… they had to have some knowledge since they could follow orders and were able to fight. They could tell the rats and our zombies were on their side. A lot of their behaviour seemed instinctual, but they weren’t just flailing around. Even when I didn’t give them specific orders, they still targeted weak spots and worked together.”

“Hmm…” Timmy tapped his fingers on his thighs. That was different from zombies. Regular zombies were usually quite awful unless they were being controlled, which was why any decent necromancer learned how to multitask, so they could control their zombies and do other things at the same time. “We know that zombies have at least two different kinds of memories – episodic memory and procedural memory. Zombies generally have poor episodic memory without their souls. For example, they won’t know who they were or the specific details of their lives. However, even without their souls, a properly made zombie will retain some of its procedural memories. Otherwise, zombies wouldn’t be able to walk, understand language, or fight although there is a lot of variability depending on how well-made they are. A Grand Necromancer’s zombies will be capable of far more independent action than a novice necromancer’s. Could your shadow creatures have retained more of their procedural memories than regular zombies?”

“That’s possible.” Katie fiddled with her robes, and Rembrandt patted her cheek. The rodent was pleased with her development as an interrogator, and Timmy was sure he’d puff out his chest to the other rats about being able to see her in action. “Some of the werewolves were alive when my shadows ate them, but I didn’t notice any differences between them and the ones that were dead when they got eaten. It could be that it doesn’t matter, but I can’t shake the feeling that my magic is still developing and that having their souls present when they get eaten will matter in the future.”

“Instincts are important when it comes to magic. It’s not uncommon for people to instinctively grasp something about their magic without understanding how or why it works, and you’ve only recently manifested this ability. I’d be shocked if it didn’t grow and improve over time. I also noticed that the shadow werewolves regenerated.”

Katie nodded excitedly. “I’ll have to test it out with other shadow creatures, but I feel as if they retained some of their abilities from life. I mean… I can use magic to repair my shadow creatures, but the shadow werewolves were able to do that on their own to an extent.”

That was big. They would definitely have to find more creatures to feed to her shadows. “You know, this gives you a huge advantage over other necromancers.”

Katie cackled. “I know.”

The biggest weakness that most necromancers had was how vulnerable they were without their zombies. Timmy had remedied that problem by developing his other skills. Katie’s shadow magic already made her far from helpless without her zombies, but being able to summon shadow creatures that didn’t have to be personally controlled the entire time was a huge advantage. As long as she had the magic to summon and maintain them, she would never have to fight alone. And if she couldn’t win a fight, her shadow creatures would still be able to cover her retreat.

“We’ll have to feed more things to your shadows. If you can call on anything they’ve eaten, you’ll need to build up a diverse collection of summons. You’ll want an option for every situation.”

Katie took out a notebook and began to flip through the pages and jot down ideas. “At least one stout flier is a must, along with creatures who can swim and travel underground. I should also get creatures who are good at scouting and defence, as well as creatures who can heal me or help me escape.”

“We can toss around ideas later. We also need to check if we can just feed zombies to your shadows. If we can, then we can customise creatures to meet your needs.” He stood up. “The others should be done for the day, so let’s go discuss what we’ve learned.”

“Can we hold the meeting at the docks?” Katie asked.

“Oh?” Timmy helped Katie off her stool. She sighed but allowed him to set her on her feet. He could still remember when a much younger Katie had refused before getting tangled up in her robes and almost bashing her head on the ground. Luckily, Timmy had quick reflexes – as did her shadows.

“Scar wants to participate.”

“As in Scar, the giant, murderous whale?”

“Yes,” Katie said. “Apparently, he’s never been involved in a large-scale operation like ours. He was pleased by how it turned out, and he’s eager to learn more.”

“I imagine he simply attacked any imperial ships he could find.” Timmy opened the door and let Katie leave first before following after her. She glanced back and fell into step beside him although it was really more a case of him falling into step beside her since her stride was so much shorter than his.

“I think he wants to get to know us better too,” Katie said. “He won’t admit it, but he was lonely before he died, and he had a lot of fun fighting with us. He also wants to know when he’ll get to fight more imperial ships.”

Timmy grinned. “With Jake at the meeting, I’m sure there will be plenty of opportunities. Those two share a grudge against the empire.”

Timmy could see it now, and it was the stuff of legends: a betrayed privateer and a vengeful whale working together to bring devastation to the empire’s merchant and military navy. He’d have to see if he could get Scar his own flag. They could hang it off his horns, and it would look hilarious rising out of the water right before he rammed a ship. But no pink. The whale might rebel if they made him wave around a pink flag.

As they headed for the docks, he sent a few of the rats to gather the others. He could have used his zombies, but the rats used these errands to ensure they were as familiar with the base as possible.

Gerald and Amanda had been combing through the base’s records. The codes here were not nearly as elaborate as those employed by the Accountant. He could have made a joke about the quality of government work, but it was likely due to the empire believing that secrecy would protect the base, or at least give them sufficient time to destroy any important documents if they did come under attack.

They had also prepared mind-wiping magic, but Amanda had used the unfortunate demise of a few of the lower-ranking senior officers to understand how to deal with their countermeasures. The key was to change the nature of her inquiry. Rather than delving into her target’s mind and pulling out the information they needed, she instead created an illusion to convince her targets that they had won and the base was safe. In the aftermath of their ‘victory’, they needed to report to their superior who wanted to know how everything was progressing.

Building the necessary compulsions and a thoroughly immersive and believable illusion had taken considerable time and effort, but it had worked. Her questions were no longer seen as full-scale mental intrusions, so the mind wipe wasn’t triggered at full strength. She was able to use her magic to keep their minds stable, so they could happily lay out everything that was happening and explain the ciphers they used. They’d also explained their current orders although the officers had admitted they didn’t understand all of their orders. They simply did as they were told.

Combined with what Daerin had discovered, their findings had been troublesome. Neither Gerald nor Amanda were expert metallurgists, but the dwarf’s expertise were world class. He had only needed a single look at the list of materials the empire had obtained with assistance from the goblins before taking his concerns straight to Timmy. If Daerin was right – and Timmy’s opinion matched his – things were about to get extremely complicated.

“It’s a good thing that Vicky said she’d be attending this meeting, albeit not in person,” Timmy said as they neared the docks.

The area had been badly damaged during the battle, but his zombies were doing their best to fix it under the direction of a number of engineers and craftsmen. Jake was also helping. The privateer was an excellent sailor and captain, but he was also well versed in how to operate a dock or port. He’d done a lot of that before the empire’s betrayal. The base had plenty of materials available for repairs, and Gerald had whatever else they might need. Timmy had also spent a lot of his spare time over the past few days repairing the anchors with Peruzzi and the handful of barrier mages that had come with Jake and the others.

The rat was very capable, and he learned quickly while working without complaint. The barrier mages had been taken aback at first, but they had adjusted swiftly after seeing Peruzzi’s skills in action. Daerin had also helped get the base’s weapons back into some semblance of working order. The base was still far from its former strength, but they should be able to repel any imperial counterattack since the majority of the empire’s forces in this area had either been captured or destroyed when the base fell.

However, they’d have to keep an eye out for when the next round of cargo ships returned with an escort of warships, assuming they hadn’t already been ordered to stay away. With the base growing stronger by the day, and with Scar, Jake, and their other ships around, it would take a substantial force to threaten the base. And although they would be taking a lot of their zombies up into the mountains, Scar would be staying here. Gerald could have stored him with his magic, but it was difficult to see Scar helping in the mountains unless they needed to squash something, and they had Gerald’s tower for that.

They held their meeting down by the water, and Timmy took his time in setting up several layers of privacy and security seals. He also had Amanda layer illusions over the area while the rats checked for traps and spies. Anyone listening in would be treated to one of Spot’s many discussions with Sam on the merits of different kinds of cake – and why chocolate cake was the tastiest.

Upon further consideration, holding the meeting here was a good idea. Many of the buildings had sustained damage during the battle – several had salamander-shaped holes in them – and they’d prioritised rebuilding the defences over fixing the buildings, just in case they had to fend off the empire. Timmy could use his earth magic to ward off any structural problems, but that was hardly the right atmosphere for a meeting. And speaking of the thunder salamander, Timmy had been able to scrape together enough of the mangled creature to work with. He had no idea if what he was planning would work, but it was worth a shot – and it had gotten Katie to stop grumbling about the creature’s demise. To Katie, the worst bit was that it was technically her fault. Sure, Avraniel had been burning the salamander and trying to cave its skull in, but Scar – who was her zombie – was the one who’d crushed it flat.

Thank you for your consideration. Scar’s enormous body floated beside the dock. The whale had sunk multiple ships on his own. His massive frame allowed him to weather their attacks before closing in and splitting them in half. He’d been miffed to find that Avraniel had bested his count, but she had the advantage of being able to attack from a distance. She’d also been getting stronger, and she’d been monstrously powerful to begin with. I am curious to know how this works.

Meixing eyed the whale with obvious curiosity and sat down beside Old Man. She wisely gave Avraniel a wide berth, but Spot seemed to be less irked with her. Apparently, she’d made sweet and sour pork for him although she’d been forced to go to Gerald for the ingredients. The dragon had been quite pleased although his forgiveness was still several dishes away. Now that the rush of battle was over, Spot’s temper had cooled. He was a kindly soul, and as long as Meixing didn’t do anything foolish, it wouldn’t be long before he warmed up to her. Avraniel was a different story. She might be a star maiden and an elf, but she held grudges like a dwarf.

“What a mighty beast.” Meixing looked as though she might go over and pat Scar on the head, but she thought better of it when Scar’s gaze locked onto her. “And you defeated him?” she asked Old Man.

“He was a most formidable opponent.”

Hah! Scar laughed. He slew me with a single technique.

Meixing’s eye shone. “May I see this technique?”

“Another time.” Old Man nodded at the others. “For now, pay close attention. When you get older, your family will undoubtedly include you in similar councils. Consider yourself fortunate. Few will be so open to explaining their thoughts as Timmy.”

“Of course, teacher.” Meixing bowed to him and then Timmy. “I look forward to your instruction, Lord Bolton.”

Timmy bit back a smile. She was certainly enthusiastic although he did wonder what sort of life she’d led to be so obviously pleased by any signs of affection or consideration. Then again, there was likely a reason she was out here on her own and not with her family. The others arrived, and he greeted each of them.

Jake was there with Captain Orton, a younger man who was the leader of the naval forces that had been assigned to the base. Despite his youth, he’d cut his teeth fighting pirates and their ilk although the recent battle had been his first real engagement with the empire’s navy outside of a few brief skirmishes. However, he’d done well, and with Jake around to offer advice, Timmy was sure he’d manage.

“The point of this meeting is to discuss our findings and concerns with each other. Many hands make light work and all that. Not to mention, nobody catches everything on their own. Given the incomplete information we have, second, third, and fourth opinions are welcome. We will also need to coordinate in the future. Getting to know each other now when there aren’t a bunch of imperial soldiers trying to murder us is better than learning about each other in the middle of battle,” Timmy said.

“Won’t so many opinions create conflict?” Meixing asked. Realising that she’d potentially spoken out of turn, she swiftly bowed her head. “I apologise for speaking out of turn.”

Timmy waved her apology aside. “Assuming you have competent colleagues and subordinates, some level of discussion is generally wise. It won’t create division because, ultimately, I am in command. I will listen to advice and consider other opinions, but my decisions will be final.”

“As long as there’s loot at the end,” Avraniel said.

Spot nodded eagerly. He was clutching a large, jagged shard of obsidian. They’d dredged it up from one of the sunken ships. Timmy was hoping they could find a manifest to show where it was from because it radiated so much fire and corruptive energy that only Spot could safely hold it. The dragon was feasting on the energies held within the shard, and Timmy had added several seals to increase its durability. Obsidian was hard but brittle, and the last thing they needed was for it to shatter and release those energies into the open. Timmy strongly suspected that the shard had come into contact with Black Scales or another corruption dragon in the past. If they could get more, they could simply give them to Spot. The energies within would help fuel his growth, and he’d be able to store his magic in them later if he wanted. The shard was also very shiny, and its jagged appearance was strangely appealing.

There was lots of good loot!

“Gerald,” Timmy said. “Wasn’t Vicky going to join us?”

The bureaucrat was fumbling with a communication sphere. The device remained inert, and Gerald gave it a hopeful poke before finally relaxing when it lit up. “Ah. Good.” He set the sphere down on the table. “She will be with us in a second, but she’ll be listening in until she’s ready to participate in earnest. She is somewhat occupied at the moment.”

“I can imagine.” Timmy cleared his throat. “In any case, we’ve got some bad news.”

“Of course, we do.” Avraniel laughed. “The empire is always bad news. What are we up against? Will they be throwing a fleet at us? I thought most of their ships were with that armada of theirs.”

Scar bared his very impressive teeth. I wouldn’t mind that. It would give me more imperial ships to sink.

Jake smirked. “And people call me bloodthirsty.”

“It won’t be a fleet.” Timmy gestured at Daerin. The dwarf had a deep scowl on his face. He had checked the documents in front of him several times, as had Timmy. Sadly, their conclusions remained unchanged. “Daerin, if you could.”

The dwarf nodded gruffly and slammed the documents down onto the table. A brisk sea wind tried to swipe the pile off the table, but Timmy had come prepared. He activated the improvised barrier he’d set up earlier, and the wind died down.

“There are very few people alive who know metal better than me. When I saw this list…” He growled. “The empire has been moving a multitude of different materials in from the mountains and then shipping them back to the empire. The spider people who live within the mountains have access to a number of incredibly rare materials that even we dwarves would struggle to obtain. To the untrained eye, this list makes little sense. It would appear to be a hodgepodge of unrelated bits and pieces. But to me…” He began to read out the list. Other than Timmy, nobody reacted except Amanda. The vampire hadn’t noticed it at the time, but with the specific items highlighted this way, she couldn’t help but realise it. By the time he was done, her beguiling features were set in a fetching scowl. “Aye,” Daerin rumbled. “I see you understand, my lady. Other than Timmy and I, I’m not surprised you’re the only one to notice.”

“What was that about spider people?” Katie squeaked. She hadn’t missed that part, but she swiftly moved on to her next question. “Wait… what are they trying to make with all that?”

She was marvellously well read, but this particular nugget of information was esoteric indeed and related to a subject that necromancers rarely had any reason to learn about. In fact, Timmy was confident that out of all his fellow Grand Necromancers, only one or two of the others might know.

“They are trying to make glitter-steel,” Daerin said.

“Glitter-steel?” Old Man’s brows furrowed. “Admittedly, I am a swordsman and not a smith, but I have never heard of glitter-steel before. What is it? Do you make weapons out of it?”

“No,” Timmy said. “You’d only ever make a weapon out of glitter-steel if you didn’t know what else it can do. It’s most obvious property is its immense durability.”

“Aye.” Daerin nodded grimly. “I’ve seen a handful of blades made of the stuff, and they were all formidable weapons. Not a scratch on any of them despite them being centuries old with countless battles between them.”

“Glitter-steel can channel light, astral, and holy magic better than almost any material in existence. It gets its name from the fact that it usually glitters while doing so.” Timmy shrugged. “The steel part of its name is actually a misnomer. It has very little to do with steel.”

Daerin scoffed. “The fools who invented it couldn’t come up with a better name.”

“What makes glitter-steel truly dangerous – especially for us – is that it is one of the best incarnation materials in existence,” Timmy said.

Katie gasped and stared at him as though he’d grown a second head. “What?” she squawked.

Good. She’d hadn’t forgotten that lesson. “Feel free to explain what that means to everyone else, Katie.”

Katie gulped and then cleared her throat. “Incarnation materials are materials that can serve as the shell or physical body for entities that would normally struggle to take on solid form in our world.” She made a face. “Think of them as containers for the most powerful spirits and otherworldly entities. But instead of serving as prisons, they act like bodies.”

Scar gave a low, rumbling laugh, and waves washed against the docks. The spray splashed against the barrier and pooled on the ground. I think I can see where this is going. There are temples deep beneath the sea that only my kind and krakens and leviathans can reach. Even the merfolk steer clear of them, which makes me wonder who built them in the first place. In those temples, bound within their corridors and halls, are statues that move as if alive. They are inhabited by the spirits of beings from beyond this world, kept in check only by the powerful magic that prevents them from ever leaving those ancient prisons.

Timmy made a mental note to ask Scar about that in the future. Those underwater temples sounded like disasters waiting to happen. He needed to know if they could be left on their own, or if they needed to point somebody like Vicky at them.

“Glitter-steel is an exceptionally rare substance,” Daerin continued. “It does not exist in nature. It must be made. Even amongst the dwarves, I would say there are perhaps only half a dozen who know the secrets to making it. It requires true mastery of metallurgy and knowledge of forbidden, esoteric lore.”

Meixing trembled, and Timmy made a mental note to ask about her injuries. Spot had made several comments that suggested that more scrutiny would be wise. The dragon had wanted to know what was eating her. That, quite frankly, was a very disturbing thing to say, especially since Spot had been using his astral vision at the time. Timmy was confident it was related to her missing arm and eye. After all, given the wealth and power her family possessed, any normal injury would have been healed long ago. In a typically draconic leap of logic, Spot had gone from deeming her a foe worthy only of fiery death to worrying about her health since she could provide him with new and delicious food.

“If they are using glitter-steel to incarnate something,” Timmy said. “Then it is almost certainly a being of light and order – a being completely antithetical to necromancy. Normally, I wouldn’t be bothered. I’ve faced plenty of those over the years.” He patted his shovel fondly. “And I’ve beaten them all. The problem is how much glitter-steel they’ll be able to make with what they’ve obtained. We’re not talking about a statue or a golem. No. We are talking about a giant – a titan of glitter-steel. Sure, they could be making a bunch of smaller constructs. If they do, we’re fine. But if they are making a glitter-steel titan, then whatever they’re going to incarnate is going to be an absolute nightmare to deal with. We’re talking about a being capable of fighting all of my zombies at the same time and winning.”

Timmy sighed. “Setting aside whatever power it might have – and it’s bound to have a bunch of troublesome abilities – it will almost certainly be able to wield light magic to attack. Believe me when I say that is a very, very bad thing. Light magic isn’t ideal for area-of-effect damage. Fire magic is far superior in that regard. However, light magic has arguably the greatest penetrative strength of any form of magic. If you want to pierce through barriers and other defences, light magic is your best bet. The reason you don’t see that happen more often is because the number of light mages who can use their magic offensively is relatively small, and the overwhelming majority of them simply don’t have the power required. Instead, you normally see light magic used for healing, purification, and defence – areas where it is extraordinarily powerful and efficient.” His eyes narrowed. “To put things into context, the person most famous for having the ability to use light magic for both offensive and defensive purposes while also having large amounts of raw power is Vicky.”

As Timmy had expected, his words were met with dead silence. Vicky was arguably the single most dangerous combatant in the world, a walking natural disaster whose mere presence was usually enough to force Everton’s enemies to retreat. On the occasions she took to the battlefield, surrender was generally swift to follow – and if not, enemy casualties were generally measured in how many people survived, not how many were killed.

Amanda tapped her fingers on the table. “So we could be dealing with a titan made out of a nigh-indestructible material who may have the power to overwhelm us in open combat? Wonderful. It goes without saying that such a creature would have the strength to alter the course of the war.”

“Can’t we stop it?” Katie asked. “They’d have to build the body first and then summon the entity they need to inhabit it. They can’t have done that yet. Otherwise, they’d already be using it against us.”

Gerald was still silent, and he had gone very pale. Timmy couldn’t blame him. Despite all the items he had at his disposal, a foe like the one Timmy had described could crush him with ease.

Timmy shook his head. “They’ve already gotten their hands on enough materials to make something huge. We can cut off the flow, but we might be too late. There’s a strong chance they can source the rest of what they need elsewhere. Going by the manifests we were able to find, the most important materials were shipped out of here months ago.” It had been incredibly frustrating to realise that by the time they’d discovered the scheme, it had already been too late. On the upside, it would have been worse if they’d only been a few days late. That would have been unbelievably aggravating. “I don’t enjoy saying this, but the empire managed to get one up on us. They have so many special projects up and running that we were bound to miss a few. It’s unfortunate that we missed this one, but we’ll simply have to manage as best we can.”

The communication sphere went dull, and Timmy’s hackles rose. Katie and Spot stiffened as well. This… something was breaching the astral plane and using it to travel directly to their location. If the base’s barrier had been at full strength or if there had been more magical interference, it might not have been possible. If Timmy had been absent it wouldn’t have been possible either. Like any good astral mage – and Vicky was arguably the greatest in the world – Vicky could recognise souls. Using the astral plane to travel like this was only possible with a beacon, and she knew his soul well enough to use his soul as one.

Vicky’s astral form appeared a moment later. It wasn’t her usual form – the one that could blast stuff and level buildings – since that form was a lot harder to move through the astral plane. It drew far too much attention, and the energies required to essentially teleport it were far greater. Instead, it was closer to a regular astral form, something she used for secure communication.

To anyone else, the Supreme Cleric would have been the very picture of calm, composure, and control. However, Timmy had known her for a long time. There were only minute signs, and he only noticed them because he knew her so well, but he could tell that despite her immense power and energetic nature, her constant, unrelenting involvement on the front lines was beginning to wear on her. Ideally, she’d be able to take time off, but Everton simply didn’t have the luxury of pulling her back from the front lines.

“I’m assuming you heard all that and decided you needed to appear yourself,” Timmy said.

“Yes. My apologies for not participating more earlier. I was… occupied.”

Vicky sat, and Timmy’s frown deepened. She was definitely tired although she was doing a great job at hiding it. Perhaps only he, Old Man, and Amanda had noticed. Timmy had known her for years, and the other two were experts in reading body language. How many battles had she fought to get so exhausted. It was easy to forget since he was running around doing missions with the others, but Vicky had been tasked with fending off the empire’s grand armada and keeping the battlefront as far from Everton as possible. The disparity in numbers meant that her personal intervention was often required. Without her, it was likely that the empire’s Lords of Magic would already have run rampant over the battlefield.

“I share your concerns,” Vicky said. “Unfortunately, I don’t have good news either. In fact, I recently came into possession of information that seems to fit with what you’ve uncovered.”

“Oh?” Out of the corner of his eye, Timmy saw Spot’s eyes narrow. In this form, Vicky’s presence must be incredibly bright to his astral sight. He bit back a smile. Just wait until Spot saw Vicky in the flesh – and without all of the restrictions and burdens she normally had to deal with. She had helped during the battle for the Sky City, but she had only been able to use a portion of her strength.

Vicky gestured, and a glowing map of the empire appeared. A portion of it south of the empire’s side of the Straits of Tarcasius lit up. “We were recently able to acquire information about a top-secret base in this general area. We don’t have its exact location, but we do know it is heavily fortified, and its general location makes it impossible to attack using conventional means. We’d have to take the straits and fight our way through multiple armies and fortresses. In short, right now, we can’t touch it. Our source stated that the work going on there is considered crucial to the imperial war effort. We weren’t able to get too many details, but we did learn the names of several of the individuals involved. All of them are experts in metallurgy, alchemy, and various kinds of eldritch sorcery and esoteric lore. One of them is the leader of a cult that I thought had been exterminated with extreme prejudice centuries ago. However…”

“Eldritch cults are almost impossible to wipe out,” Timmy drawled. “You can do your best, but they’re like weeds. Miss even one cultist, and they’ll pop back up at some point. Sometimes, even getting all of them isn’t enough. There have been cases where an eldritch cult has been dead for centuries, only to re-emerge when some fool performs a ritual and draws the wrong sort of attention from beyond our world.”

“Indeed. Based on what you’ve said and what we’ve learned, I don’t think there can be any doubt. They are attempting to incarnate an entity with the power to swing the war in their favour – perhaps even win the war outright.”

Timmy ran a hand through his hair. “The area you mentioned isn’t far from the straits.”

“No, it’s not. Unfortunately, taking the straits isn’t feasible at the moment.” Vicky’s expression was grim. “Any entity that needs a glitter-steel titan to incarnate itself is going to be able to cross great distances with considerable speed. It would not surprise me at all if the first thing the empire did was have that entity attack the straits. Given the imperial forces already present there, they would be able to seize control of our side of the straits.” She scowled. “Although I want to attack the facility, I am needed with our fleets. Furthermore, I’m not sure if even I would survive the attempt.”

And wasn’t that a telling statement? Vicky was an army unto herself – flying, magical artillery who could level fortresses and devastate fleets with the durability to withstand focused bombardment. But she wasn’t actually invincible, no matter how much people liked to think she was.

“We’re not out of moves yet,” Timmy said. “We know they’re not finished. Otherwise, as Katie pointed out, they’d be hitting us with that thing already. The documents we found also suggest they don’t have all the materials just yet. Sure, they can get those elsewhere, but the spider people who live inside the mountains here are the largest and best suppliers. It will take them time to source the rest, and we can try to slow them down by outbidding them for any of the materials they can acquire on the open or black market. Since we’re here, we can also try speaking to the spider people to make sure they don’t sell anything else to the empire. They may also have access to materials that we can use to develop countermeasures.” Timmy’s smile was cold and sharp. “Anything that needs to use incarnation materials to stay in this world doesn’t belong here. There are ways to deal with entities of that nature. You don’t necessarily have to kill or defeat them – you can banish them instead.”

“Aye.” Daerin stroked his beard. “Glitter-steel isn’t perfect. Nothing is. It’ll cost us plenty of coin – more than we’d like, I wager – and I don’t know if we’ll have the time to complete them, but there are weapons we can make that can hurt even a body made of glitter-steel.” His eyes gleamed. “Never underestimate a determined dwarf with time to plan.”

“Do what you have to. I will take steps on my end.” Vicky hummed thoughtfully. “I do have some assets in the empire. I doubt it will work, but sabotage might be worth a try. I could also try speaking to certain… entities I am familiar with. They may be able to tell us who or what is being summoned. In any case, what support do you need? I’m not sure what we can spare right now – we’re stretched thin – but I’ll do my best.”

Timmy rubbed his chin, and Vicky gave him a teasing look. She usually insisted on helping him shave when she could. It was a bit strange having her astral projection do it, but he wouldn’t lie. She was better at it than him, perhaps because she was one of the most exquisitely gifted sword users he’d seen outside of Old Man. She and the swordsman had never fought in person, but he knew Old Man was hoping to get a match in at some point. Timmy was especially curious to know how Old Man would react when Vicky revealed she was actually better with a spear than a sword. Knowing him, he’d be delighted.

“First of all, how bad is our naval situation?”

Vicky pursed her lips and then leaned back in her chair. Meixing stared in fascination. Timmy could understand her curiosity. Astral projections were not the rarest things in the world, but few of them could interact with the physical world the way Vicky’s could.

“We’re stretched thin. Several members of the Council have also recently been wounded or forced back, so I’ve had to pick up the slack. Flying around and blasting ships is easy enough, but they’re consolidating their forces and deploying more and more Lords of Magic. It doesn’t help that I’ve been conserving power for various reasons – one of which you’ll see this evening.”

How ominous. “Don’t push yourself too hard.”

One of Vicky’s most absurd abilities was her ability to use ritual and prayer magic that would normally have taken dozens of powerful clerics days to perform on her own – and far more quickly. It was possible due to her stupidly huge reserves of magic and her absolutely impeccable control. Many people thought the ability was innate, a sign of divine favour. There were indeed abilities like that, but Vicky had worked tirelessly to develop hers. She was the scariest of opponents – a genius who worked hard.

“There is a naval base we need to destroy. A full-scale conventional attack would be too slow, and we cannot afford to let the armada have such a convenient resupply point. Some of our forces will be there to screen for me. They won’t be able to hold for long if the enemy vanguard shows up in force, but I can make it work.”

The empire was undoubtedly aware of the sorts of rituals and prayers that could be used to attack and destroy a naval base. Normally, those would take days to perform, giving them plenty of time to interrupt. That was why they were rarely used in wartime outside of dedicated sieges. Instead, they were typically employed to deal with areas that had fallen to demonic corruption or eldritch intrusion.

What the empire didn’t know was how much faster Vicky could perform the ritual herself. If it was the one Timmy was thinking of, then he almost pitied the people at the base. Had Vicky deployed it against the giant cosmic fungus they’d faced, she would have been able to destroy it in a single blow. Unfortunately, the ritual was not good at hitting moving targets – which wasn’t a problem when the target was a naval base.

“I’ll keep an eye out for it. Take care of yourself,” Timmy said.

Vicky smiled. “I will. So what do you need?”

“First of all, I need you to send feelers out for the materials the empire needs. If you can find any sources, pay whatever it takes to get them. Every scrap we can get our hands on is material the empire won’t have. That will buy us time and perhaps weaken our opponent if they succeed.”

“Understood. I’ll use my personal funds too if necessary.” Vicky chuckled. “It’s not as though I’ll need them if we lose the war.”

“We also need reinforcements at this base. We’ll be heading up into the mountains soon to speak to the goblins and the spider people. We need to know more, and we need to ensure the spider people don’t sell anything else to the empire.”

Meixing cleared her throat. “I can’t be sure, but an expedition departed into the mountains some time ago. They said they were going to scout the area, but…” She made a face. “I wonder if that’s all they planned to do.”

“You think they might be speaking with the goblins too?” Timmy pursed his lips. “That’s possible. We haven’t received any communication via the base’s communication spheres, but if they realise that this base has been taken, they can keep their distance, try to retake it, or go to the goblins. I want to believe they wouldn’t do anything… extreme to the goblins, but if they get desperate, who knows? If nothing else, they might be able to convince the goblins to speak to the spider people on their behalf and get better weaponry. We’ll have to keep our eyes peeled for them when we go into the mountains. I’ll leave some zombies here, but the bulk of the threat will come from the sea, which means we’ll be relying heavily on Jake, Scar, our aquatic zombies, and our other naval forces.”

Let them come! Scar boomed. I will sink them as I sank the others!

“I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” Vicky said to Scar. She was grinning from ear to ear. Trust Vicky to think that the gigantic, murderous zombie whale was fabulous.

I am Scar. The Little Shadow brought me back as a zombie, so I can sink more imperial ships.

“Will you be modifying him?” Vicky asked curiously.

“Nothing extreme,” Katie replied. “He wants to stay as he is, but he has agreed to let me replace his missing eye and add enough hydra parts to give him enhanced regeneration. He’ll be very, very difficult to stop.”

“Excellent. Perhaps instead of having Scar remain here, you could have him roam a little to harass imperial shipping. As a zombie, he doesn’t need to breathe, so he could stay submerged and out of sight of whalers until he attacks. With your aerial zombies to keep watch, you should be able to spot an incoming naval force soon enough to call him back if his help is required.”

Timmy could see what she was getting at. She wanted Scar to play the role of a submarine. “I think he’d love that and be very good at it, but we need to make sure this base is secure first.”

Katie’s eyes shone, and Timmy knew she was imagining Scar in action. Scar could swim far below the surface before emerging to attack imperial ships. With the hydra parts she was going to add, he would heal from almost any injury he took, so long as he wasn’t destroyed outright. His sheer size and natural durability meant it would take focused fire from a dreadnought to threaten him, and even then, he’d be able to escape by diving down into the deeps where no one could follow him. It was a pity that the three other whales at the dock had already been processed to the point that he couldn’t turn them into zombies. They would have been quite useful in the role Vicky envisioned.

“We can spare a few ships.” Vicky bit her lip as she did a bit of mental arithmetic. “We’ll be making efforts to splinter the great armada and harass its supply lines, but I can wrangle maybe three other galleons and possibly a dreadnought. It’s not much, but it’s all I can do right now.”

“I’ll take whatever you can get. By the time we leave, we should have this base’s defences up and running. Once that’s done, we can use the ships here to harass the empire’s supply lines and threaten raids. If they do come after this base, they’ll have to bleed for it. They won’t be able to threaten it – never mind take it – without committing significant resources, which should make your life easier.”

Meixing raised her hand, and Timmy nodded. She was scrupulously polite to the point that Timmy was going to have to speak to her to let her know it was okay to be less formal. “Thank you for letting me speak. I do not think the goblins are being treated as trading partners anymore. You could ask Lady Amanda to confirm with the base’s senior officers, but the force that went into the mountains was heavily armed, enough so that Captain Berringer was suspicious of their intentions. Could the goblins have grown reluctant to work with the empire?”

That was a solid point. Mental interrogation was a matter of asking the right questions. It was possible that a truly determined man could conceal information if Amanda didn’t know to ask about it. Amanda met his gaze. She would follow up on it.

“That’s possible. The empire didn’t order all of their glitter-steel ingredients from the spider people, just most of them. Otherwise, the spider people would have noticed and stopped selling to them. They are supposed to be well versed in metallurgy. Assuming they’re not insane, I doubt they want the empire to go around incarnating otherworldly entities into glitter-steel titans. From what I’ve heard, the goblins here want to be treated fairly and allowed to live peacefully. I’m sure the empire promised them something along the lines of better treatment and formal recognition in exchange for their help. If they worked out what the empire was doing, I can see them growing uneasy.”

The ‘good’ goblins already had enough to deal with thanks to the awful reputation their malevolent kin had developed. If people found out they’d been involved – albeit indirectly – in summoning an otherworldly entity for military purposes, they’d become even less popular. If that otherworldly entity actually managed to swing the war in the empire’s favour, Timmy could think of a great many people who would want the goblins exterminated either for revenge or to clean up loose ends.

“The empire is not above that sort of treachery,” Jake growled. “Remember what they did to me and my fellow privateers? They wouldn’t hesitate to press the goblins if they got a bit reluctant, nor would they hesitate to wipe them out once they’d outlived their usefulness.”

“A subjugation force?” Avraniel sneered. “If that’s the case, we can go help the goblins and kill those bastards. That should give us an in with the spider people, right?”

“Yes. By all accounts, the goblins are on good terms with the spider people.” Timmy shot Katie an apologetic look. “I’m afraid we’ll have to approach the spider people.”

“Do we have to?” Katie visibly shuddered.

“We can’t risk the empire continuing to get resources from them. Our best bet is to shut it off at the source. Plus, we need to see if we can secure resources for ourselves. Ideally, we’d be able to get the materials needed to develop countermeasures against a glitter-steel titan, but simply acquiring more regular materials for the war effort would also be beneficial.”

“What do we know about the spider people?” Vicky asked. “I haven’t dealt with them before, and it’s been centuries since Everton has had any real contact with them either.” Amanda nodded. If anyone knew how long it had been, she would. “They are quite reclusive, and they’ve avoided direct contact with us in the past.”

“That’s true. They do prefer to keep to themselves.” Timmy gathered his thoughts. He had expected Vicky to leave sooner rather than later, but she probably considered this more relaxing than ruminating about the ritual that awaited her.

“The spider people don’t have a single ruler. Instead, they are made up of a confederation of different kingdoms that often act together when dealing with external groups while still competing against each other. As far as I know, the kingdoms are split along tribal lines, with each kingdom being composed of spider people who bear a strong resemblance to a particular kind of spider. In theory, this means you can tell what kingdom a spider person belongs to by their appearance. In practice, it’s a little tougher than that since humans typically struggle to pick out the differences because of how different they are to us. What I know of their history suggests they have been around as long as the dwarves and the goblins, and they’ve battled both over the years. They have, however, been politically stable for a very long time, at least in terms of how they’ve interacted with outsiders.”

“Aye,” Daerin said. “Before the goblins overwhelmed the Broken Mountains, we had more contact with them. I wouldn’t say they’re warlike, but they don’t like outsiders much either. It doesn’t help that both dwarves and spider people prefer to live in mountains. After the goblins came, we lost contact with them. We had to worry more about surviving.”

“How did you learn about them, master?” Katie asked.

“Through my own research and travels – and other necromancers. The corpses of spider people are very popular amongst necromancers who specialise in arthropods, but they’re quite difficult to obtain. I don’t use them – it’s generally not worth the trouble involved in getting them – but I did want to learn more about them. Don’t forget, Katie, there is a Grand Necromancer who specialises in arthropods. I traded information about topics I knew about for information about the spider people. I was also able to finagle a few meetings with them through various contacts of mine, but I never really got to know them.” Timmy chuckled. “There are spider people who do the same work as Mike the corpse dealer. They’re pricey, but they’re the least dangerous way to get spider people corpses.” He turned to Vicky. “I’ll need the authority to negotiate with the goblins and spider people on Everton’s behalf.”

Vicky didn’t hesitate. “You have it, but Amanda will be your second, and any decision will need to have her approval too. Consult with Gerald too. He knows all of the relevant legislation. Is that everything?”

“For now. I’ll have Gerald contact you if I think of anything else.”

Vicky got to her feet. “Then take care, all of you.” She vanished with a teasing grin. “And watch the horizon tonight. You’ll know it when you see it.”

“Our priorities are fortifying this base and preparing to go into the mountains to deal with the goblins and spider people,” Timmy said to the others. “Let me know if there’s anything you need to help with the tasks you’ve been given. If not, let’s get back to work.”

Later that night, as Timmy hovered on the edge of sleep, he felt it. Necromancy was not astral magic, but it could be considered an adjacent discipline. Light and holy magic were both anathema to necromancy, which meant he could sense them fairly easily too. Although he couldn’t directly perceive the astral plane or souls without outside help – unlike Spot – he wasn’t blind to them either. Massive quantities of light and holy magic were bound to draw his attention, so when Vicky decided to unleash her power and obliterate an imperial naval base, he felt it.

They all did.

He was up on his feet in an instant, and when he got outside and turned his gaze to the horizon, he saw it.

Who wouldn’t?

Katie was there too, as were the others, and they all stared in silence at the towering pillar of light that pierced the sky and seemed to stretch up into infinity. The entire horizon had lit up as though a second sun had risen, and when Timmy closed his eyes and strained his ears, he could have sworn he heard singing on the wind, a heavenly chorus more beautiful than anything he’d ever heard. Yet beneath that celestial chorus was a grief-filled dirge. Overhead, the stars seemed brighter than usual, and Avraniel was staring at the horizon with an inscrutable expression.

Judgement.

The word echoed in his soul as much as in his heart and ears. A judgement had been made, and a sentence had been passed down.

Light magic was perhaps the strongest healing magic that existed. It could undo, negate, or simply remove damage, restoring people to the way they should be – their ideal forms, pure and uncorrupted by the world or other exterior influences. Similarly, it boasted incredible defensive power. When used to its full extent, light magic created an inviolate realm, a sacred space that nothing could cross, corrupt, or taint. When combined with holy magic – the magic that passed judgement on others – this effect became even more pronounced.

Light magic also required the correct mindset. It demanded resolute and unwavering willpower, along with a deep understanding of one’s own soul and nature. That was where its connection to astral magic came into play. Somebody who did not understand themselves completely would never be able to use more complex and powerful light magic. And without the right moral framework, advanced holy magic was also out of the question.

Using light magic to attack was difficult unless the opponent was something impure or corrupt like the undead – beings whose existence relied on altering the true forms of other creatures. To use light magic to destroy a naval base would require a ridiculous amount of power and immense control over light magic. It would almost certainly involve holy magic as well. A sufficiently skilled practitioner – and Vicky was perhaps the greatest there was – could designate the enemy as evil and use holy magic to both attack and amplify the effects of light magic. That was why paladins had a tendency to be overzealous. However, the ability to use that sort of magic on a large scale against people who weren’t truly evil – and Timmy wasn’t crazy enough to think that all the people they were fighting were evil – without losing control was exceptionally rare.

Vicky had explained it to him once in one of those moments of candour that left him equal parts bemused, exasperated, intrigued, and concerned. One of the titles she’d been given after becoming a proper cleric was ‘the one who saves’. That meant two things: she had to be able to protect the innocent… and smite those who threatened them without doubt or hesitation.

The fact that Vicky hadn’t turned into an overzealous, homicidal maniac after years of serving as Everton’s proverbial big stick spoke volumes about her, especially considering the sheer scale of the destruction she could unleash. Almost everyone who’d come close to her level of power had eventually been driven insane, growing ever more judgemental and zealous until they had to choose between keeping their sanity and using their magic. Of course, by that point, they were far more likely to choose their magic over their sanity. Vicky, however, was made of sterner stuff.

As Vicky had put it, she was both shield and sword – the shield that protected those under her care and the swift and terrible sword that struck down their enemies. The trick was learning how to set aside the shield and sheathe the sword. It was something Old Man could probably empathise with, given just what he was capable of with a sword in hand.

“Master…” Katie breathed. “Did the Supreme Cleric do that on her own?”

Spot crooned, the sound eerily reminiscent of whale song. Beautiful…

“Heh. Sparky is more interesting than I thought.” Avraniel smirked. “Damn. I kind of want to see what that base looks like right now.”

“I doubt there’s anything left.” He squinted. “I can guess which base she hit, and based on the distance and the apparent size of the attack, I doubt there’s even a crater. All you’d have is empty sea.”

Meixing gulped and reached up to grab at her right arm, only to wince when her hand closed on empty air. “That kind of power is… inhuman.”

Timmy’s lips curled. “You’re not the first person to think that.” He cleared his throat. “Gerald, I want to check on Vicky tomorrow. Can I borrow the communication sphere?”

The bureaucrat swallowed thickly. “Yes. Yes, of course. I’ll check on her too. I do hope she’s all right.”

“So do I, Gerald.” Timmy watched as the pillar of light finally began to peter out. He patted the taller man on the shoulder. “We should say a prayer for those poor bastards at the naval base. I’m sure she’ll be praying for them.”


Chapter Fourteen

Vicky floated in the air, high above the vast, gaping hole in the world that had once been a naval base, the last words of a familiar prayer lingering on her lips. She hadn’t simply flattened the naval base. No. That would have left them with the ability to rebuild it. Instead, the entire island was gone. Her attack had annihilated the naval base’s barrier and the base itself before proceeding to obliterate the island in its entirety. It hadn’t stopped with the portion of the island above the water but had proceeded all the way down to the sea floor.

A mischievous part of her wondered if she’d be able to pierce through the planet if she had enough time to spare and narrowed the width of her attack. But she’d be in an awful lot of trouble then, wouldn’t she? At the very least, the rest of the Council would be quite upset with her. As it was, cartographers around the world would be cursing her name once news of the island’s destruction spread. Perhaps after the war, they could come back and have a team of powerful earth mages try to remake the island.

Even now, as her attack dissipated, water refused to enter the void it left behind. Perhaps it was a consequence of her magic. Nothing – absolutely nothing – wanted to enter the space where her truth prevailed above all others.

Although the ideas and concepts involved might differ, all forms of magic were ultimately ways to manipulate reality. From a conceptual standpoint, destroying the island had been rather simple. Truth was one of the concepts inherent to the use of light magic. Those who wielded light magic – properly, anyway – needed to know both their own truth and the truth of the world around them. It was why light magic could be used to dispel illusions and resist mental interference. Using light magic offensively required an additional step – the ability to impose their truth on the world around them. That was why so many people combined light magic and holy magic. Holy magic was the magic of judgement, of right and wrong. It was therefore more intuitive to use, and it also helped light mages achieve the state of mind necessary to use their magic offensively.

For example, people could use holy magic to heal by removing things they deemed evil, such as disease. Likewise, holy magic could be used to attack evil entities like demons. Light magic could serve a similar purpose, but the word ‘impure’ in light magic had a very specific meaning that many failed to grasp. To be impure, something had to be false. Light magic cured diseases because the idealised and true state of a person’s body, devoid of external influences and modifications, was free of diseases. Healing with light magic was the restoration of the body to a state of fundamental truth.

To use light magic to attack meant being able to impose one’s truth on the outside world, to overwhelm the existing truth. Vicky’s truth was simple. There was no naval base. There was no island. Her attack made that truth reality, and the pillar of light was simply the physical manifestation of her magic imposing itself upon the world.

It had been very, very tempting to rely more on holy magic to make her task easier. All she had to do was envision her enemies as paragons of evil, as unworthy, corrupt, and wicked. Smiting them would have been a perfectly noble thing to do. It would have been the right and just thing to do. However, the mental strain would have been considerable. High-level light magic already came with certain issues, particularly when there was a lot of power involved. Even now, she could feel a sense of superiority, of rightness, as her truth was imposed on the world. Adding the feelings of sanctimony and righteousness that came from drawing too heavily on holy magic would only have made things worse. Few people realised just how bad it could get because few people had anything close to her power.

There was always a voice in the back of her mind. Wouldn’t it be better if her truth was the only truth? She was righteous. She was intelligent and wise and fair. She could bring order and prosperity. All people had to do was listen. But what if they didn’t want to listen? She could make them listen. She could exalt her truth above all others and make them understand and obey. She had the power. She had the intelligence and the charisma. She wouldn’t have to force them. They would kneel willingly. All she needed was the desire to see it done.

Below her, the crews of the ships that had accompanied her cheered her name.

As well they should.

They were alive because of her. They were victorious because of her.

It was only natural that –

She cut the thought off and ruthlessly quashed the voice in the back of her mind before her thoughts could spiral any further. She should have done it earlier, but there was something morbidly fascinating about watching her magic try to influence her thoughts. Observing that influence, studying it, dissecting it, and understanding it robbed it of its power. The more she understood how her magic could influence her mind, the more well-armed she would be against that influence.

Her predecessors had not been immune to such thoughts. Indeed, it explained why her immediate predecessor had been so reluctant to give up power. However, she had no intention of letting such thoughts get to her. And it wasn’t as if her magic was unique in having mental side effects. Almost every stupidly powerful mage had the potential to develop destructive neuroses related to their magic. Look at Avraniel. Timmy often joked about her being a pyromaniac, but the trail of devastation she’d left in her wake over the years was no joke. Her magic made her extremely good at destroying things, and her approach to problem solving was far closer to a dragon’s than an elf’s. Likewise, the massive overrepresentation of mental illness amongst necromancers was difficult to ignore. Timmy and Katie were the most mentally balanced necromancers Vicky had ever met, and they still had their fair share of quirks.

The emperor was said to possess the most powerful magic in the empire. He was also said to have a good dose of megalomania. Now, Vicky had never met the man, but the empire was invading Everton.

Consciously shoving aside her errant thoughts, Vicky called on her astral magic. A sea of souls appeared before her – the souls on the allied ships beneath her, the souls of the imperial vanguard who had turned around after realising they were too late to intervene, and countless other souls further out. Further and further, she stretched her senses, basking in the light of all those souls and in the warmth of a simple, incontrovertible truth. She was not a god. She was just one person, just one light amongst so many others, brighter perhaps, but not so different in the end. Humility, that rarest of virtues amongst the truly powerful, was the antidote to her poisonous thoughts.

She paused, lingering for a moment, on a particular set of souls. Only Spot seemed to have noticed her attention, and his soul radiated happiness. He was curled up to Avraniel, and it wouldn’t be long before he fell asleep. Timmy himself was already asleep, not the least bit bothered by the attack she’d unleashed. If anything he was worried about her, worried about how using the attack would affect her.

It reminded her of when she had first been getting to know Timmy. She had been sparring against a student from the final year of the Academy. He had been the strongest student in the school, and she’d crushed him, the same way she’d crushed everyone else she’d fought. Looking around, only two people hadn’t been staring at her in awe or fear.

James, that stodgy, loveable idiot had looked utterly exasperated. His thoughts had been almost audible. Again? Would they have to deal with senior students unhappy with the outcome of the duel making trouble for them again? She’d done the same thing at their previous academy when they were younger! And Timmy… Timmy had seen her awe-inspiring display of power and skill and had looked thoughtful instead of afraid. He hadn’t been thinking of avoiding her. As ludicrous as it seemed, he’d been trying to find a way to beat her.

She’d gotten to know him better, and he hadn’t disappointed. He’d even beaten her in several games of strategy, and she remained inordinately pleased that, to this day, he still won those more often than he lost. It was nice being the underdog for once, and it was nice to find an opponent whose skills had improved as rapidly as hers, if not more so.

Smiling, she let her senses return to her surroundings as she drifted back down onto the deck of her ship. As her attendants came forward to congratulate her and make sure she was all right, she wondered if she’d be able to visit the others again in the morning. Timmy had seemingly needed to shave. He usually did a good job, but she was better at it. She grinned impishly. He might be the only necromancer in history who didn’t object to a Supreme Cleric using light magic to give him the perfect shave.

Yes, it was silly and frivolous – and her attendants would be split between stark disapproval and cheering her on – but in a life full of duty and self-sacrifice, she ought to be allowed this small indulgence.

* * *

Vicky’s astral projection floated through the air. She passed seamlessly through the barrier and then floated over to the main building, which had been fully repaired in the aftermath of the battle. The rest of the base, although not in perfect shape, was already prepared to repel the enemy.

Most of the weapons around the base had been fixed, and she could see trenches and barricades ready to receive attackers. She’d also noticed fliers on her way over. Apart from Timmy’s zombies, there were also several wyvern riders who were either too inexperienced or whose mounts were too young to throw into the grinder of open warfare against the empire. However, they could still serve as scouts while building up some experience.

It was nice of Timmy to make an exception for her in the barrier’s defences. She wasn’t at her best, but she did have the next few days off to rest and recover. She could still fight, but she was all too aware that the pace she’d been setting was not sustainable. It was best to rest now while the empire was still wary. They didn’t know how often she could use attacks like the one that had destroyed the naval base, so they had to be cautious. She’d sent a few astral projections at them, and they’d retreated each time, only to resume their advance when more Lords of Magic arrived to offer support.

Spot noticed her and waved cheerfully as he and Chomp trotted to the docks to enjoy a helping of whale meat. Meixing apparently knew several interesting ways to prepare it. Scar was on patrol – Vicky was fairly sure Katie had sent him out, so he wouldn’t have to see anyone eating whale – and she pitied any imperial ships he encountered. The best part was that anyone he attacked was unlikely to realise he was a zombie due to the sheer rapidity of his assault and the pressing need to not die horribly. As a known entity who had attacked imperial ships in the past, there was a decent chance they’d chalk it up to bad luck instead of realising it was a targeted attack.

Meixing greeted Spot and Chomp with a bow and got to work with Spot asking all sorts of questions about the cooking process. He did like to know how his food was cooked, and Vicky was certain he’d give cooking a try himself once he had the manual dexterity for it. And speaking of dexterity, Meixing was remarkably capable for someone who only had one arm, especially since it was clear she hadn’t lost her other arm all that long ago. Indeed, she often moved as if she still had two arms when she wasn’t making a conscious effort to compensate for it.

According to Timmy, Old Man had been training her personally. The swordsman had praised her talent, and that was no small thing, Of all the swordsmen she’d encountered, Old Man was the only one whose talent Vicky was absolutely certain exceeded hers although she was curious to know how’d she fare against him with a spear.

Spot crooned as the smell of cooking whale filled the air, and Vicky was reminded yet again of the old saying that the quickest way to a dragon’s heart was through their stomach. Spot might act tough – and he was a terror on the battlefield – but he was a kinder soul than his teeth and flame would suggest. Given time, she was certain he would warm up to Meixing, and the girl could certainly use more friends.

Besides, Spot could also see Meixing’s soul, as could Vicky. The teenager’s soul was broken and battered in many ways, struggling to hold itself together, but there was a warmth to it that spoke of a genuine desire for real friendship. She must have felt so lonely, and Vicky had met enough people like her to understand that if the group showed her compassion, kindness, and friendship, then she would never betray them and would gladly fight to the very end by their side. She’d have to ask Timmy to speak to Avraniel. The elf could be prickly, and Meixing’s present fragility meant she might take it poorly if the elf reacted with her usual caustic approach. Then again, that was growing less and less likely, now that Spot was warming up to her. If nothing else, Avraniel would go easier on the teenager if Spot liked her.

Continuing into the main building, Vicky passed through walls and ceilings until she reached Timmy’s room. Not surprisingly, it was covered in enough protective runes and seals to give most seal masters an aneurism out of sheer envy. Her lips curved up into a fond smile as she noticed the matching defences around the rooms of the others. Timmy had always worried more about his friends than himself, and Katie was closer to his daughter than his apprentice. Vicky would have called him paranoid, but there were plenty of people out to get him, so it wasn’t paranoia, so much as it was perfectly justifiable concern. Chuckling, she ran her magic through one of the seals, and the protective magic parted to let her in.

Another smile crossed her lips. Timmy was fond of organising things in a certain way – a combination of personal preference and pure efficiency – and she took a quick look around to see if the room had been organised in accordance with her expectations. It had. The sole exception was a book on whale biology that he must have scrounged up from the whalers. He had mentioned that he and Katie would be working on Scar and creating more zombie whales when they got the chance, so understanding whale biology was important. His favourite shovel was propped up next to his bed, ready to be used at a moment’s notice. She studied the shovel intently and took careful note of any additions and changes. It was amazing how far he’d come since his early days of fiddling with random pieces of scrap metal in a bid to fix his earth magic. She could recall one particular amusing attempt that had involved a trowel. Alas, the tool had not been able to withstand his magic. It had exploded, and she’d been forced to heal him since attending classes without the fingers on his left hand would have been difficult. He had prepared a potion that could heal the injury, but her healing was better – and she wanted him to have that potion in reserve for when she wasn’t around.

Turning her attention back to Timmy, she took a moment to simply watch him sleep. She sighed. Her sister had been urging her to make a move. After all, she was the single most powerful person their family had ever produced. It would be incredibly awkward if she never had children. If her children inherited a quarter of her strength, they would still be considered monstrously powerful. Her cousin – who was blind – had also gotten in on the action, pointing out that even someone without functional eyes could tell how she felt and that Timmy wouldn’t notice unless she hit him with a metaphorical – or literal – shovel. Of course, her cousin wasn’t completely blind. Although her eyes couldn’t see the way regular people’s eyes could, her astral sight was almost a match for Vicky’s, which meant it was several orders of magnitude better than the average cleric’s.

It was rare to see Timmy like this. He was, by nature and by virtue of his deeply unpleasant childhood, a watchful person who excelled at staying alert and observant at all times while appearing casual and relaxed. It was the same sort of instinctive situational awareness that only the most battle-hardened warriors had, and Timmy had developed it while still only a child. It made her wish that Timmy hadn’t so utterly guaranteed his master’s passing. Otherwise, she’d have hauled his soul out of the afterlife, so she could make him suffer.

Timmy had been worried about the prisoners they’d taken, but he’d relaxed a little once they’d set up appropriate accommodation for them. It was impossible to transport so many people, given their current naval situation, but the camp they’d established on the edges of the base would make rebellion close to impossible. There were plenty of mundane and magical defences, along with guards and zombies. Food wasn’t an issue. The naval base had been very generously supplied, and even small portions of whale meat were nutritious and filling. The waters nearby were also teeming with fish, and Timmy’s aquatic zombies could help ensure that everyone’s needs were met.

Floating until she was directly above him, she decided to be silly. It was a luxury she rarely got to indulge in these days, what with her needing to play the part of an invincible and merciless force of nature whose mere presence guaranteed victory. She reached down and poked him in the nose with her finger.

He grumbled and opened his eyes before very deliberately closing them and rolling over. “Can you make yourself less shiny. I’m going blind.”

“I’ll have you know that my shininess is a mere two out of ten on what is a logarithmic scale.” Nevertheless, she reduced the brightness of her glow and floated over to sit on the end of the bed cross legged, which allowed him to sit up. True, he could easily pass through her astral projection, but people generally found moving through her weird, even when she made herself intangible.

Her position also gave her a good view.

Timmy had always been fit, but the recent run of missions had seen him get even fitter. It was very tempting to stare, but it wouldn’t be proper. Besides, it wasn’t as though her astral projection had physical eyes. She could take a perfectly discrete peek without looking directly at him. His chest was bare, and she frowned faintly at the scars she saw. They were constant reminders of how close he’d come to death on so many occasions, and it rankled her that so many of them had been acquired when he was younger and less able to defend himself. The thought of him dying alone in some ancient ruin in the middle of nowhere had always troubled her.

At least now, he wasn’t going off on adventures alone anymore. The others were there, especially Katie. The girl would never abandon him, regardless of what orders Timmy gave. Vicky had offered to remove his scars in the past, but he had opted to keep them, instead asking her to deal with any damage that might impact his combat effectiveness or his long-term health. She had respected his wishes. Her own gifts meant that she had no scars of her own. However, she knew what his scars represented, and she respected his desire to keep them. A person shouldn’t be ruled by their past, but only a fool made a habit of forgetting. To Timmy, those scars were marks of pride, reminders of the foes he had beaten and the challenges he had overcome.

They were also a warning to anyone who wanted to kill him.

Look at what other people had done. Yet he was still alive. Did they really think they could do better?

“Has anyone ever told you that sneaking into people’s rooms is creepy?” Timmy asked. He rubbed his face, and she sent a brief burst of magic toward him, just enough to help him wake up and shake off the drowsiness of sleep. It was, she’d been told, akin to having a sip of coffee. He gave her a grateful smile. “I wouldn’t mind waking up to that every day.”

“That,” she said. “Could be arranged.”

He chuckled. “But how would you find the time to travel over each day?”

That wasn’t the point she was trying to make, but she smiled anyway. “And people usually don’t mind when I sneak in. I’m told I’m very charming.”

“Worryingly so when you put your mind to it.” He grinned. “You would be an incredible con artist if you ever tried.” He got up and began to move through a few quick and easy exercises and stretches. Keeping limber was important, especially for someone who used a weapon and prided themselves on their skills in close combat. It was also to make sure that none of his old injuries were slowing him down. They had all been healed, but knowing an injury was healed and trusting his body to perform perfectly were two different things. “I’d normally be up earlier, but I was up late last night working on the barrier. Your light show a few nights ago wasn’t great for my sleeping patterns.”

“It wasn’t great for the naval base either.”

“I can imagine.” He gave her a searching look. As usual, he could see past her whimsical smile. “It’s a pity you had to do that.”

Vicky sighed. “I gave them a chance to evacuate. They chose to stand and fight. Their courage was commendable although the outcome was regrettable.” She held no personal grudge against the empire’s rank and file. They were, by and large, decent and honourable folk who truly believed they were doing what was best for their country. However, she would dearly love to get her hands on their superiors. Ah, if only she could get five minutes alone with the empire’s chief military officers. Alas, they had the wisdom to stay as far away from her as possible. “The barrier?”

“It’s not quite finished, but it’ll stand up to a normal attack. I also added a super-charging function that lets it massively increase its strength for a short period of time in exchange for extended downtime afterward. It’s not useful for prolonged sieges, but against a massive, committed attack under time pressure, it’ll be worth its weight in gold.”

“Fascinating. You’ll have to explain it to me later.”

“Of course. Now, as fun as it is to have you ambush me while I’m asleep, is this a social call, or…?”

“Timmy, do I have to remind you that you’ve ambushed plenty of people while they’re asleep? Admittedly, you’ve either captured or killed most of them – or thrown cobras at them in James’s case – but the point stands. Pot. Kettle. Black.” He inclined his head to acknowledge the point. “Alas, this isn’t a simple social call.”

“Ah.” Timmy stretched, and she took note of which scars on his back matched those on his front. Being stabbed was awful, but being stabbed so badly that the weapon went all the way through was worse, and it had happened to him far more often than she’d like. On the upside, Timmy had never been one to leave things unfinished. She could say with confidence that the people responsible were either dead or otherwise dealt with, and if they weren’t, all he had to do was give her their names. She’d handle the rest. “It’s that kind of visit, huh? Let me get dressed. We can talk with the others. You need to talk to them too, right?”

“Yes. I’ve been able to speak with the rest of the Council. Since you haven’t departed yet, I can give you a better estimate with regards to the goblins and spider people, as well as what help you can expect here.” She remained sitting on the bed.

He made a shooing motion. “Out. I’m changing.”

She laughed and walked through the wall. He emerged a short time later, dressed for the day, and they made their way out of the building, stopping briefly to notify Katie. In the meantime, Timmy dispatched the rats to wake up whoever wasn’t already up. Katie shambled out of her room with a baleful glare. The girl’s hair was a mess that strongly resembled an angry cactus. Rembrandt, as loyal and multi-talented as ever, did his best to comb it into something presentable.

“She’s not a morning person?” Vicky asked. During her previous visits, Katie had seemed to handle mornings without any issues.

“That’s not it. She stayed up late watching me and Peruzzi work on the barrier. She’s not ready to work on large-scale barriers yet, but I want to get her started on smaller ones soon.” He reached out to stop Katie from walking into a wall. “Of course, I won’t be suspending a vat of acid above her as motivation.”

“Your master was a thoroughly detestable person,” Vicky murmured. It was almost disturbing how much she could hate somebody she’d never met.

“But he’s dead, which means I win.” Timmy smirked. “And there’s no bringing him back. I made absolutely sure of that. If he ever gets reborn, I hope he comes back as a snail and gets eaten by a bird. It would serve him right.”

“Yes, I suppose it would. Anyway, the rest of the Council agrees with your suggestions about the glitter-steel. It’s extremely unlikely that we can stop them from completing their project – the opportunity to do that passed months ago. But we can slow them down. That should, hopefully, give us time to develop appropriate countermeasures. We have a few ideas of our own.”

“Good. It never hurts to have more than one stick to hit the enemy with.” Timmy frowned. “Daerin and I have discussed our ideas. What we’ve got in mind might work, but we won’t know for sure until we know exactly what we’re up against. The more options we have, the better.”

“I have been asking my sources,” Vicky said. “Whoever or whatever they’re summoning, they’re going very far out of their way. I haven’t been able to learn much yet, but my sources are continuing to look into it. I’ll let you know the moment I get more information.” She paused. “On a related note, how different are the goblins you’ll be meeting in comparison to those who’ve been attacking the dwarves?”

Vicky had only encountered the latter, and she’d dealt with them in the manner they deserved – swift, merciless death. That she had not been able to commit more strongly to purging the Broken Mountains herself rankled her. However, she’d been dealing with the machinations of her predecessor and the wider geopolitical situation. The moment she committed to dealing with the goblins, Everton’s enemies would have seized the opportunity to strike.

“Completely different,” Timmy replied. “From what I understand, they’re peaceful to the point of almost being pacifists although they’ll fight if they’re cornered. The ones we’ll be meeting later are said to be skilled with runes and seals, and they make a decent amount of money facilitating trade between the spider people – who seem to trust them – and the outside world. To be honest, I have no idea why they’re so different. I have asked Amanda about it. She says that only the goblins know why they’re so different, and they’ve never spoken about it to anyone.”

“If they are being subjugated by the empire, do you think they’d be open to an alliance?” Vicky asked as she considered what little they knew of these goblins. “Expertise in runes and seals are valuable. If they’re mostly peaceful, we could take up the burden of defending them in exchange for their services.” It went unspoken that if Everton managed to win the war against the empire, they would be the pre-eminent power in this part of the world. It would be generations before the empire had the strength to attack them again. “There aren’t a lot of them, and this base controls access to their territory. We’d be getting something for doing what we’d do anyway.”

Timmy rubbed his chin. He really needed to stop putting it off and shave. She’d ask him to let her do it later. “They might. If they are, in fact, being subjugated, it should be clear to them that trying to stay neutral won’t work. We’d be their best bet, assuming they don’t simply retreat higher up into the mountains or seek refuge with the spider people. But I don’t know if retreating higher up is a realistic option for them. These mountains are extremely inhospitable and brutal to climb. I doubt their young or elderly would survive.”

“See if you can form an alliance. If we win the war, we’ll be the world’s dominant naval power, and this area will be under our control. The empire will have their hands full if they lose, and not merely with licking their wounds.”

“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “A scheme of yours?”

Vicky smile sunnily. “Everton was the first and only province of the empire to successfully break away for longer than a few decades. If the empire loses this war, their army and navy will be in ruins, and much of their leadership will either be dead or severely lacking in credibility. I would expect several provinces to revolt the second the empire surrenders. Depending on the nature of our victory, the empire may be in no position to stop them.”

As awful as it would be for the people drawn into the conflict, a fragmenting empire would be a huge win for Everton. They would be free to rebuild from the losses taken during the war – and those losses were already significant – while consolidating any territory they’d gained. They would also have the opportunity to attack economically, driving the empire out of any markets they held a strong position in and aiding their allies in dealing with any empire-backed threats they faced. If they won the war decisively, Vicky had every intention of smuggling material aid to any provinces that rebelled. And if they somehow managed to kill the emperor during the war, well, then just about anything would be possible.

Not only was it ideologically consistent for them to help those independence movements but it would also keep the empire mired in internal strife for decades, possibly centuries. And if the breakaway provinces actually managed to hold their ground? Then Everton would have new friends in very convenient places. At the very least, the next time the empire made trouble, they’d have to deal with those provinces before even considering an attack on Everton. Were her thoughts altruistic? Not particularly. But a certain level of pragmatism was necessary in politics. Besides, Everton could only afford to be altruistic from a position of strength. It reminded her of a saying she’d heard during her training as a paladin – there can be no mercy without strength. In other words, only by becoming strong would people be in a position to offer mercy.

“When that happens, we will be in an excellent position to make good on any promises we make to the goblins,” Vicky said. “Of course, if we lose, it won’t matter what promises we make. This base would also serve as an excellent permanent base for whaling, and we could send troops to help the goblins secure more territory of their own.” Vicky motioned vaguely at the sea. “I did note several locations that might be suitable for settlement. If we control the seas and clear the area of monsters, they could build villages there. It would be more comfortable than living high up in the mountains.”

“True.” Timmy considered the matter quickly, but she’d known him long enough to know that he’d already thought about the issue from multiple angles. “The spider people will be trickier.”

“Yes. As you said, they’re effectively a confederation of kingdoms. They have little to fear from outsiders unless nations like us or the empire are willing to commit to a full-blooded invasion attempt.” She smiled thinly. “For obvious reasons, we have no intention of doing that. If you can’t secure an alliance with them, try to secure neutrality in the war and cut off their supply of materials to the empire. Buying those materials is a decent option too. Be prepared to outbid the empire.”

“We have the money for that now?” Timmy asked bluntly.

Although Everton’s economy was more diverse and sophisticated than the empire’s, all the data suggested that while they were more prosperous on a per capita basis, the sheer size of the empire gave them a larger economy. It was why she and the other members of the Council had taken steps, both overt and covert, to weaken the empire’s economy as much as possible once it became obvious that war was inevitable.

Their efforts had shown mixed success, but it was better than nothing. However, those efforts had amplified the subsequent impact of their attacks on the empire’s naval logistics, as well as the impact of the handful of saboteurs they’d managed to sneak into the empire. They were amongst the most valuable agents Everton had, and she sincerely hoped they survived, so she could thank them in person and reward them appropriately. Unfortunately, their historical survival rates were less than stellar. As of late, the ninja rats had also managed to smuggle some of their people in, and they were hard at work sabotaging key infrastructure, destroying crops, and just generally making things as awful as they could for the empire. At the rate some of them were going, they’d have to mint tiny medals to give them since the usual ones were far too large. It wouldn’t surprise her if, by the end of the war, the empire made a concerted effort to eradicate every rodent they could find.

“I and the other councillors will be making our personal funds available.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” He understood the reason for the Council’s enthusiasm immediately. “It’s not as though any of you will have a use for that money if we lose.”

“Quite.” At best, the councillors and their families would be executed. At worst? It was better not to think of it. Suffice it to say that if she was going to die, she would do her absolute best to kill as many of her enemies as possible. Ideally, she’d get the emperor too before she fell.

“Did the destruction of the naval base accomplish what you wanted?”

“The forces moving to assist it turned back, as did the forces hoping to use it to resupply. Without it, they don’t have a forward operating base in the area. They’ve been forced to join the bulk of the armada. Admittedly, this means the armada is now even larger, but their vanguard has been considerably limited in the area they can cover, and there is now even more pressure on their logistics. The focus on the base also allowed us to launch several raids on their supply lines. The armada is on a timer. They have to win a decisive battle soon, and if we can force them to commit without a suitably developed logistics chain, our odds of victory will improve substantially.”

“Our allies?”

“Struggling. The Shimmering Isles have been holding their own. The naval war suits them since, for the time being, it’s one of mobility and quality rather than quantity and brute force. But they’ll have their work cut out for them in the battles to come. We’ll have to bleed the armada as it advances, and they won’t get out of those battles unscathed. On land, our allies are barely holding on. Say what you like, but the empire’s legions are numerous, experienced, and highly motivated. Most of our allies have abandoned any attempt at offensive action in favour of hunkering down and adopting a largely defensive posture. We’re sending what help we can, but until the naval situation has been resolved, we have to be careful. We cannot afford to have our forces cut off.”

“Ouch. I’d expected the land battle would go poorly for our allies, but I thought they’d do a little better than that.”

“It’s not ideal,” Vicky said. “But we have to play the hand we’ve been dealt. At least they’re tying up the empire’s army. Of course, the projection of force into so many theatres of battle is a logistical nightmare. Our allies cannot win a conventional war against the empire, but attacking their logistics has helped. They’ve been attacking supply lines, ambushing isolated forces, and adopting a scorched earth approach that has left the empire struggling to scrounge up enough food and materiel for their troops. Poor weather in several areas has also helped.” She smiled. It was easy to forget what James’s family could do since they rarely used that aspect of their magic. However, it could be game-changing in these sorts of situations. “Getting wet on top of being hungry isn’t good for morale, and trying to move around in cloying mud will sap even a determined army’s resolve. Winning the naval war is crucial. If we can win, we’ll be able to send massive numbers of reinforcements.”

“And the straits?” Timmy asked. “Has there been any sign of their project?”

“None. Thank the gods.” Vicky sighed. “But there has been non-stop skirmishing. I expect a full-scale attack sooner rather than later. If they can take the straits, we’re in trouble. But if we can hold them and force them to commit more forces, we’ll have the upper hand.”

“I see.” Timmy continued walking. Seeing Katie almost walk into another wall, he decided to simply hoist the girl up over his shoulder and carry her like a sack of potatoes. Rather than complain, Katie chose to get a few extra minutes of sleep. “We’ll finish up here and then head for the mountains. I’ve still got a few things to work on. My new zombie thunder salamander won’t make itself.”

Vicky blinked. “I was under the impression that Scar squashed the thunder salamander flat.”

“Oh, he did.” Timmy grinned evilly. “But I’m not a Grand Necromancer for nothing. It hasn’t been easy, but I’ve been salvaging what I can. Now, if the Supreme Necromancer was here, he’d have that monster up and running in fifteen minutes, max.”

“How does that work exactly?”

What followed was a brief explanation on the intricacies of necromancy. Vicky was actually quite well versed in necromancy. Her friendship with Timmy and her position as Supreme Cleric had seen to that. However, she was most well versed in how to deal with necromancy, not with how to salvage the bodies of horrifically mangled creatures using advanced necromancy.

She already knew that necromancy could be used to reinforce and heal dead bodies. If it couldn’t, zombies would just fall apart. After all, they were rotting corpses whose natural regenerative processes had ceased. What she hadn’t known was how far this aspect of necromancy could be pushed.

It wasn’t an area that Timmy specialised in although he wasn’t, by any means, bad at it. However, he couldn’t simply wave his hands at the flattened, crushed, and charred remains of the thunder salamander and work a miracle. Instead, he needed to get creative. The introduction of necromantic magic would start the process, but the key was getting the… lump of mangled flesh alive enough to accept additions from other creatures that could get it the rest of the way – which was where hydra parts came in.

Basically, Timmy had used his shovel to scrape up all the bits and pieces of the thunder salamander he could find and then tossed them into a pit he’d made using his earth magic. His necromancy had given some semblance of undead life to that nightmarish agglutination of bits and pieces – just enough to let him successfully connect hydra parts. Hydras were regenerators. Everyone knew that. What most people didn’t know was that hydra parts had a memory of sorts, so their body would know what it was supposed to look like. Otherwise, how was a hydra supposed to regenerate after being crushed by boulders or cut into tiny pieces? What necromancers had discovered was that all creatures possessed an idea of what their bodies should be like. They simply lacked the ability regain that form when damaged. This went beyond the concept of an idealised soul or astral self. It was there on a purely physical level.

That made sense. After all, there had to be something physical that determined why humans shared so many features like all having two arms, two legs, and so on, especially since babies were born with so little magic they might as well not have any. Healers and the like had studied this idea extensively and linked it to ideas that had been put forward by agricultural experts and botanists. The field of ‘genetics’ was still relatively new, but it had already done a lot to explain what they knew about heredity, which was useful for breeding livestock, cultivating new crops, and understanding how different bloodlines interacted with each other.

In any case, necromancy allowed the hydra parts to grasp the ideal shapes of the parts that were attached to them. It was incredibly fascinating. It explained why sticking some hydra heads onto a giant shark with drake wings – Roger – allowed the zombie to regenerate that particular form rather than regrowing random bits and pieces. As a Grand Necromancer, Timmy had the skill and power to get the hydra parts to connect to what was left of the thunder salamander in ways that would allow the thunder salamander to regenerate properly.

The end result was a large pit in which the thunder salamander was gradually taking shape out of the random… soup of body parts. It was, in all honesty, the stuff of nightmares, which was why Timmy kept the pit covered when he wasn’t checking on it. The thought of Gerald accidentally stumbling across the pit was a frightful one. He’d be utterly traumatised. And if he stumbled into the pit? Good grief. They’d have to get Amanda to erase the memory. Of course, Vicky was made of sterner stuff. She found the whole thing fascinating, especially in how it contrasted with the way her own powers worked. From an apothecary standpoint, she was curious to know if it was possible to create a ‘hydra potion’ that contained just enough of the right hydra parts to stimulate accelerated regeneration in a person to heal their injuries before breaking down safely. She knew an apothecary who might be able to pull it off, but she’d have to speak to her later. She had a busy schedule ahead of her.

“How long will it take?”

“Another day or so.” Timmy shrugged. “It’s only taking this long since I haven’t done this with a thunder salamander before. There are all sorts of tricks you learn that can make it go faster, but they tend to be different between species.”

“I see.” Vicky reached out with her senses. The others were coming over, but they still had a bit of time. Spot was happily explaining the glories of properly cooked whale to Avraniel. He’d eaten so much that he was almost waddling. It was oddly adorable, but given how swiftly and efficiently a dragon’s digestive system worked, he’d be hungry for more in an hour or two.

“I think I might need to shave,” Timmy murmured, rubbing his chin.

Ever one to seize an opportunity, Vicky smiled. “Let me do it.” She raised a hand, and a blade of light formed. “After all, I can give you a much closer and cleaner shave than anyone else, and we don’t even need any water either.”

That was when Katie woke up. She took one look at them, rolled her eyes dramatically, and then loudly declared that she would go check on the salamander. Vicky bit back a laugh. What a good girl. She’d have to get her a present later.


Chapter Fifteen

The cold was already brutal, and they were only just passing the foothills at the base of the mountains. Timmy chuckled. No wonder people hated climbing mountains so much – and these weren’t regular mountains. Oh no. These mountains were the stuffy of dreary, depressing, frost-bitten legend. They loomed over would-be conquerors like titanic claws reaching for the sky. Their sheer size would make travel increasingly difficult, and the thinner air, tearing winds, and plummeting temperatures at higher altitudes would make short work of the unprepared.

Even here, further down, it was already tough. There wasn’t anything resembling a path. Instead, the rough, jagged rocks had to be navigated by eye, a near-impossible task given the present conditions – if not for Timmy’s magic.

The swirling snow and howling winds should have been blinding, but Timmy’s magic let him grasp the shape of the land ahead. With that knowledge, he was able to plan a navigable route. It would have been nice to travel using his zombie fliers, but the weather was so bad that even his zombies would have struggled to stay aloft. There was no way the blizzard that had fallen shortly after their departure was natural. It had arrived far too suddenly, and the currents of magic that flowed through the land and sky had reacted sharply to its presence. Whoever – or whatever – had created this blizzard could very easily take exception to anything that tried to fly through it.

But although the blizzard wasn’t natural, it wasn’t the empire’s doing either. To his knowledge, there was no one in the empire who could create a blizzard of this size and strength so quickly and in a way that affected the ambient currents of magic so sharply. If he had to guess, it was likely the work of a powerful nature spirit of some kind. Such spirits rarely reacted well to necromancy, and the last thing they needed was to pick a fight with an entity capable of making a blizzard while they were travelling through the mountains. It was best to keep the use of necromancy to a minimum and continue the journey on foot.

Was this a case of bad luck, or had the empire managed to anger something? The alternatives were that Timmy and his group had done something themselves, or the entity involved was simply hostile toward outsiders in general. With the empire’s recent activity in the area, he wouldn’t put it past the empire to have inadvertently angered a powerful spirit. It would be just like a Lord of Magic to stumble across an ancient shrine or sacred grotto and decide that, yes, poking it would be a good idea.

“Do you hear that?” Gerald shouted.

Timmy shouldn’t have been able to hear him at all with how loud the wind was, but Amanda was using her telepathy to help everyone communicate. Gerald didn’t actually have to speak, but speaking the words was instinctive, and only the vampire and Spot had experience with telepathy. Timmy had been worried about accidentally melting Amanda’s brain, but she had smiled and assured him that even if her brain did melt, all it would take to get her back on her feet was a bit of blood. He honestly wasn’t sure if she was joking or not, but ancient vampires did heal very quickly after consuming blood.

“I can hear a voice on the wind!” Gerald cried. “It sounds angry!”

Timmy paused momentarily. “You’re right. I can hear it too.” The voice on the wind was a roaring scream of anger and rage that only lent further credence to the idea that the blizzard was not natural. The voice was all around them now, and its wrath permeated the storm. It had to be a nature spirit. If the empire had somebody capable of doing this, they’d have thrown them at Timmy and the others earlier. These mountains were lonely and ancient, and lonely and ancient places were often home to powerful spirits.

“What do we do?” Gerald asked. He had several protective charms tucked away beneath his clothes.

“We keep going,” Timmy replied. “This blizzard doesn’t feel as though it’s aimed specifically at us, but be ready to fight if we come under attack.” He adjusted his clothing. The tearing winds meant a billowing cloak was out of the question. Instead, they used a combination of magical and mundane clothing and equipment to protect themselves. “If you notice anything else, let me know, even if you’re not sure. If it’s nothing, that’s fine. It’s better than missing something important or getting caught off guard.”

Timmy glanced around to make sure the rest of the group was all right. Spot and Avraniel were fine. The dragon had absolutely nothing to fear from the cold, and he could handle the climb with ease. The same could be said of Avraniel. The elf was at the front of the group with Timmy passing instructions and directions to her via Amanda. Heat and force rippled out from her, blunting the worst of the cold and taking the edge off the furious, shrieking winds. It was a testament to the absolutely colossal size of her magical reserves – and how quickly those reserves recovered – that she could take the lead day after day without any sign of fatigue. A normal fire mage would have collapsed in a matter of minutes. Elves were also almost universally loved by nature spirits, and the few legends Timmy had been able to find suggested that the same went for star maidens. As long as Avraniel kept her magic from spreading too far, there shouldn’t be any problems.

Daerin was also handling the cold admirably. Dwarves usually did. However, his shorter stature made parts of the climb tricky. It was why dwarves normally cut paths into their mountains to make travel easier. Thankfully, he was adept with the climbing equipment he’d brought, and he had the good sense to swallow his pride whenever Amanda, Katie, or Spot helped him through certain areas. Avraniel’s eyes gleamed with mischief each time, but she kept her comments to herself. Daerin must have grown on her. Otherwise, she’d have teased him mercilessly. In the future, when they had more time, Timmy would have to ask for a team of dwarves to be dispatched to make a proper path.

Gerald was struggling, but Timmy had expected that. Gerald was the least physically gifted out of all of them except Katie, and his magic couldn’t make up for it the way Katie’s shadows could. To be fair, his ability to summon climbing equipment and supplies was absolutely irreplaceable, but he just didn’t have the strength, stamina, skill, or agility to make extended hiking or climbing easy. Nevertheless, Timmy was impressed by how well he was managing given his physical limitations and inexperience. The Gerald from when they’d first met wouldn’t have lasted a single day before quitting. However, Gerald had doggedly pressed on, and his complaints had been less about the climb and more about the possibility of being murdered by an angry nature spirit – a perfectly legitimate concern.

Old Man and Meixing were both handling the climb with aplomb. Indeed, the girl seemed to be treating the whole thing as an elaborate training exercise. She was doing things with one arm that would have put grown men with both arms to shame, and her training with Old Man was clearly bearing fruit. He could see less and less hesitation in the way she moved, and her compensation for having only one arm had grown more instinctive. Her swords were also very handy. She could drive them into the rock to provide handholds or steps, and she could even levitate them to create stairs and bridges.

Timmy could have used his earth magic to make changes to the terrain, but doing so would undoubtedly draw the nature spirit’s attention. If that happened and the nature spirit was truly hostile toward them, then they would be in a heap of trouble. Nature spirits were enormously powerful in their own territory, and a powerful nature spirit could easily bury them in snow without ever getting close enough for them to counterattack. Using his magic to map the surrounding terrain was subtle enough to go unnoticed while still hastening their journey.

Old Man went about the climb with his usual good cheer. Timmy half expected him to make a comment about having once climbed even bigger mountains while fighting – and beating – a small army, but Old Man himself had pointed out that these were the tallest mountains in the world. Fortunately, they wouldn’t have to climb the highest peaks. Gerald might actually have had a stroke if Timmy had said they’d be climbing those.

As for the ninja rats and Chomp, the big dog was at home in the bitter chill, his bulky frame seemingly at odds with his agility as he made the climb with surprising ease. When it looked as if he might struggle, Katie, Amanda, and Spot were there to help. The dragon wasn’t about to fly off on his own – he was probably the only flier they had who could make it through the blizzard – but he was happy to carry them short distances when the path became particularly treacherous.

The ninja rats split their time between climbing themselves and hitching rides on the others. Their skill with wires and other equipment helped make the climb easier, and they could be counted on to spring into action if someone slipped. They had already saved Gerald twice, and they had been happy to help lay guide ropes and carve out handholds and footholds.

Katie was fine. Her small stature and age should have made the climb impossible, but her shadows made the task almost trivial. A few years ago, she might have struggled to use her magic for so long without rest, but her reserves had grown by leaps and bounds. She could use her shadows all day, get a good night’s sleep, and then do it all again the next day. Moreover, her shadows didn’t just help her climb. They could make bridges, stairs, and other structures to help the group press onward.

“How much longer until we stop for the day?” Gerald asked after they’d spent hours trudging upward. It was easy to lose track of time here. The wind was a constant, unrelenting howl, and the snow in the air made it impossible to see more than a few yards. The rocks beneath them were rough and uneven, and the absence of a path meant they had to pay constant attention to their surroundings. It was both physically and mentally draining. “It’s getting worse.”

Timmy studied the terrain ahead with his magic. “There should be a place up ahead. We can camp there tonight.” Timmy peered up. It was impossible to see the sun. Instead, the blizzard ensured they travelled in an eerie sort of twilight. However, Amanda had told him that sunset was close, and he had no reason to doubt her. All vampires had an innate grasp of sunset and sunrise. Besides, when the sun did set, they’d know. The twilight would give way to darkness, and travelling in the dark through a magical blizzard was a disaster waiting to happen.

“Good.” Gerald sagged. “We’ve been climbing forever.”

Timmy helped Gerald up another tricky cluster of rocks. “That’s how it feels when you’re climbing mountains.”

“No wonder some people call these the Cloud Reach Mountains,” Gerald grumbled. “It really does feel like they go all the way up into the clouds.”

“Just make sure to keep your balaclava on,” Timmy said. “Right now, it’s mostly just keeping your face warm, but the air will get thinner as we go higher. The balaclava has seals on it to help you breathe. It’s not unusual for novice climbers to forget about the thinning air until they start to feel lightheaded, but it’s usually too late by then. Tomorrow, we’ll begin the rough part of the ascent.”

Gerald made a choking sound. “Wait… this was the easy part?”

“Difficulty is relative,” Timmy replied. “But, yes, we’ve been going through the easy part.”

The sound of despair that filled the air had nothing to do with the blizzard. It was all Gerald.

They reached their campsite roughly an hour later. It was a rocky overhang that offered shelter from the wind, and Timmy used a sliver of his magic to make sure it was structurally sound. Short of the demolition rats or Avraniel cutting loose – and they’d been warned not to blast away without permission, lest they cause an avalanche or a rockslide – it should hold up against the blizzard.

Night fell soon after, and the storm eased ever so slightly. It was tempting to push on since they had multiple ways of seeing in the dark, but it wasn’t worth the risk. They were mentally and physically tired, and tired people made mistakes. It was better to conserve their strength, rest for the night, and then continue on in the morning, maintaining a safe and steady pace. Naturally, not everybody was so conservative. Not far off, a herd of hardy mountain goats made a mockery of the blizzard as they happily gambolled about as if they were in the middle of a meadow and not on a blizzard-ravaged mountainside. From what Timmy could tell, they lived off the magic-absorbing moss that grew on many of the rocks.

“I envy their agility.” Gerald groaned as he sat down and leaned back against the rock. “I can barely feel my arms or legs.” He summoned a cup of hot chocolate and then offered the others drinks of their own. He had made them before they left the base, so they could enjoy them during their trek. Best of all, they remained fresh and hot. “Ah. That’s perfect.” He smiled and pulled off his balaclava. Timmy had carved a seal into the ground that made it easier for them to breathe. The seal was also designed to alert them if it began to malfunction. Timmy had no intention of accidentally suffocating in his sleep if the seal broke down. “You know, I never thought I’d climb a mountain. I mean, I have been up a mountain before, but never like this.”

“Weren’t you assigned to a city in the mountains once?” Katie asked. “How did you get up the mountain?”

“I could have flown, but I was able to ride a device they’d made, not unlike the device used to carry people around in dwarven mines. It was able to carry plenty of people up and down the mountain in relative comfort. There was a fee, but I preferred it to flying. At least if it broke down, you just had to wait for it to be repaired. If a wyvern or a drake breaks down while you’re flying, you’re a very long way up, and I can’t fly.”

“You mean a mountain tram?” Daerin rumbled. He’d added a dash of stout dwarven whiskey to his hot chocolate. Katie took a sniff of it and recoiled, eyes watering. The dwarf laughed and patted her on the shoulder. “Hah! It’ll be a few years before you can enjoy what I’m drinking, lass. A human liver is no match for a dwarven one.” He took a big swig of his drink. “We used to build those in the Broken Mountains, but we stopped after the goblins laid siege to our cities. They’re not smart, but they have a cruel sort of cunning. They worked out how to use them against us. Now that they’re all but gone, we can rebuild them. It’s a lot easier than climbing a mountain, and they’re great for trade. Let me tell you, merchants will be much happier to visit when they know that warm beds, safe lodgings, and eager customers are only a short ride away.”

Noticing Gerald massaging his aching body, Spot toddled over and breathed a short puff of white fire over him. There. That should help.

The dragon had recently learned how to ease people’s aches and pains without undoing all the progress they’d made through exercise. They’d still be sore, but Spot’s white fire could take the edge off the pain and reduce it to a dull ache, the kind that could easily be ignored with food, drink, and company. Spot, of course, was fine. Despite his youth, he was a dragon, and dragons were renowned for their near-limitless stamina and incredible strength.

Beside Spot, Chomp was also in high spirits, especially after seeing the food that had been prepared for him. With three bowls – one for each head to minimise squabbling – the canine’s tail wagged with delight. Several of the ninja rats had burrowed into his fur with only their heads peeking out. Others had situated themselves in Katie’s pockets. Based on their smug expressions, they must have won some sort of competition to rest there.

“Thanks.” Gerald sighed, and his breath turned to mist. They already had a fire going, but it was still chilly. The ninja rats who had not dealt with the cold well had opted to cling to Spot. The dragon radiated warmth, and he didn’t mind playing host to the rodents who were doing their best impressions of barnacles. Noticing what they were doing, Katie reached out to grab one of Spot’s wings. The dragon chortled and extended his wing to wrap around her and Gerald. “We should check ourselves for frostbite. I’ve never had it before, but I’ve heard it can be quite fearsome. You can even lose your fingers and toes!”

“You can lose a lot more than that if you’re not careful.” Timmy drew several metal spikes out of the pouch at his waist. “Now that the seal to make it easier to breathe has settled, I can set these up.”

He drove the spikes into the rock around their camp. The seals on the spikes would draw on the ambient currents of magic that flowed through the area to reduce the cold and cut off the wind. Within the area they covered, it should be safe to remove all of their protective clothing. The spikes would also repel any casual intruders, such as bears or wolves. It was a pity they couldn’t be used on the move, but they still afforded the group a level of comfort and safety that other travellers could only envy. Ah. The benefits of being a seal master.

“All right,” Timmy said. “You know the drill. Check yourselves and then get someone else to check you, just to be sure. Focus on your extremities.”

What about me? Spot asked. Should I check too?

“I’ll check you.” Avraniel sniggered. “But I doubt I’ll find anything. You’re a dragon. If you’ve got frostbite, the rest of us have no chance.”

Timmy had a sneaking suspicion that Spot was more interested in the cuddles that accompanied each check from his mother. And, sure enough, it wasn’t long before the dragon had his head in Avraniel’s lap while she scratched his scales and hummed a song that only Spot – and perhaps Amanda – could hear properly.

“I’ll check you,” Amanda said to Avraniel. The elf raise an eyebrow. “You’re not completely immune to cold, only extremely resistant.”

“I haven’t felt cold since I was a kid, people eater.” Avraniel rolled her eyes. “But if you’ll stop bugging me about it, go ahead.”

They had all used magic to protect themselves. Gerald had plenty of equipment stored away, and Timmy had helped make more while teaching Katie how to do it too. They also had the equipment they’d pilfered from the base’s supplies. However, it was easy to lose track of things while climbing. Timmy had once gone on an expedition to obtain a very rare corpse, an ancient yeti. One of the people on the expedition hadn’t noticed that the magic on his left boot had failed until they’d stopped for the day – and his foot had come off with his boot. Yeah. Ever since, Timmy had made sure to always add extra protection to his boots. Thankfully, the expedition had a skilled growth mage who’d been able to grow the man a new foot. It had, admittedly, been horrifically painful and nightmarish to watch, but it was better than not having a foot.

“Meixing, how are you holding up?” Timmy asked.

The newest member of their group had done her part without complaint, and she’d maintained an upbeat mood the entire time although she had made several choice remarks in her native tongue when a mini-avalanche caused by an uppity goat had left her buried in snow. Digging herself out with only one arm would have been quite challenging, but Spot had used a puff of white fire to melt the snow around her without injuring her. He’d then turned his attention to the goat. After witnessing the goat’s draconic demise, the other goats had quite sensibly refrained from any further jerkish behaviour.

Timmy suspected that even if she was feeling uncomfortable, Meixing wouldn’t say anything since she didn’t want to cause trouble after her unfortunate introduction to the group. However, he had noticed her paying more attention to her right shoulder after sitting down. It wasn’t uncommon for old injuries to ache in the cold. He certainly had a few scars that disliked the chill, and she’d lost her entire arm.

“I am fine.” She noticed his gaze. “It is an old hurt, not something you need trouble yourself with.” She smiled, but Timmy knew more than most about hiding pain behind a smile. “Besides, I need to get used to it.”

“What happened to it?” Katie asked.

Meixing had steadfastly refused to let him examine her arm or whatever was beneath her eye patch. Timmy could have pressed, but Old Man had asked him to give her space. Apparently, she’d told him, and it was not a matter that Meixing wished to draw attention to. Timmy had agreed – but only after Vicky had confirmed it wasn’t anything dangerous to the rest of them. Spot’s comment about her soul had worried him, and Vicky had, in typical Vicky fashion, somehow convinced Meixing to let her have a look. Vicky had emerged from the examination with a sombre expression.

Meixing was not a threat to them – Vicky was clear on that point – but she would need their help later. In fact, Vicky had gone so far as to say that Meixing would almost certainly refuse their help, but they should help her anyway because she was no longer thinking about it objectively. When she trusted them more, they could ask again, and she might be willing to give them a chance. That had only increased Timmy’s curiosity, but he trusted Old Man and Vicky’s judgement. He’d leave it for now and hope that when the time came, Meixing would give them a chance. There were secrets that could be carried alone, but hers might not be one of them. Some burdens were better shared.

“There’s lots of magic that can bring back lost limbs,” Katie said. “I’m sure we can find something to help.”

There were indeed many ways to restore lost limbs. Most were expensive, but from what Meixing had said, her family was the opposite of poor. Spot himself should have been able to do it with his white fire since Meixing had lost an arm, not been born without one. The fact that Spot couldn’t – and Vicky hadn’t – gave rise to several disturbing possibilities.

Theoretically, Vicky could be withholding healing to ensure Meixing’s good behaviour. However, that went against Vicky’s character. She was far more likely to heal Meixing immediately to earn her gratitude and loyalty. Timmy also doubted Old Man would accept that sort of scheming since Meixing was the granddaughter of his friend.

The most likely possibility was that not even Vicky could fix what was wrong with Meixing easily. And that, quite frankly, was very concerning. Vicky was stupidly powerful and absurdly skilled. Any problem she couldn’t deal with immediately was serious. Timmy hoped that Meixing could grow to trust them more because she seemed like a good kid. Katie had also taken a liking to her since Meixing had proven to be an enthusiastic teacher of her native language and an eager pupil when it came to learning more about theirs, particularly how to read and write. Despite being four years older, Meixing was still the person closest to Katie in age.

“I…” Meixing took a deep breath. “I have already consulted with many experts. I am afraid that my problem is… complicated.” Her voice was steady, but her gaze was furtive. At that moment, she wanted to be anywhere but there. Katie noticed her discomfort and murmured an apology. Meixing smiled weakly. “No. I cannot blame you for asking. If our positions were reversed, I too would be curious. However, I would prefer not to speak of it. The memories are… unpleasant.”

“Well,” Gerald said, taking the chance to change the subject. “Who wants dinner? We still have food from Mercatia.”

Yay! Spot cheered. The master chef had prepared a splendid feast for them, and they had slowly but surely been making their way through it. After a hard day’s climb, there was nothing better than a good meal, and they had mixed their more conventional travel rations with the splendid dishes that had been prepared for the feast. More ice cream!

Timmy laughed. “Only you, Spot, would want to eat ice cream in the middle of a blizzard.”

Gerald began to serve portions of food, and any tiredness or grumpiness soon gave way to good cheer. The food was simply that delicious, easily amongst the best Timmy had ever eaten. True, the majority of their meal was made up of rations they’d prepared earlier, but the dishes from Mercatia were worth their weight in gold. Even Meixing cracked a smile, her woes momentarily forgotten as she savoured a beef dish whose flavour was akin to a natural treasure.

“Are all cooks from Mercatia so skilled?” Meixing asked. Seeing the trouble she was having with only one arm, Katie kindly created a shadow tentacle to hold the other girl’s bowl, leaving her free to use her spoon with her sole hand. The meat was so tender that a knife and fork weren’t required. “I only spent a brief period of time there, and I was more concerned with finding employment than eating anything but the bare minimum required to survive.” Meixing seemed like an intelligent person. She had either badly miscalculated, or she had been so desperate that she’d ended up in a bad situation.

“The Mercantile Alliance is known for its cooking, amongst other things,” Timmy said. “But the man who made this is no ordinary cook. He is considered one of the finest chefs in the world. Were you able to enjoy any of the local cuisine during your stay?”

“The bread was great,” Meixing said. “And reasonably affordable too. I also tried this thing called pizza, which I quite enjoyed. I only had enough money for the very simplest version, but I was surprised by how nice it was with only cheese, tomato, and…” She paused, searching for the right word.

“Basil,” Old Man said. “I believe that is how the simplest pizzas are served.”

“Ah, yes. My apologies. I didn’t know the word for it in the language you all speak.”

“When we have the chance, we’ll get you something better,” Katie said. “There are many different kinds of pizza, not to mention all the other food you can get.”

Spot grinned toothily. Pizza is great! But I like pizza with plenty of meat on it. His brows furrowed. People say you shouldn’t put pineapple on pizza, but I like pineapple, so I put it on anyway. Nobody ever complains when I do it.”

“Pineapple on pizza is a big deal to some people,” Timmy said. “But the reason nobody complains when you do it is because you’re a dragon.” The anti-pineapple zealots were ferocious, especially in the Mercantile Alliance, but he could easily imagine them taking one look at Spot and deciding that, no, it wasn’t such a big deal after all.

* * *

Meixing fought the urge to rub her right shoulder, It had been almost two years since she’d lost her arm, and she still hadn’t gotten used to it. She’d spent the first year barely able to look at herself in the mirror without wanting to cry. Clothes with baggy sleeves had helped, even if the sleeves had often caught on things. They had made it easier to pretend that she still had her arm, that it was simply numb instead of missing. Even now, she bathed her shoulder as quickly as she could, and there were still days when she woke up from nightmares and reached for her sword with an arm that wasn’t there.

Thus far, the majority of her training under the Heavenly Sword had been mental and spiritual. Her teacher had led her through numerous meditation exercises and spoken to her extensively in a bid to help her accept and adjust to her new circumstances. He had gently but firmly emphasised that her arm was gone and that she could not go through life acting as if it was still there. She needed to understand, accept, and compensate for its loss – and he would be there to help and support her through that journey.

Those had not been the words she wanted to hear, but she had needed to hear them. Her grandfather loved her dearly, but that same love made it hard for him to speak such harsh truths to her. It was a weakness of his, her grandmother had told her, that he had never been able to hurt those he loved. Right up until she’d left, he’d kept promising her that they would find a way to fix her arm despite every healer they’d spoken to saying it was impossible. That made his reaction to her parents all the more telling. Ancestors. She had never seen him so angry. She had genuinely believed that he might strike them dead where they stood.

Only Meixing’s pride had kept her from weeping when her early sparring sessions with the Heavenly Sword – she could not bring herself to call him Old Man except for when circumstances demanded it – had made clear just how vulnerable the loss of her right arm made her. It had been easy to lie to herself, to say that she was still as good as before. Perhaps against lesser foes, it would not have been so obvious, but there was no hiding from his expertise. Yet it was better for her to confront these cruel truths now than to face them in a situation that could cost her everything. More than once, he had reminded her of exactly how close to death she had come in her battle against Lord Bolton.

“Timmy could have killed you. You had two strikes – three if you were lucky – before he was in a position to strike a killing blow. And if he had truly been trying to kill you, he would have swarmed you with zombies. Imagine a zombie grabbing your foot or striking from your blind spot. The only reason you are still alive is because he realised your youth and did not wish to kill a child.”

Lord Bolton was a skilled warrior, and having witnessed his skills with logistics and planning, she had swiftly realised that he was also a skilled general. However, it had still stung to find herself on the backfoot against a man who not only used such unusual weaponry but who also didn’t rely on his prowess with weapons to win most of his battles. She was one of the greatest talents of her generation – or she had been until she’d lost her arm and her eye.

Those days of winning tournament after tournament and having praise heaped upon her by her parents were long gone. Yet as bitter as her new circumstances were, she would not change what she had done. An arm and an eye for the life of her best friend? It had been an easy trade to make, and she would happily make it again despite the cost.

“Are you okay?” Katie asked.

Meixing shook herself. She had stopped eating to ruminate. It was a bad habit of hers, which she’d developed because of how frequently she’d eaten alone while growing up. The company of others during her meals was a luxury she usually only enjoyed when visiting her grandparents. Her grandfather had always insisted that a family should eat together whenever possible, and he had decreed that the usual stodgy decorum be set aside during such meals. It was a pity that Meixing’s father had not believed the same. There had been servants present for almost all of her meals, but they would never dare to share a meal with her, nor speak informally. Her parents had seen to that.

“My apologies.” She put a smile back on her face, but it couldn’t have been very convincing because Katie gave her a sceptical look before once more using her shadows to lift Meixing’s bowl. Such a kind girl despite her power. It was heartening to see. Too many of the prodigies she’d encountered – and even she could see that Katie was a truly rare talent, a fitting apprentice to a man as formidable as Lord Bolton – had been cold, obsessed with the endless climb to the top and the unrelenting battle for pride and prestige. Katie was competitive, but with herself. As the girl had put it, quoting Lord Bolton as she was wont to do:

“Don’t worry about what everyone else is doing or how fast they’re doing it. Just try to be better today than you were yesterday.”

Wise words, Meixing thought, and Katie was wise indeed to heed them. Shoving aside her thoughts of the past, Meixing focused on the food in front of her. The flavours were truly exquisite. The chef was a master craftsman worthy of the highest praise. Her grandfather would undoubtedly have showered him with praise before offering him a princely sum to secure his services – if the emperor himself did not do so first. Neither her grandfather nor the emperor were gluttons, but they weren’t ascetics either. Her best friend would have kowtowed before the chef a hundred times before swearing to strike down his enemies if he promised to serve him a meal each day.

Once she had finished eating, she looked around their makeshift camp to see how the others fared. The climb so far had been excellent exercise although the cold had not been pleasant. The voice on the wind had reminded her a little too much of how she had lost her arm, and she knew she would have to meditate deeply before sleeping to avoid being plagued by nightmares and waking the others with her cries. Perhaps she could take a sleeping draught? But her teacher had advised against it, lest she develop an addiction.

Still, Meixing was certain that if her need grew great enough, she could obtain a sleeping draught from Gerald. The bureaucrat seemed to have anything a person could possibly want stored away. So far, she had not bothered anyone with her nightmares, and she hoped that would continue. Screaming herself hoarse in the middle of the night would undoubtedly lead to questions she was not yet willing to answer.

The goats that had been gambolling around throughout dinner, heedless of the blizzard and the fall of night, froze and then scattered. Spot sat up, and the dragon’s piercing silver eyes gazed into the swirling curtain of snow the goats had vanished into. His scales flashed white for a moment. According to her teacher, Spot possessed astral sight, which allowed him to view the world as though through the eyes of a powerful spirit. It was a potent ability. Meixing knew people who had trained all their lives to unlock it, but Spot already possessed it despite being a hatchling. He also used it for all manner of mundane purposes, including seeing where his friends were or peeking through walls whenever he got bored. She’d even seen him use it to win a game of hide and seek against the ninja rats.

“What is it?” Avraniel asked. The mighty elf’s magic had sheltered them from the worst of the blizzard’s fury throughout the day. Supposedly, elves were loved by nature spirits, so it was no problem for her to use her magic freely. There was something else too, but she had not been told of it. Right now, Avraniel was resting, and Meixing couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer size of her magical reserves. Back home, it would have taken several adepts of considerable ability working together to do what she had, and they would have been left utterly exhausted afterward. Avraniel barely seemed to notice. “Bandits?”

“I doubt you’ll find any bandits up here,” Lord Bolton said. “There’s nobody to rob, and your average bandit has precisely zero chance of surviving the climb or the weather. Spot, can you describe what you’re seeing?”

It’s big, maybe two or three times as tall as a person but with much wider shoulders. Its soul is different too. It smells of rock and ice and blood.

“It’s a yeti,” Lord Bolton said.

“A yeti?” Katie sighed. “I wish we could go out and grab it. I don’t think I’ve made a zombie yeti before.”

“A yeti?” Meixing asked.

Her teacher spoke the word in her native tongue. “You may have heard of them before. They are large creatures, covered in fur and several times the size of a man. They usually live deep in the mountains. They are strong. I’ve seen them smash boulders and throw men aside as if they were toys. Some subsist on rock and stone. Others prefer flesh. Given what Spot said and how the goats fled, I believe this yeti is one of the latter.”

“So they are formidable foes?” Meixing asked. Her teacher gave her a knowing smile and continued to carve a block of wood the size of his fist into a children’s toy. “I… I do not mean to go out and fight it.” She probably would have if she’d been on her own. “I am simply curious.”

“To the average person, they’d be very dangerous,” Katie replied. “According to the books I’ve read, their fur is thick and resistant to normal weaponry. They also don’t have to worry about the cold. A single adult yeti can wipe out a village if the inhabitants aren’t prepared. They’re strong and a lot faster and more agile than you’d think. Their meat is also supposed to taste good, but I’ve never had any.”

Spot perked up, and Avraniel’s hand snapped out to grab his tail before he could charge off into the blizzard. Meixing’s mind still boggled when she saw things like that. To grab the tail of a dragon so casually! No one that she knew except her grandfather would have dared. Then again, the elf was Spot’s mother, or so both the elf and the dragon said. Meixing had no idea how that was possible, but the Heavenly Sword had answered her with an old proverb: there are stranger things under heaven than mortals can imagine.

“No going out to kill the yeti,” Avraniel said.

Aww…

Lord Bolton patted Spot on the head and passed him a treat – several slices of dried mango. “We’ll be fine. Yetis have an excellent sense of smell. Once it notices Spot, it should give us a wide berth unless it has a death wish.”

It’s moving away. Spot gave a low rumble of discontent and crooned, almost as if he was trying to call the yeti back. I hope we run into another one later. His tail wagged at the thought. I bet they taste great.

Dinner finished shortly after, and they began to turn in for the night. With how gruelling it was to travel, they would all be sleeping throughout the night. The ninja rats would keep watch for them. They were more than capable of the task but also small enough that they could rest during the day by hitching a ride on Spot or Chomp. A lucky few got to sleep in Katie’s pockets.

The rats would also be overseeing a handful of golems, in case a grave threat arose. Lord Bolton had also established a defensive perimeter with runes and seals with Katie’s assistance, and Meixing had to bite her tongue to keep from begging to learn too. Such skills were in high demand in her homeland, and those who possessed them kept them as secrets to be shared with only their heirs. Yet of the practitioners she’d seen, none had possessed the speed and pragmatism of Lord Bolton. To create such potent formations – how her people referred to runes and seals – and inscribe them onto metal spikes that could be driven into the ground and activated in a matter of seconds! She would not have believed it if she hadn’t seen it.

The defensive formations she was familiar with were grand affairs, complicated and requiring extensive preparation. They were far closer to the barrier she’d seen around the base than what Lord Bolton did. More than one formation master she’d met had grumbled about the complexities of the field and how hard it was to produce smaller formations that nevertheless retained decent power and flexibility. Lord Bolton had evidently applied his considerable intellect to making the process simpler and suitable for travel.

Her teacher caught her look and grinned. “In time, he might teach you, but you will need to trust him and earn his trust in turn.”

She nodded solemnly. He was right, as he had so often been since she’d met him. The stories always spoke of the mightiness of his sword arm, but it was his wisdom that she appreciated most. However, it was hard for her to trust. Lord Bolton used his shovel to carve more symbols into the ground, and the outcrop was covered in another defensive formation that drew off the land’s own magic. She imagined her father’s expression at witnessing the feat and almost laughed. He would have thrown a sizeable sum at Lord Bolton for the secret before proclaiming that his branch of the family had made a great discovery.

Once they were secure, it wasn’t long before the others settled down to sleep. Chomp positioned himself as a windbreak of sorts, his natural bulk and thick fur ready to protect him should the magic around their campsite fail. Daerin, the dwarf, slept curled up to the hound, his gruff features relaxing as he bundled himself up warmly and closed his eyes. He had borne the bitter cold and the rough weather stoically, in keeping with her knowledge of the dwarves. Her homeland had dwarves, but they seldom ventured from their caves, mountains, and hidden valleys. To have a sword made by their master smiths was a rare – and expensive – honour.

Avraniel slept close to Chomp as well, and she slept with the familiar ease of a person who had slept in far worse places. Meixing had caught bits and pieces of her past. To be rejected by her own people and pursued as a criminal because of her disposition and magic? If those tales were true, it was little wonder she despised the elves. In Meixing’s homeland, her overwhelming power and skill with a bow would have seen her achieve high status, regardless of her disposition or heritage. Yet Avraniel’s years of struggle had not been in vain. She was a weapon of such immense destructive power that Meixing had yet to grasp the full extent of her abilities.

Her teacher was beside Avraniel, no doubt ready to take up his sword should the need arise. He appeared, for all the world, to be a simple old man when he slept, but Meixing knew the truth. For the righteous, there could be no safer place than at his side. For the wicked, only death awaited. Gerald was asleep next to Spot with Lord Bolton on his other side. The dragon had stretched one wing out to cover them, and Meixing knew from experience how warm it must be. On the occasions she had touched Spot, the dragon radiated warmth in a way that was difficult to describe. It was more than physical or magical. It permeated her very soul.

Lady Amanda was sleeping – or what passed for sleeping amongst her kind – on Lord Bolton’s other side, which put her closest to the other side of the outcrop. It made sense since, if the magic that protected them failed, she could easily endure the cold or the damage any normal threat could do.

Meixing and Katie were on Spot’s other side, and the three of them were the last ones awake, apart from the rats. The reason was simple: reading lessons. They spoke quietly, with Katie using a rune to keep their words from being heard by the others. It was a simple thing, unlikely to be of much use during combat due to its range and power, or so the girl said, but it would do, especially with a helpful rat reinforcing it with his magic. He was a handy fellow to have around, particularly during assassinations.

Meixing was proud to say that she had learned to speak the language common to the Eternal Empire and many of the other human-majority nations with admirable speed. She had spent months studying it before leaving home, learning from the merchants that served her grandfather. She had learned enough to get by, and her learning had sped up considerably after her arrival in the west. There was nothing quite like empty pockets and an empty belly to spur one’s wits! She had felt like a wandering hero from one of her grandfather’s stories. Alas, reading had not come as quickly.

It was true that the writing here was simpler than in her homeland. Back home, each character represented an idea. For example, there was a character for horse and another for tree. The characters in Katie’s language represented letters, with different combinations of letters corresponding to different sounds. Naturally, the number of letters was far fewer than the number of ideas or concepts – there were far more characters in Meixing’s language than there were letters in Katie’s.

Unfortunately, reading had never come easily to Meixing. It was a weakness of hers. She had always had a hard time with characters that looked similar, and writing had not been easy either. It wasn’t the physical aspect. Instead, she was always forgetting bits and pieces of the characters or confusing one character for another. And the stroke order – great ancestors! She struggled mightily there too.

Given her family’s prestigious position, she had worked tirelessly to overcome her weakness, often studying late into the night to iron out any mistakes or catch up on her reading. It wasn’t easy. So much of her people’s wisdom was passed down through scrolls, tablets, and books, and the ocean of characters that awaited her was unsettling at best and terrifying at worst. She was loath to read in front of others, lest she stumble or hesitate, but there, at least, her status helped. Why should the favoured young mistress of so prominent a family have to read aloud? She had servants to do such things. Her best friend had never made fun of her and had helped her as best he could, but she had seen how others who struggled in similar ways were treated.

To have such a horrible flaw herself? They would be merciless. Thus she had eschewed learning how to read and write the language of the west prior to her arrival, not wanting to embarrass herself any further when the loss of her arm and her eye had left her in such a vulnerable position. She did not doubt her grandparents’ love for her. They, of all people, would never betray her, but she did not wish to see them pity her either. And she dared not think of what might happen if her secret were to be learned by others who were less sympathetic. She could still remember her mother’s bitter, cutting words – words her mother had only ceased speaking when Meixing’s talent had blossomed, and she had won victory after victory.

Useless.

Stupid.

Unworthy.

She had worked herself to the bone to avoid hearing those words, and she never wanted to hear them directed at her again. And while she’d been winning, they hadn’t been. But after the loss of her arm and her eye, only her grandfather’s intervention had kept those cruel words at bay.

And so she had approached Katie for help. The girl was younger than her, and although her position as Lord Bolton’s daughter and apprentice certainly gave her considerable power and prestige, it was better for Meixing to show weakness to her than the others. Katie seemed similar to Spot – a kind person who would not hold such weakness against her. She knew her teacher would not think less of her, but to see a man she so admired look upon her with pity? It would be unbearable. He did not pity her the loss of her arm or her eye, for those were a warrior’s wounds. She could at least pretend to bear them proudly. But she did not want him to think her a dullard.

Unthinkable!

She’d seen how those like her were treated.

Shameful!

Katie had proven to be an apt and willing teacher, and Spot had been excellent company. The dragon was learning too, and the picture books he enjoyed gave Meixing a perfect excuse. Why was she not studying more important texts like manuals of martial skill or magical techniques? Well, the lessons were primarily for Spot. If the dragon wished to read simpler books, then who was she to argue?

On this particular night, they did not read for long. They needed to get their rest. However, Meixing couldn’t help but smile at the book. It belonged to a series that recounted the adventures of a cat. She would have to tell her best friend about it the next time she saw him – whenever that might be. He would undoubtedly complain before demanding to know more. Spot finished reading and soon fell asleep. He was young, for all that he was a dragon, and it was better that he sleep too much than too little and grow cranky. A cranky dragon was not a pleasant thought.

Meixing was about to sleep too when Katie spoke up.

“If you want, we could go over it again,” Katie said.

“Oh.” Meixing considered the offer. There had been a few places where she wanted to check things, but…

“It’s fine, you know.” Katie smiled. “Learning a new language can’t be easy. I’m sure it’s a bit confusing since our characters are so different from yours. On the upside, the Mercantile Alliance uses basically the same alphabet but with extra accents and stuff.”

“Perhaps a little, then, if you don’t mind.”

And so they went through the picture book again. Spot had his other wing coiled around them. His wingspan was definitely impressive! And it added a certain cosy comfort that Meixing found far better than the ornate craftsmanship that had characterised her own bedding in her family’s house. Was it strange that she actually felt more comfortable here, with people she had only recently met while camping on a desolate mountainside, than she had in her family’s house?

Perhaps not. Now that she thought about it, it had only ever been a house – not a home. No. Home, if she had to name one, had been with her grandparents on Sword Mountain, not because of the idyllic surroundings but because her grandparents were there with kind eyes and welcoming hearts. More than once, she’d lingered on the edge of sleep wondering how her grandparents could have raised a man like her father or how her mother’s father could be so warm while she was so cold.

As they read, Meixing marvelled at the difference. Was it simply Katie’s prowess as a teacher, or was the difference in the languages themselves? Reading and writing this language was not nearly as difficult as her own although it was, without a doubt, still a work in progress. She longed to ask Katie about it, but she held herself back. She was teaching Katie her own language in return, and the girl had demonstrated an almost frightening talent for it. Speaking had come quickly, but the rate at which she picked up reading and writing… truly, Katie was a prodigy blessed by the heavens. It made her feel even worse about her own inadequacies, and Meixing strived to work harder. She was the teacher! She would not be outdone by her own student.

Some of her turmoil must have shown because when they were done with the book, Katie gave her a look. It was not a cruel look, more an expression of wondering and curiosity.

“You know,” Katie murmured. “You don’t have to push yourself so hard. Nobody expects you to learn this instantly.”

Meixing could think of several people who would expect exactly that. “I…”

When she trailed off, Katie’s gaze shifted to Lord Bolton, and she reached up to adjust her goggles. She’d chosen to wear those instead of glasses due to the wind. It was a nervous gesture, one she had occasionally done with her glasses too. Meixing’s teacher had dryly remarked that the rats often used it to their advantage when Katie played cards with them. “When I first became my master’s apprentice…”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Meixing said. “But you keep calling Lord Bolton your master. Is that the custom here? I know you are his apprentice, but is he not also your father?”

Katie’s eyes widened. “Um… no.” She looked away for a second and then squared her small shoulders. “He’s not my father, not in the way most people use the word. You know how I’m a necromancer?” Meixing nodded. It was hard to miss. “Necromancy isn’t very popular.” That was true in Meixing’s homeland too, but she had always been practically minded. As long as necromancers weren’t killing people and stealing bodies, then she didn’t see the harm. “When my parents found out I was a necromancer after I brought my dog back as a zombie… they didn’t want me anymore. They left me at my master’s castle, and he’s been taking care of me ever since.”

Meixing stared at Katie in disbelief as the younger girl continued to explain what had happened in the calm, dispassionate tone someone might have used to discuss the weather. Meixing knew that tone of voice. She’d used it quite often herself, and she knew the look in Katie’s eyes too. It was the look of a child who had always – and might always – wonder why her parents couldn’t accept her the way she was.

Yet the thought of abandoning a child… even Meixing’s parents would never have dared to go that far. And Katie was not a cruel or evil person. She was kind and considerate and perhaps more prone to cackling than was normal, and those books on forbidden lore she liked to read were concerning. However, Meixing was confident that Katie was a good person.

“That was cruelly done of them,” Meixing said at last. She saw Lord Bolton in a new light. What he had done was admirable although several comments he’d made about his own past suggested he had his own reasons for being so kind to a fellow outcast. Meixing had not felt comfortable sharing her past with the group. Yet now, having heard Katie’s story, she couldn’t help but want to share a little. Katie would understand. How could she not, given what she herself had endured?

Steeling herself, Meixing took a deep breath. “What do you know about the Empire of Gold and Steel?”

Katie shrugged. “Not as much as I’d like. I’ve learned a bit about it, but I wouldn’t say I know it, not the way I know the Mercantile Alliance or the other nations in this region.”

“Hmm…” Meixing gathered her thoughts. “The Empire of Gold and Steel takes its name from the riches it possesses – and the battles that have been fought to control them. The current emperor, gods and ancestors protect him, is a wise and honourable man. However, he was never supposed to be emperor. In fact, he is only the fourth cousin of the previous emperor.”

Katie blinked owlishly. “The fourth cousin? Just… exactly how many battles were fought?”

Meixing chuckled. How very observant. “Many. There was a struggle for power after the death of the previous emperor. Brother turned against brother. Sister turned against sister. In the chaos, the imperial family all but obliterated itself. The current emperor was the descendant of a favoured combine of a previous ruler. His claim was so distant that it took time for the other claimants to learn of his existence. When they did, his family was wiped out. He alone survived, along with a few loyal retainers. To make a very long story very short, he became emperor after receiving aid from my grandfather, the Master of Flying Swords, and the Heavenly Sword. The heavens blessed the emperor with wisdom, cunning, and charisma, and his reign has brought peace and prosperity. As one of his oldest and mightiest supporters, my grandfather wields great influence and power. Indeed, my family as a whole has risen high. One of my aunts is the emperor’s first wife and mother to the crown prince.”

“Wow. That’s about as strong a connection as you can get.”

“My father is the youngest of his siblings by a considerable margin. My grandparents had not expected another child. Indeed, they hadn’t thought they could have another. But the heavens blessed them with my father. Alas, I fear that being born last troubled him.”

Katie’s brows furrowed. “He was compared to his siblings, wasn’t he?”

Meixing’s expression was grim. “All the time. But I will say this. My grandparents raised exceptional children. Each of my uncles and aunts is a legend in their own right. My aunt, the empress, is called the Crimson Blossom for her beauty and her prowess in battle.” She rubbed her hands together – or tried to. When she got emotional, she often forgot the loss of her right arm. Instead, she had to settle for rubbing her left hand on her thigh. “My oldest uncle is the empire’s foremost general, the Shield of the Empire. My father… my grandparents doted on him. He was truly unexpected, but they welcomed him as a blessing, a reward for their good deeds after my grandmother was gravely wounded and thought she could never have another child. Yet my father was obsessed with proving himself greater than his siblings. He was the youngest, but he wished to surpass them all. Unfortunately… the heavens did not favour him.”

“Oh.” Katie winced. “He wasn’t as good as them?”

Meixing shook her head. “Make no mistake. My father is a gifted warrior, an able politician, and a fine scholar. In any other family, he would have been a star whose radiance lights the way to greatness. In my family? He is simply the youngest son whose accomplishments cannot compare to those of his elders. It made him bitter, and nothing my grandparents could do could convince him that he did not have to surpass his siblings to be valued.”

“That must have put a lot of pressure on you,” Katie said. As expected, she could already see the fate that awaited Meixing.

Meixing nodded grimly. “It did.” She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold. “I have three older siblings. My mother and father had high hopes for all of them. My mother came from a similar situation as my father. She is the middle child in a family where the eldest and youngest have become famous. However, she had one thing they did not – constellation magic, a form of magic that draws upon the stars for strength and divination. It never… well, for various reasons, my mother could never use her gift to its full extent. She hoped and prayed that with my father’s strong blood, perhaps one of her children could.”

“But they couldn’t?” Katie was such a clever girl.

“No. None of my siblings inherited her magic, and although they are all respectable talents in their own right, none reached the heights of my cousins. And then… then I was born.” Meixing’s eyes closed, the pain and regret familiar friends. “I was the great hope that my parents had longed for.” She opened her eyes and met Katie’s gaze. “Please, understand that what I say next, I do not say out of arrogance. They are statements of fact.” She took a deep breath. “They say that I was born beneath powerful stars – the constellation that many call the Twins. From my birth, the heavens smiled upon me. I was born with my mother’s magic and the same magic as my grandfather. I learned divination techniques with ease, and the arts of combat came swiftly to me. I won many tournaments, even against those older and, at the time, more powerful. I distinguished myself to the point that my aunts and uncles lavished praise upon me. Even the emperor said he looked forward to seeing the heights I could reach.”

Meixing laughed, but there was no mirth to it. “My parents were so proud – so happy. They gave me all of their care and attention.” Her expression darkened. “And my siblings soon came to despise me. How could they not? What they had fought so hard for but never received – our parents’ love and attention – was given to me. But they did not see the expectations heaped upon me. Any flaw – any weakness – had to be removed and was punished harshly. I trained longer, harder, and more brutally, all to become what my parents needed me to be. I would become the shining star they never could. I would deliver to them the glory they had never attained.”

“They don’t sound very nice,” Katie said, but the expression on her face made it clear she wanted to use stronger words. “Forcing you to live for them instead of yourself. You might be older than me, but you’re still just a kid. Nobody should have to live that way. And your siblings… your parents should have done something to straighten things out with them instead of letting them turn against you.”

“I see that now, but I didn’t then. I thought… I thought that my parents truly loved me. I thought that everything they did was for my sake. I thought that you had to earn your parents’ love and that you deserved to lose it if you couldn’t meet their expectations. I… I honestly don’t know if I was a good person. I want to believe that I was not cruel, but I was so driven to further my talents, so desperate to keep my parents’ love. I would not be a failure! I could not be!” Meixing’s voice trailed off.

How desperate she had been. First place in a prestigious tournament was not good enough. It didn’t matter if her opponents were older, more experienced, or more powerful. She had to dominate, to crush them and stand above all others, lest her parents find her wanting. For who else did she have? Her siblings despised her, other children were kept away, and her grandparents spent most of their time on Sword Mountain. If she didn’t have her parents, she had no one.

“My parents were my world, and to fail them was to lose everything… or so I thought. And then I met my best friend.”

Meixing smiled fondly. “He was a stupid fool who often forgot his place, and he had a knack for finding trouble. That was how we met. But he, of all people I knew, did not heap expectations upon me. Instead, fool that he was, he simply enjoyed my company. It did not matter to him how well I placed in a tournament or how swiftly I learned new techniques. All he ever asked was that I spend time with him. We would speak of the silliest and most insignificant things, and we would sneak out to explore the marketplace or go fishing. It was the first time I had ever had a real friend. All he ever wanted from me was my company, and he never once asked me to use my family’s power or influence to aid him.”

Meixing’s fist clenched. “Not long before I lost my arm and my eye, he got into trouble – bad trouble. He could have come to me for help, but he didn’t.” She smiled bitterly. “That fool! That sentimental fool! He didn’t want me to get into trouble, but how could I abandon him to fight alone? It would have been so much smarter to let him die. It was his own fault, you see, and I’d even warned him. But he was my first real friend, and it was through him that I made other friends and began to understand that what my parents were doing was wrong. So when he got into trouble, even when he told me to stay out of it, I went after him.”

Meixing patted her empty sleeve. “I paid a price for it. Yet I would happily pay that price again. Losing him would have hurt more than losing my arm and my eye. When my parents found out… they were enraged. Not only at my friend – that I could have understood – but also at me. They were incensed that I had thrown away my future and filled with fury at the shame I had brought upon them. Did I not realise what I had done? I was their hope, their wonder, their shining star! Now, I was nothing. I had one arm, my magic was damaged, and the stars refused to answer me. What an ungrateful child I was, what an awful, terrible waste of their effort! I understood then that my friend had been right all along. My parents had never loved me – they had only ever loved the prestige I could bring them. My parents banished my friend upon pain of death, and they would have thrown me out if not for my grandparents.”

Meixing’s smile turned cold. “My grandfather arrived when my parents were berating me, and I had never seen him so mad. He spat blood and would have struck them down with his own hands if my grandmother had not restrained him, lest he become a kin slayer. After that, my grandparents took me to their home, Sword Mountain. I stayed with them until the stars deigned to speak to me again. They have not spoken to me since, but they told me to go west, for it was there that I would find my destiny.”

Katie was silent for a long time. Finally, she spoke. “You know, I thought that my parents sucked, but wow… yours are way worse.”

“Sucked?” Meixing blinked at the unfamiliar expression.

“It means your parents were really bad.”

“Oh. I… I suppose they were.”

Meixing found herself laughing until her laughter turned into tears. She wasn’t quite sure how, but she ended up with her face pressed into Katie’s chest, sobbing like a little girl while the actual little girl stroked her hair and whispered comforting words that she was too upset to understand. Had her mother ever held her like this? Had her father? Had her siblings? The only time she could remember weeping like this – without care or restraint – was when her grandfather was carrying her out of her house.

“Little Blossom,” he had whispered to her, looking as though he felt every last one of his years. “I am sorry. I should have noticed it sooner. I should not have let my duties or my old regrets blind me to what was happening.” And then he had pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Know that you are loved, if not by your parents, then by your grandmother and me. You may have lost your arm and your eye, but you have not lost your place in our hearts.”

Those words had meant everything to her. She had cried until she’d passed out, only to hover in and out of consciousness before finally awakening in earnest upon Sword Mountain. A journey that would have taken an ordinary person weeks had been completed in mere hours thanks to the flying swords her grandfather was so famous for.

“It’s okay to cry,” Katie said quietly. “When I first arrived at my master’s castle, I cried at night because I missed my family, and I was scared of what might happen to me. I thought he would order me to stop or make fun of me, but he never did. Instead, he sat with me and read. Sometimes, it was stories. Other times, it was textbooks. And sometimes, it was his plans for the castle – plans that always included me. It meant a lot just hearing his voice, knowing that he was spending time with me and wasn’t planning to abandon me.” Her voice softened. “You know… sometimes when you’re teaching me, you mix the characters up.”

“Oh.” Katie had noticed. Of course, she’d noticed. She was incredibly intelligent and observant. “I…” Meixing considered holding back, but what did she have to lose? She’d already bared her soul in front of Katie. In fact, Katie’s robes were kind of a mess now. “I… I have problems reading sometimes.” And then she explained as best she could.

But Katie didn’t laugh. Instead, the younger girl’s brows furrowed. “I think you might be dyslexic.”

“Dyslexic?” Meixing had never heard the word.

“I don’t know what the word for it is in your language, but…” Katie told her about people who had certain issues with reading and writing. She speculated that due to its logographic nature, dyslexia might manifest differently in people who knew Meixing’s language. It might explain why she had an easier time reading and writing Katie’s language than her own. Meixing found herself crying again. She wasn’t some kind of freak or halfwit. She had a problem – one shared by others, and there might be ways to address it although they’d have to experiment to find what worked best for her.

“I am sorry for crying all over you.”

Katie giggled. “It’s not that bad. Spot’s drool is worse. Besides, I’m a necromancer. I’ve had to wade through blood and gore before.” She activated the runes and seals woven into her clothing, and her robes were once again pristine. “See?”

Meixing stared.

“My master says that once you’ve put defensive runes and seals on your clothes, the very next set should be runes and seals for keeping them clean. Otherwise, you’ll be buying new robes after every mission, and good magical fabric isn’t cheap.”

“Oh.” What an incredibly practical way to use formations. Back home, Meixing’s parents had spared no expense on her clothing. Rather than use formations to keep her clothes clean, they had commissioned clothing made of materials that could not be stained or dirtied. It was more expensive, but it also added to their prestige.

“I think you needed to let it all out,” Katie said. “And maybe it helps that I’m a kid too.” She paused. “It can be scary talking about stuff like that with the others. They’re my friends and I love them, but they’re adults.”

Meixing smiled faintly. “Yes. Yes, I think you’re right.”

“I guess.” Katie smiled back. “This makes us friends, right?”

Meixing’s eyes widened. She nodded hurriedly. “Yes! Yes, it does!”

Meixing slept better that night than she had since leaving Sword Mountain. A friend! She’d finally made another friend. And having another person who knew her secrets took a great weight off her back. Her best friend had been banished by her parents upon pain of death. Her grandfather had tried to find him, but his trail had gone cold. At least, he was still alive. Meixing was sure her parents would have gloated if they’d killed him, and he’d always been good at living by his wits. Surely, they would meet again, and when they did, they would have so many stories to tell each other.

* * *

Gerald shivered although it was more psychological than physical. He was thoroughly rugged up to be as warm as possible without sacrificing all of his mobility, and his clothing was lathered in enough enchantments, runes, seals, and charms to ward off anything short of an angry frost dragon. The air had grown thinner as they’d progressed up through the mountains, but Timmy’s balaclavas were handling it admirably.

He wasn’t entirely sure how they worked, but they made breathing easier to the point that it was almost possible to forget that they were climbing up a ridiculously tall mountain via an improvised path where a single misstep could result in horrible death. And the scariest thing was that the mountain they were on wasn’t even particularly tall compared to the others. During a momentary gap in the blizzard, he’d glimpsed several peaks that had to be at least twice as tall. He would have assumed he was hallucinating if Spot hadn’t confirmed that he’d seen them too. Thank the gods, they weren’t climbing up those. Gerald could hardly imagine how difficult that would be. His legs would probably fall off long before they reached the top.

The Broken Mountains had certainly been gruelling in their own right, but they’d also been able to travel by air for the most part. Gerald might not be fond of flying, but he would gladly put up with airsickness if it meant getting the journey over with as quickly as possible. And as long as they lashed him onto the flier properly, it didn’t matter if he passed out. However, it wasn’t only the length of the journey that bothered him.

Why, just the other day, there had been an avalanche. Not a small avalanche, but an actual, full-blown avalanche, the kind he’d only ever read about until he’d heard a rumble and glanced up to see what appeared to be half the mountain bearing down on them. It had been the most terrifying thing to happen to him since he’d almost gotten eaten by a werewolf. Thankfully, Timmy had led them behind an outcrop of rock. Even so, the sight, sound, and feel of all that snow rumbling past had been horrifying. It had been all too easy to imagine what would have happened if he’d been on his own. He’d have been carried away, crushed by the snow, and then flung off the mountainside. The worst part was that they hadn’t done anything to cause the avalanche. It had been caused by all of the extra snow the blizzard had dumped onto the mountain. That meant it could happen again, which was a horrifying thought. What if Gerald tripped over while running for shelter? What if he was too slow? What if nobody noticed until it was too late?

On the upside, Meixing and Katie seemed to have come to an understanding. Gerald was sympathetic to the teenager. She had, after all, lost an arm and an eye. She’d been understandably reticent around them at first, but now, it wasn’t unusual to see her and Katie deep in conversation. Spot had also taken a liking to her, and not just because of the food she could make. That, in turn, had gotten Avraniel to ease up on her a bit. Honestly, Gerald was impressed by how well Meixing had handled the elf’s glaring. If Avraniel had glared at him like that, he’d have looked for someone to hide behind, probably Timmy. The necromancer was rather unflappable, and he had a plan for every situation.

Up ahead of them, Avraniel stopped. Gerald squinted past her into the swirling snow and then froze. “What’s that?” The snow ahead of them began to move. “Is it another avalanche?” They had just climbed another steep section. If they got swept off, they’d be going for a quick flight followed by a sudden, fatal stop. Well, not Spot and Katie. They could both fly. But the rest of them were doomed… wait. Amanda could fly. Meixing had her swords. Avraniel could also use her fire to sort of fly, assuming she couldn’t transform. In an emergency, Timmy could make a wall to hide behind. Even the ninja rats had those gliders of theirs. It was looking more and more like the only ones who were doomed were him, Daerin, and Chomp!

“That’s not good.” Timmy raised his voice and pointed. “Up there, everyone. Now! Move!”

They scrambled up onto a rocky ledge that protruded from the snow, and Timmy turned to Gerald. “Call out one of Daerin’s golems.”

Gerald didn’t stop to ask why he needed a golem. He pulled out the golem, and Timmy promptly ordered the construct out onto the snow. He had the golem stomp around before asking for a heating stone – a stone that could be used to heat things when magic was put into it. Timmy shoved magic into it until it was about to explode and then tossed it toward the golem.

“Nobody move. Stay quiet. Do not use your magic.”

Once again, Gerald did as he was told. When a Grand Necromancer was being this cautious, the correct response was to listen carefully and follow orders. He’d live longer that way. The golem picked up the stone and then ran away from them. The shifting snow followed the golem, and there was a sudden burst of motion as something enormous ripped its way clear of the snow. It was a colossal, white-scaled snake. It had to be several hundred feet long. It swallowed the golem whole and then paused, tasting the air and listening as best it could despite the howl of the wind and snow. Finally, it turned and headed down the mountain. They waited on the ledge for a full ten minutes before moving again.

“What was that?” Gerald whispered.

“A frost python,” Timmy replied. “You don’t normally see them grow more than a hundred feet long, but the mountains here are special. Whether it’s the mountain air, the ambient magic, or the influence of nature spirits, the frost pythons here can grow to truly enormous sizes. Thankfully, their vision is relatively poor. If we weren’t in a hurry – and if I wasn’t worried about drawing the ire of whatever is causing this blizzard – I’d be tempted to go after it. It would make a good zombie.”

“Bah!” Avraniel scoffed. “I could have taken it. Being bigger just makes it easier to hit.”

“They’re incredibly durable,” Timmy said. “You’d draw all sorts of attention if you attacked it – and possibly bring down half the mountain. Luckily they’re not active for long each day. Unless we give it reason to come back up here, it’ll find a grotto further down the mountain to sleep in.”

Do they taste nice? Spot asked.

Timmy poked the dragon in the forehead. “You’ll need to be a lot bigger before you can take that guy on. You might be able to whittle it down, but if a frost python of that size manages to hit you, you’d be in big trouble.”

“Can we move now?” Gerald asked. “Is it safe?”

“It should be. In fact, the further we are from here by nightfall, the better.”

Gerald made sure to burn what Timmy had done into his mind, just in case he ever ran into a frost python again. Find somewhere nice and solid, presumably so the snake couldn’t sense him if he stayed still, then use something loud, heavy, and magical to lure it away. As long as he kept calm, Gerald was confident he could do that with the things he had stored away with his magic.

The rest of the day passed relatively smoothly. They did encounter a yeti, and this particular fellow refused to be discouraged. Instead, it charged at them, arms waving, ready to rip and tear – and Spot was only too happy to remind the yeti why dragons were at the top of the food chain. Despite the difference in size – the yeti was three times the height of a man and broad shouldered to boot – the battle was swift and decisive. There was a brief debate with Spot eventually agreeing to only take a nibble out of the yeti, so Katie could turn it into a zombie later. In exchange, Katie would give Spot some candy and Spot would be able to eat the next yeti they encountered. It was a macabre bargain, but after seeing the yeti’s very large and pointy teeth, Gerald couldn’t bring himself to feel too bad about it. According to Timmy, the yetis that ate rock tended to have blunter teeth to better crush and pulverise rock, whereas the sharp-toothed ones tended to have more meat in their diet, which usually meant mountain goats or unfortunate travellers.

When they settled in for the night, Gerald doled out more of the food he’d saved from Mercatia. It was finally starting to run low despite their best efforts to ration it, but it had seen them through the blizzard quite nicely so far. He also took the opportunity to ask Meixing a few questions, now that she seemed to be in a better mood.

“Could you tell us about the Empire of Gold and Steel?” Gerald asked. “I’m particularly interested in how their bureaucracy functions, and it’s always fascinating to hear a firsthand account. Books can only say so much, especially when they are written by visitors.”

“Ah, yes.” Meixing was warming her hand by pressing it against Spot’s side. “You are a bureaucrat, are you not?” Gerald nodded. “Well… everything is highly centralised. The chief bureaucrats are all in the Golden City, and they answer only to the leaders of their ministries and to the emperor himself. The emperor issues decrees, and the ministers and their subordinates are tasked with seeing those decrees enshrined in law and executed accordingly. The provincial bureaucrats are typically subordinate to the central bureaucrats. Their task is to enact the emperor’s will throughout the empire.”

“Do the provincial bureaucrats have the power to handle legislation themselves?” Gerald asked. “I understand that the empire is rather large, so wouldn’t it be difficult for those in the capital to fully grasp conditions in the further provinces?” Everton had experienced similar issues in the past, which had led to the devolution of certain powers to regional authorities – and the appointment of regional representatives to the Council.

“That is an excellent point, and it has been the subject of great debate throughout the empire’s history.” She glanced at the mug of hot chocolate she’d set down and then at the fork in her hand. She would have to put the fork down to pick up the mug, and Katie was already holding her bowl for her with her shadows. Katie saw her predicament and giggled. Another shadowy limb appeared to offer the mug to Meixing. “Thank you, Katie. It is most appreciated.”

“It’s fine. My master has prioritised multi-tasking during my training. A few extra shadow limbs is fine.” Katie tilted the mug to let Meixing drink from it. “If anything, it’s good practice.”

Meixing took a sip of hot chocolate and motioned with her fork when she was done. Katie eased the mug away. “Ah, this makes the journey easier. You have my thanks, Lord Gerald.”

Gerald scratched the back of his head. “There’s no need to call me Lord Gerald. Just Gerald is fine. Besides, I didn’t make the hot chocolate. All I did was store it.”

“That alone is worthy of praise. I do not think I have ever been so richly provisioned during an adventure,” Meixing said. “Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Tension between the central government and the regional governments has been an issue ever since the emperor’s blessed ancestor first unified the nine kingdoms centuries ago. To prevent rebellion, the provincial governments were forbidden from having too much power. However, not giving them sufficient power to address their own needs has also led to unrest and, at times, rebellion. True, few of those rebellions accomplished much, but they still caused significant damage. Before I left, there were rumblings about the central bureaucrats not properly understanding what happens in the outer regions, leading to laws that work well in and around the capital but poorly elsewhere. The emperor has been trying to alleviate this by granting provincial governors and senior provincial bureaucrats more power, but it has been challenging to find trustworthy people.”

“Oh?” Gerald asked.

“By law, all law-making power belongs to the emperor. His word is law. His authority is absolute. In practice, however, the emperor relies upon his supporters to help keep the peace and upon bureaucrats, governors, and other officials to manage affairs in his name. He has the ability to grant extra powers to those he chooses, but finding the right people to empower has been hard. The central bureaucrats are not fond of the idea either. They cannot oppose the emperor directly, but they can certainly complicate matters.”

“It’s probably because of corruption,” Timmy drawled.

Gerald scowled at the thought. Perhaps it was naïve of him, but he firmly believed that bureaucrats should uphold the law and serve the people. It helped that he worked for the Supreme Cleric, for she held both the law and the people in high regard. Corruption was a blight upon all bureaucrats, and it had been one of several issues that had originally pushed Everton to seek independence. Gerald considered it a personal affront, which was why the Supreme Cleric regularly asked him to review records in search of corruption.

Gerald might lack the strength to punish evildoers, but the Supreme Cleric had no such problems. Indeed, she had a cadre of paladins and clerics whose express purpose was to work with capable bureaucrats to root out corruption. They had the sort of zeal more commonly associated with hunting cultists, except it was directed at corrupt bureaucrats and officials. Having seen them in action many times before, Gerald was equal parts inspired and terrified.

“Yes,” Gerald murmured. “A highly centralised government means that a corrupt official in a powerful position can easily extort others for money and favours. I recall a case where a provincial land surveyor was deliberately favouring people who paid bribes during land disputes.”

“What happened to him?” Meixing asked.

Timmy snickered. “I can guess.”

“I serve the Supreme Cleric although she was not the Supreme Cleric at the time. Nevertheless, she already wielded tremendous personal and political power. The man in question was caught, tried, and imprisoned for his crimes. His assets were seized and used to pay restitution to his victims, and those who participated in his schemes faced similar sentences. She also had his name added to the Walls of Shame.”

“The Walls of Shame?” Meixing asked.

“A series of monuments that record the names of infamous criminals and other miscreants, so nobody forgets them,” Timmy explained. His lips curled. “My master’s name is there too.”

Gerald had been pleased by that result. With power came responsibility. “He was fortunate not to be executed, but he eventually managed to stage an escape attempt. However, he was eaten by a giant snake not long after escaping.” Gerald was fairly confident that the snake in question was the Supreme Cleric’s beloved Pete the Python, which meant the surveyor had likely been allowed to escape… if only to face informal execution. “Everton takes corruption very seriously since the actions of corrupt officials helped incite the original war of independence against the Eternal Empire.”

“I see.” Meixing nodded. “Corruption does happen in my homeland. Bribery of officials is often necessary to conduct business, and favours are a currency all of their own. I am fortunate that my grandfather is the Sword of the Emperor and my aunt is empress. None would dare obstruct my family, on pain of death. Yet I have seen many who lack similar advantages being preyed upon. But it has improved. My uncles and other honest officials deal harshly with such people whenever they catch them, and policies have been put in place to reduce corruption. However, finding honest people to put into positions of great power is not easy – and great power can easily corrupt honest men.”

“It is a constant struggle.” Old Man was working on a different carving. Nevertheless, his work with the carving knife was sure and steady. Spot was watching him, and Gerald didn’t think it would be long before he tried his hand at something similar. Naturally, Spot wouldn’t need a knife. His claws would more than suffice. “When we put the emperor on the throne, we had to think long and hard about the people we put in power around him. In the end, we chose those who were most trustworthy and reliable. They were all able, but some of the most able were overlooked because we could not be sure of their loyalties and their consciences. There are few things more dangerous than a corrupt man of extreme talent in a position of power.” His expression sobered. “Several had to be… dealt with because their ambitions would never cease, no matter how high they rose or how much damage they caused. Meixing’s grandfather led several purges of groups that wished to continue the older, more corrupt ways.”

“Hah!” Daerin laughed and downed another tankard of mead. The amount he’d already drunk would have left a normal man hungover for days, but dwarves were made of sterner stuff. He’d be fine by morning. “My brother will have to find new ways to deal with traitors and malcontents. In the old days, we’d send them to fight the goblins. One way or another, they’d serve the kingdom. Nowadays, with the goblins all but wiped out, we’ll need another way to be rid of them. I wouldn’t be surprised if the worst of them died in ‘mining accidents’.”

It was ruthless but practical. If a dwarf was not trustworthy, sending them to fight goblins allowed them to do some good before they died. Gerald was glad he’d never had to make such difficult decisions. His expertise lay in areas where the law itself could make the decision for him.

“What sort of training do bureaucrats do?” Gerald asked.

Meixing took another sip of hot chocolate. “I can tell you about that. In fact, one of my uncles is a chief instructor in the Imperial Academy. It is a position of great honour and importance. Usually, education begins at five for those who show promise and continues throughout adulthood. Each town or village has a bureaucrat, and one of their duties is to identify children with talent. A sufficiently talented child will be sponsored by the state to ensure their talent is not lost and to bind them to the imperial family. Admittance to the Imperial Academy requires passing a rigorous test that is given nationwide. People often spend years preparing, and most will require multiple attempts to pass. It can be soul-crushing, but a poor man of sufficient talent can, with good fortune, rise high, so the system has its merits. I have encountered several individuals who have taken up important positions despite coming from humble backgrounds. What about you, Gerald? You seem to be quite senior as a bureaucrat. What training did you undertake?”

Gerald was happy to speak of his training: education all the way to adulthood, followed by attendance at institutions that specialised in training bureaucrats. He had then spent years acquiring practical experience in different positions before coming to the Supreme Cleric’s attention. With her backing, he had risen high – far higher than he could ever have dreamed. Indeed, he was one of the most senior bureaucrats in Everton to not have an official titled position.

Instead, he generally acted in the Supreme Cleric’s name and was vested with her authority. And that was no small thing since she was a councillor, the head of Everton’s most powerful and popular religion, and the head of one of the noblest and mightiest families in the country. As one of his colleagues had once very crassly put it, it was a good thing that Gerald wasn’t interested in bureaucratic pissing contests because there weren’t many people who could match him. Frankly, as vulgar as it sounded, Gerald had never been fond of pissing contests since they usually ended with everybody soaked in urine.

The rest of the evening passed pleasantly, and Gerald asked Meixing if he could join her lessons with Katie to better learn her language. He had some passing familiarity with it, but he had never learned it properly since it wasn’t necessary for his duties.

“Um…”

Meixing was a bit hesitant, so he hastened to add, “I’m already partially familiar with the writing. I have had to deal with traders from your homeland from time to time. It’s more for speaking than anything else.”

“I can help you with reading and writing,” Old Man said as Meixing sighed in relief. “But speaking with Meixing will definitely be better for developing the proper accent.”

“I would be happy to speak with you,” Meixing said.

A wordless conversation passed between Katie and Meixing, and the teenager eventually moved to whisper in his ear. “I… have some issues with reading and writing, so I might not be the best teacher.”

“She might be dyslexic,” Katie added quietly.

“Ah. I see,” Gerald said. “Well, I understand, and perhaps I can be of assistance. I don’t have that particular issue myself, but several of my former colleagues do. They’ve all gone on to have successful careers, and I would be happy to share the strategies they used.”

“Thank you,” Meixing said. “I would like that.”


Chapter Sixteen

Timmy motioned for the group to stop. They had reached a plateau. The blizzard still raged around them, but they’d managed to get through the worst of the climb in one piece.

“The goblin settlement should be nearby,” Timmy said. “This plateau is the only decent place to build in this area.”

He peered into the blizzard again. He’d considered conducting a ritual to contact the spirit responsible for the blizzard, but he doubted they’d be in a talking mood. Anything angry enough to create a blizzard that had lasted for more than a week was either too angry to be reasoned with or not the sort of entity that could be reasoned with at all. They could see what was going on with the goblins, deal with any threats, fortify the settlement, and then talk with the spirit. Hopefully, negotiation was possible. He knew several ways to bind nature spirits, but all of them were horrible and carried significant risks.

“Amanda, can you go ahead and scout the village while remaining hidden? If there’s nothing going on, great. If there is a problem, then we need to know what we’re dealing with before we move in.”

The vampire nodded. Although she couldn’t see through the blizzard, she should be able to sense the blood of the people inside the settlement. “I can. My telepathy should be able to reach far enough despite the blizzard. However, I will take one of the rats who specialises in communication, just in case there are any problems.”

The rat gave them all a jaunty salute before hopping into one of Amanda’s pockets. The more esoteric communication method the rats used was slower and more difficult to pull off than Amanda’s telepathy, but it was almost impossible to stop. The vampire vanished into the swirling snow, swift and silent, and it wasn’t long before she began to report back. Timmy grinned. It was easy to forget how much ground she could cover when she wasn’t constrained to moving at human speeds or using human methods. Unfortunately, she didn’t have good news.

There is a barrier around the village. It is quite thorough. It would seem that their reputation is well earned. However, the goblins do not appear to be in control of the barrier. I can sense humans scattered throughout the village, but the goblins have all been gathered in a few places. I believe they are under guard. We also have a more immediate problem.

“What is it?” Timmy asked. Speaking made his thoughts ‘louder’ and therefore easier to hear.

I think the goblins have refused to cooperate. The barrier is hindering visibility, but… yes… it looks as if they are going to start executing some of the goblins to convince the others to go along with whatever they have planned. If that fails, I imagine they will simply kill them all to cut their losses and to prevent them from working with anyone else. Perhaps they are worried about the weather or the naval base, but the imperial soldiers have reached the end of their patience.

Timmy’s jaw clenched. He preferred using stealth and ambush tactics to weaken the enemy whenever possible, but they couldn’t afford to wait any longer. If anything, they were lucky to have arrived before the killing started. Had they been a day later, they could very easily have been met with a burnt-out ruin filled with corpses.

“All right,” Timmy said. “Forget sneaking in. We’re going in there, and we’re going to hit them hard and fast. Old Man, how quickly can you get into the settlement?”

The swordsman stared into the storm. “If I could get a glimpse of…” He trailed off. Amanda must have shared her vision with him. “Never mind. I can get there in a moment although I won’t be able to take everyone. Teleportation over a significant distance through a magical blizzard into what will be the backlash left behind by a destroyed barrier will not be easy. I’ll be fine, but almost anyone else will be badly disoriented or knocked unconscious.” Rembrandt squeaked. “Yes. That’s true. Rembrandt could go with me. He is somewhat more resilient to spatiotemporal anomalies than most people due to his unique circumstances.” His gaze flicked to the rodent’s eye patch.

Timmy pursed his lips. The village wasn’t too far. Even if they had to go through the storm, it shouldn’t take them long to reach it if they abandoned any attempt at stealth and used his zombies. They were going to have to fight anyway, so there was no avoiding the spirit’s attention any longer.

“All right. Here’s what we’re going to do…”

* * *

There was a part of Old Man that could understand why the empire’s troops had resorted to such brutal measures, not that he himself would have employed such tactics. His own personal code of honour would never have allowed it, and he had held onto his honour as best he could through all the long and lonely years of wandering since leaving his homeland. He could not control the actions of others – although he could certainly punish them – but he could control his own deeds.

By all accounts, these goblins had a relatively small community and kept to themselves. The loss of even a single person would be deeply felt. The praise Amanda had given their barrier and the fact that Timmy had opted to smash through it rather than try to disable it spoke volumes of their skill. Should the goblins refuse to cooperate, killing them denied the empire’s foes a valuable resource and covered the empire’s tracks. If the empire’s project could be completed without the cooperation of the spider people, the goblins were expendable.

It made sense.

Yet there were many things that made sense that Old Man did not like, and he was not some helpless child. He had not been a helpless child in a long, long time. When he died and stood before his gods and ancestors for judgement, he would do so confident that he had lived up to his principles, that he had held onto his honour despite how much it had cost him. But not yet. No. He would do his best to live long enough to see Katie and Spot become the legends he knew they could be. He would watch them live, grow, and reach their potential. And then he would die with a smile on his lips, certain that he had left the world a better place than he had found it. Admittedly, in Spot’s case, there was no way he’d live long enough to see the dragon reach the peak of his power, but he was hoping to last until Spot began to leave his days as a hatchling behind. A decade, two if he was lucky, yes, that ought to do it.

Beside him, black fire had kindled in Spot’s jaws. Avraniel drew the Bow of the Sun, and an arrow of pure light and heat was ready and waiting. Slowly, but with growing speed, the obsidian flame in Spot’s mouth flowed around the arrow. It was a masterful combination of conflicting energies that relied both on Spot’s unique heritage and Avraniel’s utter mastery over fire. The projectile became harder to look at, a bolt of pure light coated in writhing, corrupting darkness that made him want to stare and recoil at the same time. Now and then, the arrow would flicker, on the verge of becoming something more, but whatever that something more was, neither Avraniel nor Spot could reach it yet.

“The second the barrier goes down, get in there with Rembrandt,” Timmy said. “Amanda is right outside the village, so she’ll join you immediately. Take out the soldiers closest to the goblins first. The rest of us will get there as quickly as we can.” His lips curled. “Make sure you get their attention. We want them to focus on us, not the goblins.”

Old Man smiled thinly, and he almost reached up to adjust his hat before remembering he’d given it to Gerald. It would have been foolish to wear it while climbing through the mountains. “Rest assured, I will get their attention.”

Spot, Meixing, Katie, and Avraniel would probably arrive soon after him and Rembrandt, with Gerald, Timmy, Daerin, and Chomp not far behind. He glanced at his student. Meixing had been much happier since sharing her burdens with Katie, and her growing friendships with the younger girl and Spot had eased her suffering. He could not be happier.

Meixing was deeply troubled, and he wanted to help her. However, her respect for him – built upon countless stories of his heroic deeds – made it difficult for her to bare her weaknesses to him. Instead, he could only offer advice and encouragement. Hopefully, she would continue to open up to Katie and Spot – and eventually to him and the rest of the group. They were all good people, albeit each of them was odd in their own way, himself included.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Old Man said to Avraniel.

The star maiden laughed. “Ready? I was born ready. Just don’t teleport straight into the blast, Old Man. Spot would be sad if you got fried.” She smirked at Rembrandt. “But feel free to send the rat ahead.”

Old Man patted Rembrandt on the back as the rodent brandished his sword. That was about as close as Avraniel would ever get to telling him to be careful. “I will keep your words in mind.”

Avraniel’s smirk widened – and then she loosed her arrow. The blizzard parted in the arrow’s wake, blasted aside by its heat and the radiance of its passage. For a split-second, there was utter silence, and then the arrow hit the barrier.

BOOM.

For a moment, Old Man was worried that the attack would simply annihilate the entire settlement, along with the barrier, but Avraniel had a deft touch when she was so inclined. The barrier came apart like a tree being stripped of its bark, and the excess power from the attack diffused into the blizzard and boiled away the vast curtain of ice and snow that hung over the area.

Amanda’s mind touched Old Man’s again, and he saw the village square where the goblins had been gathered for execution. His eyes narrowed. There was a young goblin – a child – huddled over an old goblin. There were no corpses yet, but a soldier already had a sword raised high above his head. The destruction of the barrier must have spurred him into going forward with the execution. The expression on the young goblin’s face was utterly at odds with the expressions he’d seen on the faces of the goblins in the Broken Mountains. There was rage but also desperate fear and concern.

How many times had Old Man been late despite his gifts? How many times had he arrived only after disaster had struck? How many times had he wished he could change the past only to remember that even trying came with the gravest of consequences.

But not this time. Not here. Not now.

Today, at this very moment, he was exactly where he needed to be.

His magic coiled. It was stiff, akin to a muscle he seldom used, both because of his age and because of his lack of suitable opponents. Nevertheless, it obeyed. One moment, he was beside Timmy and the others – and then he and Rembrandt were between the soldier and the goblins.

His opponent never got the chance to swing his sword down. In fact, before he could make sense of Old Man’s sudden arrival, he was already dead, Old Man’s sword sweeping out to part his head from his shoulders. The man’s armour was no match for a perfectly aimed strike delivered with faultless technique and reinforced with his magic. He might as well have been cutting paper for all the resistance his blade met.

“It is very easy to strike down those who cannot fight back,” Old Man drawled as Rembrandt sprang into deadly action. “But perhaps you soldiers would prefer to test your blades against me instead?”

The head of his first opponent rolled across the ground, and Old Man stepped. All around him, soldiers started dying. There was no artistry to his technique, no extravagance or flourish. Instead, he struck with brutal efficiency using blows that had been honed far beyond what most warriors considered perfection. All that was unnecessary had been stripped away. All that remained was death.

With his magic, the distance between each opponent shrank to zero, and each heartbeat stretched out into eternity. This was the true nature of his sword, a blade that could split space and time, that could be everywhere and nowhere all at once. It was a sword that could defy fate and causality, that could overturn destiny if need be. He rarely fought this way anymore, for there were few who warranted this power, and he was no longer the man he’d been during his distant prime. Yet these men had roused his ire, and so he painted the battlefield once again, and, as always, the colour with which he worked best was red.

He had not struck the soldiers defending the base this way because they were merely doing their duty by defending their base. How could he, a warrior, begrudge them that? He cut them down swiftly, and when they begged for mercy, he was happy to grant it. They had his respect for daring to face titans like Avraniel, and he could understand their desire to surrender when their cause was lost. But these soldiers? Even in the midst of battle, his keen eyes had not missed the cuts and bruises the goblins had or the way they recoiled in fright. To terrorise others and then execute them when they simply wished to be left alone? It offended his sensibilities as a warrior.

And so he killed, and the snow around him was soon stained red, and the smell of blood grew heavy on the breeze.

A red wind indeed.

* * *

Meixing rode through the air on a sword, glad that the village was not far. The howling winds threatened to throw her off her blade as they rushed back in the aftermath of Avraniel’s attack. She was almost there, but Spot had already raced ahead of her while Katie was all but level. The blonde girl signalled, and Meixing nodded. It would be better if they split up to deal with soldiers in different parts of the village, lest the soldiers try to use the goblins as hostages or simply kill them out of spite.

As they parted ways, she murmured a prayer for the other girl’s safety. Meeting Katie had truly been a fortuitous encounter. Katie was the first person since her best friend to truly accept her, and it felt as though a weight she hadn’t realised she’d been carrying had been lifted off her shoulders. It was so nice to talk to someone without having to worry about the hidden meaning behind their words or whether she was being used. Katie had also helped her to befriend Spot and Gerald. The bureaucrat was no warrior, but his heart was great nonetheless. Some of his advice had already begun to bear fruit, and he had proven himself to be a wise and caring man. It was easy to see why he and Katie were firm friends, and she hoped to someday say the same.

As Katie veered off with a contingent of rats clinging onto her, Meixing focused on the battle that awaited her. This would be her first real chance to use her teacher’s lessons in actual combat. Anticipation spurred her on, but she kept a tight rein on her emotions. Haste was rarely wise. Her other swords, which trailed after her, shot forward as she caught sight of her first opponents. Instead of the dao she had previously favoured, she now held a jian in her left hand.

It was a smaller and lighter weapon, nimbler and capable of both cutting and thrusting. She already knew how to use one – the dao and the jian had been the first two weapons she’d learned – but the style the Heavenly Sword was teaching her was new, and she had her suspicions as to its origins.

It had clearly been developed by someone who only had one arm because it suited her perfectly. She could think of only one man with one arm who could have taught her teacher. If she was truly to receive that monk’s legacy, then she would have to kowtow before her teacher a hundred times – no, a thousand times – and pay her deepest and most sincere respects to the monk who had taught him. For the style she was learning had earned a place in legend, and her teacher was the only man alive who knew it.

The monk who had devised the style had been dear to her teacher, but he had perished in battle against one of the greatest swordsmen in the empire during the war to put the current emperor upon his throne. Meixing dared not ask, lest her inquiries dredge up bad memories, yet the thought of learning the style that had matched the Supreme Tyrannical Heaven-Defying Sword made her heart race. She would do her best to honour the legacy of the Monk of the Empty Cup, for to wield the sword he had created was an honour without compare.

Her swords struck with deadly accuracy, and several men were felled where they stood. A woman lost an arm, and Meixing winced before sending a second blade to finish her. Rather than linger, she rushed to where a group of goblins had huddled together in a combination of shock and terror.

Protect the goblins.

Destroy the enemy.

Those were her orders, and she would pursue them to the best of her ability.

She had no reason to be fond of goblins. She had not encountered many herself, and the few she had met were cruel, malicious creatures who revelled in despoiling and ruining everything they could touch. She had slain them without hesitation. She had heard vague rumours of other, better goblins, but she had never given them much credence. Why would she when every goblin she’d met suggested otherwise?

But now she believed.

The goblins she’d encountered in the past had been filled with nothing but hate, rage, and cruelty. These goblins were different. There was grief in their gazes along with desperate hope as she fought the soldiers. Unlike the goblins she’d met before, they had clearly built their own homes, rugged structures that showed ingenuity and hard work. There were also signs of decorations that had been broken by the soldiers. Not the macabre nick-nacks the other goblins kept but decorations similar to those that might be found in any human village.

These goblins were undeniably different, but now was not the time for introspection. Perhaps when the battle was done, she could ponder the differences and the potential causes of those differences. For now, she had orders to follow.

Ahead of her, her teacher was proving his title well earned. He ruled the battlefield, vanishing only to appear momentarily, a man caught in a single moment of time, his passage marked by florid bursts of red. He fought without flourish, perfect in the simple purity of his technique. Her grandfather, one of the greatest warriors her homeland had ever produced, had once called him an artist. Young and more naïve, Meixing had wondered how a swordsman could be an artist. Was he referring to the love many warriors had for calligraphy? But her grandfather had merely smiled and told her that she would understand if she ever saw him fight.

And now she did. For in dealing out death, the Heavenly Sword was beautiful. The splatters of red, the sudden, cut-off cries, and the silken whisper-song of steel – all of it formed a symphony of death that no true warrior could ignore. She had glimpsed fragments of his skill when they had fought, but to think he was capable of this! It made her wonder what he had been like in his prime, for even now, well after his best years, she could honestly say that she’d never seen a warrior that could match him.

No wonder they called him the Heavenly Sword and the Invincible Blade, for only the heavens themselves could have found a way to make bloodshed so beautiful.

Shaking her head, Meixing tried to set the thought aside. Now was not the time for poetry. Later, perhaps, she could write a poem. Yet her thoughts continued, and the words of a poem came to her.

The Heavenly Sword dances,

Life and death in his blade,

A red wind blows,

The battlefield hails its master.

She smiled thinly. What absurdity. Her priority was protecting the goblins. She took up a position close to the largest group she could see and let her swords seek out her enemies. Enhanced by her magic and propelled to speeds that would have made an archer proud, any normal soldier unfortunate enough to cross her path was slain. Of course, there were plenty of soldiers, and they were desperate. They did not flee. She called for their surrender, but they refused. Instead, they closed in, grim-faced, snow covering their clothes now that the barrier had been destroyed.

She motioned for the goblins to stay back. When the soldiers reached her, she fought as her teacher had instructed. Her jian was a dragon. Its edges were claws, and its tip was a fang. Her blade twisted around the weapons of her opponents, turning their own strength against them. She diverted blows, leaving her enemies exposed to pinpoint strikes aimed at their vital points. Her footsteps were light and quick, and the snow barely shifted as she sought to implement the footwork she’d been learning. Footsteps as light as a butterfly’s wingbeats and blows crueller than a hornet’s sting.

The Monk of the Empty Cup had not won his battles with strength alone but through a sublime combination of speed, accuracy, and an unmatched ability to absorb, deflect, and redirect the blows of his opponents. She could not hope to match the legendary monk’s skill, not yet, but she did her best. A mighty overhand blow with magic behind it was deflected, her jian and body forming a perfect, rolling wave that sent the power of the attack harmlessly into the ground. Her foe was left open, vulnerable to a precise thrust into the thinner, weaker armour that guarded his throat.

He died, and she pulled her blade free and angled into a parry as another soldier launched himself at her. The strike threatened to force its way past her guard. She could have fought it. In the past, with her dao and both arms, she would have. Now, however, she chose suppleness, angling her blade further and letting her body move like a spring to ease the blow over her head. She lashed out with a kick that tossed her opponent back and dented his armour. She may have lost an arm, but she still had both her legs, and the Monk of the Empty Cup had been famous for his kicks.

Her magic coursed through her, not as smoothly as it once had – and perhaps it never would again – but her precision was increasing to compensate. Her limbs were steel, and her muscles were waves. She stepped clear of a spear, and a flick of her jian sent the weapon off course and pulled her opponent out of her stance. A second flick sliced the other woman’s belly open before she swooped low under another attack and then rose, one foot catching her opponent squarely on the chin before the pommel of her weapon crumpled his helmet.

A cry from the goblins behind her caught her attention. Had some cunning foe evaded her? Her senses were not as sharp as they had once been, but it should still have been difficult for a regular soldier to avoid detection. But no, it was no enemy. It was Spot. The dragon spewed his white fire, and the goblins cried out in fear and despair – which soon turned to joy and amazement. That was Spot’s healing flame, and although it would burn his enemies as mercilessly as any dragon’s fire, it could also heal his allies. The goblins cheered, and the dragon roared, wings beating the air mightily, his claws and teeth already stained red. White flame rollicked over his scales, a mantle of dawn-fire that beat back the cold of the blizzard and sent the goblins’ spirits soaring. This was a gift that Spot possessed, and she could feel her own spirit rising, her heart and soul filled with confidence and purpose. His white fire could invigorate the hearts and souls of his allies while his black fire would strike terror and despair into those who stood against him.

Spot dove back into the fray, and where he went, death soon followed. Kind he may be, but he was a dragon still, and there were few indeed who could stand against a dragon, even a young one, in battle. The scent of smoke and ash filled the air, and white embers gleamed upon the wind.

“Arm yourselves!” Lord Bolton had arrived with Gerald. Weapons spilled onto the ground, courtesy of the bureaucrat, and the goblins hastened to grab them. Ah, such useful magic. She had encountered storage magic before – she stored her swords in a special ring when she wasn’t using them – but she had never heard of anyone who could store so much. “Leave the fighting to us, but be prepared to defend yourselves. We’ll explain later. Just know that we’re on your side.”

The goblins were confused, but they seemed to realise that this was their best chance. They grabbed the weapons and fell into a rough defensive formation. The young men stood at the forefront with the women and children in the middle alongside the elderly. A few of them began to hastily carve runes and seals into the ground.

Meixing’s eyes narrowed critically. There was magic amongst the goblins, but none of the goblins held themselves with the true grace of a warrior or the iron discipline of a soldier. A few had the look of hunters or watchmen, but the goblins must have relied primarily on their barrier for protection. But how had the empire’s troops gotten inside? It must be treachery.

Yes, she could see it now. The empire had done good business with the goblins recently. They would have been welcomed, and when they turned traitor, it would be too late. Defensive formations were of little worth once the enemy got inside, and the goblins themselves would not have been a match for trained soldiers. It was a cowardly but effective tactic. Her grandfather made a point of having swords concealed throughout his residence on Sword Mountain. At no point would he ever be unarmed, and his foes would find no succour once they entered his home.

The soldiers had realised the utter hopelessness of their predicament. They turned to run but were met by a wave of golems and an angry dwarf bellowing at the top of his lungs while riding atop a three-headed dog the size of a war horse. Had Meixing not grown used to Chomp’s imposing presence, she too would have frozen in astonishment as many of the soldiers had. Howling, Chomp trampled over those in his path as the golems laid into the rest. Spot circled overhead, and any who escaped the confines of the settlement found themselves turned to ash long before they could disappear into the blizzard.

Again, the call came for the soldiers to surrender, but they must have been driven mad by the storm or desperation because they refused. Instead, they formed up for one last charge. With a solemn shake of his head, Lord Bolton turned on his heel and motioned to Avraniel. The elf shrugged, and a cataclysmic wave of flame swept over the battlefield, a tide of heat so intense the goblins shied away from it in instinctive terror. Even the blizzard seemed to quail and recoil.

“Perform a spirit-binding ritual,” Lord Bolton said to Katie. “We can interrogate their spirits later before sending them off to the afterlife.”

The battle had been a quick and brutal affair. Her teacher had not exaggerated when he spoke of how well the group worked together. Her heart ached. He had clearly found his place amongst them. Perhaps in time, she would too. What a fine thing that would be! To trust and be trusted in return! Was this why her grandfather remembered those long ago days so fondly, why he still considered the Heavenly Sword his brother in all but blood despite all the years that had passed? To trust and be trusted absolutely and completely – that was a rare and precious thing, and she wanted it for herself.

Thoughts of her family – of words spoken and unspoken – made her fist clench, and she felt the phantom pain of her right fist tightening until her palm bled. She turned resolutely. There might still be soldiers in the village. She should go and check. Besides, her grandfather had told her himself. Not all families shared blood.

“Sound off!” Lord Bolton boomed over the howling of the wind. With the barrier gone, the wind had free rein over the settlement although it was not as fierce as Meixing had expected. Had their victory appeased the nature spirit? “Is everyone okay?”

There were shouts of affirmation from each member of the group, along with grumbles of discontent from Spot and Avraniel. Whatever loot they’d found must have been poor in both quality and quantity. Spot was also displeased with the taste of his enemies. Apparently, they had tasted mediocre at best although a few pieces of armour had proven to be reasonably tasty.

“Good.” Lord Bolton’s gaze swept over the settlement with the discerning sharpness of a general, and his magic rustled past. “Avraniel, take Chomp and Spot. Search the settlement. I do not want any nasty surprises.” He walked over to the old goblin that the others were looking to for direction. He was older than any goblin Meixing had ever seen, but unlike the old goblins she’d seen in the past, his white hair was well kept, and his long beard was neatly trimmed. He grasped a staff of gnarled wood, and he wore a torn but brightly patterned robe. “Are you the village headman?”

The goblin nodded slowly, still gathering his wits. He and his people had gone from being rounded up for torture and execution to being surrounded by the charred remains of their would-be killers. An elf, a dragon, and a giant dog were now going from house to house checking for soldiers and traps. “I am.”

Lord Bolton smiled. It was a warm smile, not at all what Meixing would have expected from a Grand Necromancer. It seemed to put the old goblin at ease because he smiled back, albeit tentatively. “Good. Are any of your people being kept elsewhere? If they are, we need to find them before any remaining soldiers realise what has happened.

“No.” The headman shook his head. He was small. If he stood straight, he would only have been Katie’s height. Goblins were not large creatures, and they were generally shorter than dwarves while lacking their solid bulk. It was their numbers and their unrelenting cruelty and viciousness that made them dangerous, and these folk had neither. “They gathered all of us here. A few of us tried to escape and get help… but none succeeded.”

“I see.” Lord Bolton sighed. “I’ll send some of my zombies out to search for their bodies. We can bury them according to your ways. Don’t worry. We’re here to help. If you have any wounded, bring them to my tall friend. His name is Gerald, and he has plenty of potions. If anyone is gravely wounded, we can get Spot – the dragon – to use his healing fire on them.”

* * *

Timmy, Amanda, and Katie accompanied the headman and a few of his chosen into his house as the goblins went about gathering their wounded and taking stock of their settlement. The younger goblins had the look of hunters and watchmen, but their presence was more a courtesy than anything else. They all knew that in a fight, those goblins would be lucky to slow Timmy down at all.

Fortunately, there didn’t appear to be many serious injuries, and he was confident those could be treated with potions or Spot. The dragon had put great effort into improving his healing, and Gerald had access to a large number of powerful healing potions. Thanks to his magic, they never spoiled, and the bureaucrat was right in saying they could never have too many.

As they approached the headman’s house, Timmy sent a zombie squirrel-cobra in. The little creature checked to make the sure the building was clear of threats, not that he expected any since Avraniel, Spot, and Chomp had already cleared it. However, it was better to be safe than sorry. The zombie darted around the house and then hopped onto a shelf to keep an eye on proceedings. The house itself had been thoroughly ransacked. Either the soldiers had been complete boors while occupying the village, or they had looted the house to provoke a reaction from the headman.

From the stricken expression on the old goblin’s face, the sight must have pained him, but he soon steeled himself and marched resolutely toward a toppled table in what Timmy guessed was the dining room. The goblins went to lift it, but Amanda righted the table with one hand while Katie’s shadows moved swiftly to return the room to some semblance of order. The ritual she’d used to bind the spirits of the slain soldiers should hold for at least a few hours, so they could speak with the headman first and then interrogate them. Timmy poked the fireplace with his shovel and used a rune to get a fire started.

The headman smiled gratefully and inclined his head. “My apologies.” His voice was strong despite his age, and he spoke their language with a scholarly accent. The contrast from the goblins they’d encountered in the Broken Mountains could not have been starker. “You have saved my people, but my hospitality is lacking. Even my table is cracked. I do not know if it will stand up to our use.”

“It’s fine. The crack was simple – a straight crack down the middle, most likely caused by a soldier’s club or boot. Timmy used a handful of runes to repair the damage and reinforce the table before giving it a stout rap with his fist. The headman’s eyes widened, and he almost leaned forward to study the runes more intently before stopping himself. “There you go. It’s good as new – better, probably.”

“You did that swiftly. It would have taken me thrice as long, were my magic not already depleted,” the headman said.

Timmy called for a golem to get more furniture from Gerald, along with food and drink. His smaller scouting zombies – such as the zombie squirrel-cobra – might be able to escape a nature spirit’s notice. However, his larger, monstrous zombies were out of the question until they knew what they were dealing with. The blizzard had begun to ease, which was hopefully a sign that the nature spirit no longer wanted to kill them all.

“I’ve had plenty of practice,” Timmy said.

In short order, there were chairs for everyone, as well as food and drink. The younger goblins remained standing, silent, wary, and ready to intercede at a moment’s notice. Timmy let them stay as they were. On his own, he’d have been able to deal with them easily. With both Amanda and Katie around, their presence was more for their own peace of mind than actual protection.

Outside, Gerald was doing his best to provide food to the rest of the goblins with Daerin, Meixing, and Old Man helping to distribute supplies and keep order. The dwarf looked utterly baffled when the goblins thanked him. Upon receiving a loaf of bread, one goblin child wept and clutched at his leg. Daerin could only stare before slowly – and very awkwardly – patting the child’s back. He’d have quite a story to tell his brother the next time they met. The difference between these goblins and the dwarves’ foes was so obvious that nobody could dispute it.

“Your friend has very useful magic,” the headman said as happy cries filled the air. He waited for those outside to begin eating before motioning for his fellows and them to do the same. It wasn’t long before the goblins visibly relaxed. After their ordeal, fresh food and drink must have been a welcome relief. “I suppose I should start with the obvious question. Who are you?”

“I’ve had dealings with your people in the past, albeit through intermediaries,” Timmy said. He’d have to check amongst the survivors to see if any of them had traded with his contacts. “To keep it simple, we are agents working on behalf of Everton. We are here because we noticed the unusual materials the Eternal Empire has been acquiring from the spider people. You can call me Timmy. My companions are Katie and Amanda. The others can introduce themselves later.”

“I am Gunter.” The headman poured himself more tea. Gerald had chosen well. It was supposed to soothe the aches and pains associated with the cold, particularly amongst the elderly. “In retrospect, I wish we had never spoken to the empire. We made plenty of money, but it wasn’t worth… this.” He gestured vaguely at his ruined home and the battered settlement.

“What happened?” Timmy asked. He had a decent idea of events, and the spirits of the dead soldiers would be able to tell them more, but he wanted to hear the goblins’ side. “We were under the impression that your village was doing good trade with the empire.”

“We were.” Gunter rubbed his hands together to ward off a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. “When the empire first approached us, we were so happy. They had cleared the coast of monsters and set up a port. They talked of eventually cutting a path through the mountains for us. We would finally have an easy way to reach the outside world and trade. When they asked us to speak to our friends within the mountains on their behalf, we saw no reason to object. They had offered generous payment and had helped drive away monsters that had been menacing our village.”

“Did they ever start that path?” Timmy asked. “We didn’t see one.”

“It was most likely destroyed by a friend of ours when they betrayed us.” Gunter smiled grimly. Timmy would have to ask him about that. “We were even thinking of expanding and founding another settlement. But when we realised what they were buying and why…” He shook his head. “They were careful not to order everything through us, so we didn’t notice until it was too late since many of those materials have other uses. However, some of my people overheard them talking of what they were acquiring elsewhere. I may not look it now, but I was also a smith in my youth, and I am well versed in certain lore. I suspected what they were trying to make, and I knew we could not allow them to make it.”

“You mean glitter-steel?” Timmy asked. Gunter nodded. “It was a pain to work it out, but we were able to piece it together. And they weren’t planning on making just a little – we’re talking about enough to incarnate something the size of a titan.”

“Yes.” Gunter winced. “The last time they came, they seemed to realise that we had caught on. They offered us more – much more – to complete their orders. They also asked some of us to go with them to work on a project of theirs.”

“And you refused?”

“Nothing good can come from so much glitter-steel,” Gunter growled. “My people have not forgotten what comes from consorting with otherworldly powers!” He lowered his voice, and weariness crept over him. “When we refused, they pretended to accept our refusal. Instead, they asked if our friends within the mountains could provide them with mundane materials – the kind you could get elsewhere but which could be bought more cheaply from our friends. Nothing dangerous.” Gunter’s fists clenched. “I knew the man who was their leader. I had shared meals with him several times. He spoke to me of his family, and I spoke to him of mine. We were wary of them acquiring more glitter-steel, but I saw no reason not to help them get more iron, copper, and other mundane materials. Besides, with them building their base on the coast, I thought it best to stay on good terms with them. But when we let them through the barrier…”

Katie – who still looked a bit shocked to hear a goblin speak so eloquently – grimaced. “And that’s when they betrayed you and attacked, right?”

“We are not good fighters.” Gunter held up his hands. They were only slightly larger than Katie’s. Timmy had a sneaking suspicion that the headman probably weighed about the same as his apprentice too. “We are often smaller and weaker than the… malevolent goblins that you have likely encountered elsewhere, and we also lack their ferocity and bloodlust. True, we have skills of our own in areas like runes and seals, and we are fine craftsmen when we can gather the materials. However, we stood no chance once they turned on us. A few of us are hunters and watchmen, but we have no true warriors or soldiers. We have no need for them. Our isolation keeps us safe from most threats while our runes and seals keep our village safe from monsters. Besides, who would want to conquer us? We trade, we craft, we fish, and we practice magic. What little we have could be obtained easily elsewhere. Our main value to outsiders is our connection to our friends in the mountains, but few would dare to harm us and risk their wrath.”

“Fish?” Timmy raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite high up in the mountains. Do you have another settlement closer to the coast?”

Gunter grinned. “We have lived here a long time. We have learned about all the secret places – like the underground rivers and lakes that teem with fish and other bounty.”

Timmy chuckled. “Of course.” The dwarves were the same, which was why fighting them in their mountains was usually suicide unless you could literally bury them in bodies the way the goblins of the Broken Mountains had – and even then, it had taken eldritch entities to sway the war in the goblins’ favour.

“When we refused to work for them – it would have been slavery in all but name – they looted our homes. When we still would not agree, they threatened to kill us.” Gunter shook his head. “But we remember the old days. We know why our kin became monsters. We will not walk that path again, nor will we help others walk it. They would have started executing us, but then you and your companions arrived.” He lowered his head and pressed it to the table. “And for that you have my utmost thanks. My people still live because of you.”

“You’re welcome,” Timmy said. “And, to be honest, we’re hoping you could help us.”

Gunter raised his head. His gaze was wary. “What kind of help?”

“We need you to put us into contact with the spider people. There is no taking back what has already been sold, but we need to make sure they don’t sell anything else to the empire. You aren’t the only way the empire can contact them although you are the easiest. We also want to acquire materials to fight whatever the empire incarnates into all that glitter-steel. Finally, we need to warn them about the empire possibly seeking a route through the mountains.”

“I see.” Gunter sighed and looked around at the ruined interior of his house. The building itself was also in poor shape. Timmy wouldn’t be surprised if it fell over in the next big storm now that the barrier was gone. “We can help you with that much, as thanks for your aid, and I could not bear it if the empire’s foolishness brought ruin to the world. However, I ask that you help us rebuild first. With our barrier destroyed and our homes in ruins, I fear we will not last long. We do not have the materials to repair everything.”

Timmy glanced at Amanda. She felt the same as him. Although time was of the essence, they needed the goblins to cooperate. The settlement wasn’t particularly large, and simply leaving the goblins to freeze to death didn’t sit right with him. After all, Avraniel had only destroyed the barrier on his orders. Plus, making the empire look bad was always a positive. Between them, they ought to be able to complete any construction quickly. Gerald was well stocked on building supplies, and their own unique talents should be able to handle the rest. Just thinking about it quickly, a house made mostly of stone and reinforced with runes and seals should be able to stand up to almost anything out here.

“All right. We can do that.”

* * *

Spot hadn’t known what to make of the goblins at first. He had killed plenty of goblins while they were helping the dwarves although he hadn’t eaten many. They had smelled bad and tasted worse, and not even cooking them had helped. In the end, they’d heaped their bodies into big piles and burned them to ash that had been mixed with other things to make fertiliser. The idiot had laughed and said it was a fitting end for them – to help bring life after all those years of bringing death.

Those goblins had been cruel, savage creatures. They had screamed and yelled a lot, and even when he’d been killing them, they’d either been angry or scared. Their thoughts had been ugly, and their minds had been simple and crude – like rough stone with jagged cracks in it. Their souls had been the same, twisted and warped. They weren’t like animals. Animals were bundles of different feelings, most of them straightforward. At their core, those goblins had been full of rage and hate and little else. When other goblins died, they didn’t feel sad. They didn’t grieve. They got angry or fearful. The only goblins who were different were the smarter ones with magic or the ones who’d been in charge, but their minds were dominated by cruelty. He hadn’t hesitated to kill any of them because he’d known, right away, that they would never stop trying to hurt other people until they were dead.

So he made them dead instead.

Problem solved.

At least, that was how he saw it.

These goblins were not the same. Their minds were the same as the minds of other people, and they felt the full range of emotions that other people felt. They were angry at the soldiers and at themselves for not being stronger, sad because of what had happened, and filled with a weak but desperate hope that things would get better. Their souls shone faintly but unwaveringly. They cared about each other. Parents worried about children. Elders worried about those younger. And those in charge worried about how to feed, shelter, and defend everyone. They were the same as regular people – except they were goblins. It reminded him of something the idiot had told him.

“Just because someone is smiling doesn’t mean they’re good. And just because someone is frowning doesn’t mean they’re evil. Trust me, Spot. Evil comes in many forms, and it’s often at its most dangerous when you don’t realise it’s there.”

If evil could hide itself, then maybe good could too.

Spot felt sad for them. It didn’t seem as though they had a lot. They weren’t rich like the idiot. They didn’t live in a big castle with lots of rooms, plenty of servants, and kitchens that could make all kinds of food. Instead, they lived in houses made of wood and stone, and most of them had been burned, torn down, or damaged in other ways. The things inside had all been broken too. Not just the furniture. Everything. The soldiers had even broken the toys the little goblins played with. Spot’s jaw clenched, and the fire within him roared. What had happened here was wrong. He might not be as smart as the others, and he was a lot younger too, but he knew the difference between right and wrong. He knew it as surely as he knew the feeling of the wind on his face or the warmth of the sun on his scales.

Some of the goblins were picking through the wreckage in search of anything they could salvage. Others were crying. And still others just stared, blank-faced, lost, uncertain, and afraid. Without the barrier, it was getting colder too. It didn’t bother him. He was a dragon. But the goblins were shivering and looking for shelter. Based on the piles of ash he’d seen earlier, the soldiers had probably burnt their clothes, except for the clothes they were wearing.

Walking through the village, Spot saw goblin children wandering around. Some held broken toys and cried. Others looked longingly at the scraps of food the soldiers had left behind. The very youngest held onto their parents and tried to stay warm. Spot growled. He wanted to help, but he wasn’t sure how. He hated doing nothing. He was a dragon! He was strong! He should be doing something. These were not the goblins he had fought before. He wanted to help them.

What do we do now? Spot knew that he was much better at breaking things than fixing them. He didn’t know how to build or make a lot of things either. It wasn’t like he needed a house to shelter in or clothes to keep warm. He didn’t need weapons to protect himself either. As a dragon, his scales were proof against bad weather, and his claws, teeth, and fire were mighty weapons. The only things he needed were his friends and food.

“Relax.” His mother scratched his back. “The idiot will work something out. Fixing this kind of crap is right up his alley. Besides, we’ve got the paper pusher. Who knows what random crap he has stored away. Whatever we need, he’ll have it.”

Spot nodded eagerly. The idiot was smart. He’d know what to do, and the paper pusher carried around all kinds of things!

Soon, the paper pusher was pulling out food and handing out clothing. Most of it was too big for the goblins – they were very small compared to normal people – but it was better than nothing, and they could fix it later. He also took out furniture for them to rest on. Since most of the rubble couldn’t be used for anything, he and his mother dragged it into piles and set it alight, so the goblins could warm themselves. That helped a lot. It was hard for people to be happy when they were cold, not that Spot knew a lot about being cold.

It wasn’t long before the idiot came out with the headman. In a loud voice, he explained that they would be helping to fix the village before going to see the spider people. He told everybody what they would be doing, and the people eater used her magic to show them what would be happening. Spot felt a lot better after that. He hated feeling helpless. Doing something – anything – improved his mood. Dragons were not meant for sitting around and doing nothing unless they were napping or rolling around in their hoard. They were meant for doing things – great things.

Most of the buildings were too badly damaged to keep, so they knocked them down. Spot enjoyed that part. He could throw himself at the buildings, and they would be knocked over. The goblins were all very impressed by it. Of course, they waited until the goblins had taken out any stuff they wanted to keep. Getting rid of the rubble was also easy. Anything that was useful, they kept. Everything else was either added to the fires to keep people warm or stored by the paper pusher. The idiot said that, if nothing else, the paper pusher could always drop it on their enemies. Spot thought that would be funny – dropping a broken house on their enemies. Nobody would expect that.

Once space had been cleared, the idiot could use his magic to create the walls and floor. Apparently, the headman had told him that the nature spirit wouldn’t mind if he used his magic if he was helping them. The idiot explained to Spot that stone was a poor insulator. That meant it wouldn’t keep the inside of the house warm, which was important in the mountains. However, there was an easy way to fix that. The mountains had a lot of magic flowing through them, and the goblins had built their village on top of a place that had plenty of magic. All they had to do was put the right runes and seals on the stone, and it would work just fine. The idiot, the twerp, Peruzzi, and some of the goblins had a long talk about which runes and seals to use, but they eventually agreed on what to do.

Once the walls and floor were done, it was time for the roof. They made the roof out of wood. The paper pusher had plenty of good wood to use rather than the weaker wood the goblins had been using because it was all they could get. They put more runes and seals on the roof to keep the warmth in and to protect it from wind, snow, and rain. The goblins were amazed by how quickly the house got built, but Spot wasn’t. His friends were all strong, and they could all do their part. Between them, it was easy to build such simple houses quickly, and they would be better than what the goblins had before.

It was actually quite fun to see how quickly they could make a house. The part that took the longest was putting in the plumbing, but the idiot had experimented with all sorts of ideas for the castle and the villages he ruled, so he knew what to do. The goblins got better at helping too, and they weren’t scared of Spot anymore since they could see that he was a good dragon who was trying to help them. It was nice to see them laugh and smile as they got to work with the tools the paper pusher had given them. They weren’t helpless anymore. They were helping to make their own lives better.

Old Man and stabby – that was what his mother called the girl with one arm since she used so many swords – were cutting the wood into the right shapes while the people eater and the twerp carried it from place to place. The twerp was small, but her shadows were strong. Chomp was helping too, carrying people and things, and Spot helped with the roofs since he could carry stuff and fly.

After a bit of experimentation, Spot began to use his fire on the walls. Dragon fire was special. When used right, it could make stone extremely strong and resistant to cold. It took him several tries to get it right – the idiot made walls for him to practice on – but he was eventually able to use his fire without damaging the runes and seals on the walls. It taught him a lot about his fire, and the goblins seemed very happy to have walls that a dragon had helped to make. He chuffed proudly and roared his approval. His fire would keep the houses warm for a long time. Maybe he’d come back one day. The goblins seemed nice, so he wouldn’t mind. His mother also started helping with her fire. When Spot went home, he’d do the same thing for William and Tabitha’s house. It was a lot colder up here than back home, but it would still help. If they didn’t need it, that was fine too. He could go over to have lunch and play.

After a while, he ran out of things to do. After building a few houses, they fell into a routine. It barely took any time at all. They would have to finish the insides later – the goblins needed furniture and other things – but the goblins now had warm, sturdy places to live. They were much happier. He could see and feel it. They hadn’t finished all of the houses, but they were going to take a break and finish them later. None of the goblins minded. Now that they had seen what they could do, they were content to wait.

As Spot munched on some beef that Gerald had given him – he’d wanted to fly off and find a yeti, but the idiot had told him to stay in the village – he noticed several goblin children staring at him. They felt a little bit afraid, which was understandable since he was a lot larger than them, and he had big teeth, sharp claws, and hot fire. They also felt very curious. They’d probably never seen a dragon before, or if they had, never from this close. He finished his beef and trotted over. His mother was nearby, and he trilled to her for permission. She shrugged and went back to putting runes and seals on the houses. It was up to him. She didn’t know as many runes and seals as the idiot, but he’d taught her what she needed to know. Because of her magic, the runes and seals she made for light and warmth were strong – far stronger than anyone else’s.

Hi. Spot smiled, but not too widely since he’d learned his big smiles that showed off all his teeth scared people if they didn’t know him. He wagged his tail. Do you want to play?

The goblin children looked back at their parents. Their parents eyed Spot for a moment and then nodded. He’d been working alongside them all day. If he was going to eat any of them, he’d have done it by now. Of course, he wasn’t planning on eating any of them. He only ate bad people, and these goblins were good people.

The goblins were wary at first, but it wasn’t long before they were chasing him around the village. He had considered chasing after them instead, but his mother had sighed and said that might scare people. She was probably right. It would look as though he was trying to eat them.

He made sure not to run at full speed – they’d never catch him if he did – and he didn’t fly either. He also had to be careful when he let them catch him. They were even smaller than Tabitha, and he didn’t want to hurt them. When he’d been fighting the bad goblins, he’d been glad they were small and weak. It made it easier to kill them. But he could see how being small and weak would make life hard for the good goblins. Dwarves weren’t that much taller, but they were a lot stronger. The beardy could carry a dozen times what the strongest goblins here could. The beardy could even pick up Chomp, and Spot was certain it would take a whole group of goblins to move his friend, never mind lift him.

The children were happy whenever they caught him although he didn’t make it too easy. It wouldn’t have been fun if it was too easy. They took turns climbing onto his back, and he was happy to carry them around. He didn’t fly since it would be awful if they fell off. He didn’t have a proper harness for them, and they’d never ridden a dragon before either. Maybe he could have carried one or two, but he felt it was better to stay on the ground and carry a bunch of them.

Eventually, Chomp joined in. The children had never seen a three-headed dog before, so they were very curious. The braver ones rode on Chomp too, once they got permission from Spot’s mother and their parents. Chomp was happy since the children gave him plenty of scritches and cuddles. A few of them had seen normal dogs before although they didn’t have any of their own, and Chomp was way better than a normal dog. After a while, the adults called the children away, and Spot noticed a goblin child who hadn’t joined in. Instead, he was looking at something very sadly.

Spot went over and nudged him gently with his head. What’s wrong?

“It’s broken.” The goblin boy held something up. It was a small charm made of intricately coiled metal that smelled very nice. Spot could tell that it hadn’t been easy to make, and there was all sorts of magic woven into it. But most of the magic was gone. Only a little bit remained, like the crumbs left from a cake. What is it?

“My father made it for me. He and my mother aren’t around anymore, but he left it for me. It’s supposed to keep me safe and help me remember them.”

Not around anymore? What did that mean? Did they go away somewhere? Spot caught a flash of emotion from the boy’s mind. Oh. They were dead. Can’t any of my friends fix it? They’re pretty smart.

“I already asked them, but they said it was special. The… the man with the shovel said he could fix it, but it wouldn’t be the same as before. He’d have to replace the magic in it – the magic my mother and father left behind.”

Spot stared at the charm. Can I try?

The goblin boy nodded slowly. “If…if you think you can fix it. But please be careful. It means a lot to me.”

Spot stared intently at the charm. There was more than magic inside the charm. The boy’s parents hadn’t put their souls into the charm, but their emotions, their hopes, and their dreams for the boy were definitely there.

Be safe.

Be happy.

Grow up well.

Know you are loved.

The thoughts… the wishes of the boy’s parents echoed in Spot’s mind. They weren’t memories. No. They were like dying embers left behind by the boy’s parents, the last remnants of a fire that had been lit by their souls to empower the charm. This charm… it was strong, strong in a way that Spot didn’t fully understand. Yet the fire that burned within him, the same fire that would burn always and forever until his dying day, that fire resonated with the charm.

Spot thought back to the practice he’d had with using his white fire on the houses. His white fire was different from his black fire. It usually only hurt his enemies while helping his friends. It could also heal people, but it had never been good at fixing things that were broken. Maybe he was strong enough now? He breathed a small puff of white fire on the charm. Nothing happened.

He frowned. How did his white fire work again? Right. It made people the way they were supposed to be by looking at their soul. That’s why it could heal somebody whose leg had been cut off, but it couldn’t help someone who was born without a leg. The shiny woman had said that the soul had a template, and his white fire tried to restore people to that template. Magical theory was complex, and he was only just starting to learn it. The important point was that his white fire wasn’t good at fixing things without souls. That was why he hadn’t been able to use it to fix the vase he’d accidentally broken or the wall he’d smashed. He could empower things like vases and walls with his white fire to make them stronger and resistant to cold, but he couldn’t fix them the way he could fix people. And he’d definitely tried! He’d gotten into a lot of trouble because of that vase!

But what about his black fire? His black fire made things fall apart and decay. Could he use it to do the opposite? But that was risky. Maybe he could combine his two types of fire? He could… do the opposite of decaying things while empowering them at the same time. But that wouldn’t be enough. Fire was, by its nature, destructive. It burned and ruined things. His white fire was the exception. Or was it?

Fire could be used to make things. The beardy did it all the time. Chefs also used fire to cook. Fire could also help people live by keeping them warm. And even when fire destroyed, it often helped too, like when parts of a forest burnt down and new plants grew from the ashes.

Fire could destroy.

And fire could create.

A flame of destruction.

And a flame of creation.

Spot froze. The words… the words were right but wrong at the same time. Not a flame of creation, but the Flame of Creation. For a split-second, he was somewhere else, and he saw an impossibly huge pillar of light and fire soaring up, up, up, so bright and hot it could illuminate and warm everything in existence.

And then he was staring at the charm again. Slowly, he blinked. Spot had an idea. He peered into the goblin boy’s mind. The boy knew the charm. He knew it as well as Spot knew his own scales. Spot could… could create the charm a bit while reversing the damage and empowering the echoes of magic and feeling that still remained.

It would be similar to mixing ink. The idiot had told him that blue and yellow light cancelled out to make white, but blue and yellow ink mixed to make green, something that was different from both. He needed his fire to be like that. Rather than his different types of fire cancelling each other out or fighting, he needed them to combine into something new and different.

Spot’s scales flashed between black and white, and his brows furrowed in concentration. Deep within him, the fire that dwelt in his soul burned, not hotter, but truer in some strange, ineffable way. Instead of consuming everything in its path, it shone, lighting the way and warming all that it touched, a fire that could create as well as destroy. The flame in his jaws burned black and then white before the two combined. The eerie flame flickered, mixed, and finally, if only for a moment, became something more. Twilight flame coursed over the charm, and Spot was once again staring at the column of light and fire that somehow seemed larger than the universe –

And then he felt the warmth of thin arms embracing him as kind voices whispered lovingly in his ear.

Be safe.

Be happy.

Grow up well.

Know you are loved.

The charm began to repair itself. The missing pieces were created anew, matching perfectly with the boy’s memories. The magic within the charm, the feelings, the hopes, the wishes, the dreams… the whispers grew louder, and the dying embers roared back to life. Spot almost staggered. Whatever he was doing, it was consuming his magic at an incredible rate. But he pressed on, knowing, somehow, that this was something he needed to do, as much for himself as for the goblin boy. He felt someone’s gaze upon him, and he glimpsed a pair of star-like eyes out of the corner of his eye. But when he turned his head, there was no one there.

“Keep going.” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It came from a place near that endless pillar of light and fire. “You’re almost there.”

So he did.

Power flowed into the charm – the power to stay unbroken, to remain true to its purpose no matter how many years passed.

The pillar of light and fire appeared again. And sitting on the steps before it was someone he’d seen before. She had a gentle smile on her face, and she was clad in a cloak blacker than the dead of night. Her eyes were stars, and her voice was –

The moment passed. The fire in his jaws banked and went out. He blinked slowly, swaying, and took a deep, deep breath. Weariness fell upon him, deeper than he’d felt in a long time. Not even fighting in the naval base had made him this tired. Yet he felt… not stronger… but more in a way he wasn’t quite able to explain. Yes. He understood the fire inside himself better, and that made him more… more the person he wanted to be.

“You fixed it!” the boy cried. He threw his arms around Spot as best he could. “You fixed it!”

Spot wrapped one wing around the boy gently. What had he seen? And what had happened to his fire? It didn’t feel the same anymore. It felt stronger, and yet, it felt as if there was still so much more it could do. He reached for the twilight flame again, but it slipped through his claws, beyond his reach and control. He took a deep breath. That was fine. He was young. This must be the next stage of his magic, like the twerp finding out that she could eat people with her shadows and then summon them to fight for her. He’d have to ask the idiot and his mother about it later.

Spot nuzzled the goblin boy’s cheek. Are you feeling better?

“I am!” The boy scrubbed tears from his face, but they weren’t sad tears. They were happy tears. “Thank you! I’m… I’m Karl. Gunter, the headman, is my grandfather.” He carefully hung the charm around his neck. Now that it was fixed, Spot could see just how special the charm was. Some parts of it could only be seen with his magical sight and astral vision.

I’m Spot. He smiled back. Do you want to play?


Chapter Seventeen

Katie and the others were enjoying dinner with the goblins. It had been a few days since their arrival, and the village had been rebuilt thanks to their efforts. They had also provided clothing, furniture, and other supplies to replace what had been lost. It was truly remarkable – and kind of scary – that Gerald had so much stuff stored away although the furniture and clothing had needed some modification since they were too large for the goblins. But that was fine. There were several skilled carpenters amongst them, and Daerin, Old Man, and her master could all help as well.

As for what they couldn’t use, Gerald stored it with his magic. She had no idea what he’d do with all the rubble, but it wasn’t as though he’d run out of space. Well, technically, his magic had to have a limit, but she’d never seen him get close to reaching it. If nothing else, he could drop it on their enemies or create makeshift barricades the next time they got into a fight.

It was that same accepting attitude that had gotten him most of the furniture he had in the first place. Apparently, whenever there was stuff that people needed to get rid of or fix, he would take it if they didn’t know what to do with it. People were happy to be rid of it, and Gerald got to satisfy that little voice in the back of his mind that was convinced that having fifty extra chairs might come in handy one day. Some of his more enterprising colleagues had even asked him to dispose of furniture on a large scale, and he’d apparently had no problems with that, provided it was all gathered together in one place.

Honestly, Gerald could have made an absolute killing as a courier since he could carry vast quantities of material with ease and security. Knowing him, he was fully aware of that but had opted not to pursue a career as a courier because the thought of being responsible for important cargo made his stomach hurt. The stories of important couriers being assassinated by people eager to steal what they were carrying couldn’t have helped either.

She’d asked Gerald if he could build an actual tower out of all the furniture he had. The fact that he hadn’t dismissed the idea out of hand had drawn a wry smile from her master – after which, he’d tossed another piece of rubble onto the pile and patted Gerald on the back. It didn’t bother Gerald. If anything, storing things with his magic seemed to make him happy, which made sense. People almost always enjoyed using their magic. Katie certainly did, and her master often had to remind her that it wasn’t a good idea to let her shadow magic do everything for her.

There was a popular cautionary tale in Everton about a telekinetic who’d gotten so lazy that he’d used his magic to carry himself around, so he wouldn’t have to walk. Unfortunately, he’d met his end when his enemies had used a seal to temporarily block the usage of magic. Having spent decades relying on his magic to do everything, he’d been completely unable to defend himself – or even run away – without it. Yeah. Katie never wanted to end up like that. She was definitely stronger with her magic, but there was no reason to cripple herself by relying on it too much.

They were eating dinner on tables that had been set up in the square at the centre of the settlement. With the barrier operating again, it was cool without being bitingly cold, and the wind was a gentle breeze rather than a tempestuous gale. The goblins were in high spirits since they felt safe and secure once more. At her master and Old Man’s suggestion, the goblins had been undertaking several basic drills and exercises with spears and other weapons, just in case they ever had to fight. They weren’t particularly strong, and they seemed quite reticent about actually fighting, but they could always carve runes and seals onto their weapons to make them more threatening. If push came to shove, the memory of what the empire’s soldiers had done to them should add steel to their spines.

Daerin had also suggested they purchase a team of guardian golems that could repair themselves and recharge using the same magic that powered the barrier. Gunter had given the dwarf a wry look before asking how much it would cost. Daerin had offered several of his golems at a reasonable price in exchange for aid in his future dealings with the spider people. Katie was familiar with those golems. They weren’t as tough as her master’s zombie warrior elites, but they were still far more dangerous than a normal person. More importantly, they were rugged and could repair themselves. They could operate well even in bitterly cold conditions and required almost no maintenance. The golems should be able to repel all but the mightiest of monsters, and they could handle regular soldiers with ease. Apart from fighting and hunting, they could also help the goblins with manual labour around the settlement and with transporting things to and from the village.

The goblins had caught fish from a nearby underground lake, and they were roasting them to go along with the food that Gerald had supplied. It was ridiculous how much he had, but Gerald had pointed out that with his magic, stockpiling food made sense. After all, the food would never spoil unless he let it. Whenever there was spare food that nobody wanted, he stored it with his magic. Moreover, they had to be prepared for all sorts of possibilities, so he always kept enough food to feed a decent-sized force for a short campaign. They never knew exactly how long they’d be gone from the castle, so it was better to have too many supplies than too few. And Gerald was always on the lookout for deals whenever they entered a large town or city. Katie knew he had a special budget set aside for their missions, and he was never one to leave things to chance.

Everyone was eating their fill, and there were smiles all around. The goblins should be fine now that they were back on their feet. Their main concern had been the food stores the soldiers had consumed or destroyed, but Gerald had replenished those. Her master and Amanda hadn’t pushed for a formal alliance, but Katie could tell that everything they’d done had helped win the goblins over. It wouldn’t surprise her if the goblins proposed it themselves before they left. As her master said: talk was cheap. It was easy to dismiss the benefits an alliance could bring when only words were involved. It was quite another thing to dismiss those benefits after experiencing them.

Katie would have to ask the goblins about the fish later. Apart from being eyeless, the fish also had a unique, zesty taste. It went well with mint and tartar sauce. Spot certainly seemed to enjoy it although the dragon had been curious to know if there were any larger fish to be had in the underground lake. Suddenly, the barrier lit up.

“What’s going on?” Katie asked.

Meixing, who was sitting beside her, was up on her feet in an instant. Her swords floated in the air beside her, and her magic sharpened, ready to fling a weapon at a moment’s notice. “Could it be the enemy?”

“No.” Gunter stood slowly and peered at the barrier. “I do not think it is the enemy.” He took an orb out of his pocket. It was one of several that he and Katie’s master had created to monitor the barrier. The old goblin was truly a seal master, and Katie knew that he and her master had learned a great deal from each other. She wasn’t advanced enough to follow their conversations completely, but what she had understood was impressive. Had Gunter been a human living in the Mercantile Alliance, his expertise would have made him a wealthy man.

Adjustments to the barrier would require contact with at least one of the five anchors in the settlement, along with extensive knowledge of the security procedures. However, the orbs would allow Gunter and other trusted individuals to monitor the barrier while going about their business. The orbs were also required for making changes, so sabotaging the barrier without anyone noticing would be close to impossible.

“Please, do not be alarmed. I believe it is an old friend trying to get in, but the new barrier doesn’t recognise her. I will let her in. It’s important that you speak to her.” Gunter paused. “She may be a bit… odd, but she is a dear friend, and I assure you that she means no harm. She only wants what is best for us goblins.”

The headman went off to modify the barrier and –

Katie shot to her feet. Her magical senses, not to mention her senses related to spirits and souls that she had thanks to being a necromancer, were screaming at her. Her shadows stirred restlessly, and Spot put his food down and stepped away from the table. His eyes narrowed, the black fire kindled in his jaws.

“Relax.” Her master held a bowl of fish stew out to the woman who had appeared. Her skin was pale, almost blue in the firelight, and her elaborate robe glittered in a way that was far too reminiscent of ice to be a coincidence. “I’m assuming you’re the reason we had to deal with such inclement weather on our way here. Thanks for easing up on that.”

The woman’s bearing was one of effortless grace as she glided toward them. Wait… was she actually floating above the ground and not walking? But just as she was about to reply, she froze. Her stern gaze gave way to mounting horror as she looked from one member of their group to another. Slowly, very slowly, as if she was afraid of startling some huge, dangerous, rabid animal, she turned to Gunter.

“Do you know what these people are?” she hissed before jabbing a finger at Katie. “Do you know what she is?”

Katie was about to protest at being referred to as a ‘what’ when her master’s voice snapped out. The easy welcome in it was gone. Instead, his voice was as sharp and cold and cutting as the winds that had plagued them during their ascent.

“I was trying to be friendly, but if you insist on being rude…” He spoke a word of eldritch power and made a diabolical gesture with his hands, and the air was suddenly thrumming with otherworldly energies. A trickle of blood came from his nose, and he used a napkin to wipe it away. “I can be rude too.”

Spot bristled. Don’t be mean! His words were punctuated – and contradicted – by the distinctly menacing pose he’d adopted. His legs were coiled beneath him, ready to hurl him forward at a moment’s notice, and the snow at his feet began to melt as the fire within him rose.

The woman made a sound that was part whine and part shriek, and she tightened her hold on Gunter before lifting him up and brandishing him like a protective talisman. Katie would have been more worried about the old goblin, but Gunter took the whole thing in stride. He even sighed and patted the woman’s hands.

“Fubuki,” Gunter said. “Can you please stop using me as a shield? I know you’re worried, but these people have been nothing but helpful to me and the others. They’ve had plenty of chances to harm or coerce us, and they’ve done neither.”

The woman, Fubuki, shook her head frantically. “But you don’t know what they are!” She trembled and peeked around Gunter’s body before recoiling when she saw Spot and Katie. “The most normal people here are the dwarf and the three-headed dog. The rest of them…”

Gerald frowned. “Surely, you don’t think I’m strange? I think I’m rather normal compared to everyone else.” He dipped his head in apology to the others. “No offence.”

Old Man smiled and took another sip of tea. “None taken.”

“If you could see what he has stored away…” Fubuki shuddered. “It’s like staring into another world.”

“Yes, yes, we all know that Gerald has a tiny hoarding problem,” Katie’s master said. “But you’re still being rude. Are you going to act civilised or not?”

Fubuki looked about furtively. “You’re not going to hurt me, are you?” She gulped. “You have a star with you, not to mention the dragon.” Her gaze moved to Katie and Amanda. “They aren’t going to eat me, are they?”

Katie tilted her head to the side. She could understand Fubuki being worried about Amanda eating her, but her? Sure, Katie’s shadows ate people, but it was hardly the same thing. And surely, Spot should have been mentioned before her too. She loved the dragon, but he was far more likely to eat somebody than her.

“Unless you do something silly like waving the headman around like a protective talisman while revealing secrets you really should keep to yourself, then, no, we won’t hurt you.” Her master’s gaze flicked over to Katie. “Also, Katie, mind your shadows.”

Katie blinked before hastily pulling her shadows back. Perhaps spurred on by the woman’s strange behaviour, they had gone from settling at her feet to taking on solid shape and substance – spectral jaws with long, jagged teeth that lurked at the edges of the wintry, inhuman radiance Fubuki radiated. Fubuki had to be the spirit behind the blizzard, but what would happen if Katie’s shadows tried to eat her? Setting aside the question of whether her shadows could eat a spirit, it would have been incredibly rude. Apart from saying a few strange things, Fubuki hadn’t harmed them.

“Oh. Right.”

Fubuki looked around and realised that all of the goblins were staring. One of them – Karl – even came over to pat Spot on the head. “Well, I suppose you haven’t done anything bad to the goblins…” She gently put Gunter down but remained behind him.

Old Man inclined his head. “It has been some time since I met a snow maiden, and judging by your name, I would guess that your family originates from my homeland.”

Fubuki took a deep breath and then laughed haughtily. She had once again adopted the air of a refined lady. She did her best to stare down her nose at them, but they had all seen her use a goblin who was roughly half her size as a shield. Katie tried to bite back a giggle and failed. It reminded her a lot of herself, and she could now understand why her master sometimes had to fight to conceal his laughter when she did something silly. Fubuki’s eyes narrowed at her before she caught herself and once again assumed a posture of poise and sophistication.

“You are correct, swordsman. Long ago, my grandmother left your homeland in search of mountains of her own. She made her home here, amidst these desolate and forbidding peaks. This particular area is under my care – as are these goblins.”

Avraniel – who hadn’t bothered to stop eating the entire time – took a big bite out of her roasted fish and scoffed. “Well, damn, you must really suck at your job. They were about ten seconds from all getting executed.”

Fubuki’s eye twitched, and the wind kicked up. The temperature began to drop, and frost crept across the ground. Gunter covered his face with his hands.

“Fubuki, please.”

“Hey, if you want to throw down…” Avraniel got up, and the icy winds were blasted aside by a wave of searing heat that instantly brought the wintry temperature up to the scorching heat of summer. White flames crackled to life around her. “You’re pretty tough when you’ve got a blizzard to hide behind, and I’m not allowed to just blast away. But right now? You’re right in front of me, and you’d better believe that if you want to pick a fight, I’ll be happy to take you up on it.” Avraniel’s smile was all teeth. “Go ahead. I dare you.”

“Ah!” Fubuki crouched behind Gunter again. “Scary! Gunter, help! She’s bullying me!”

Avraniel’s flames vanished, and the soaring temperature dropped back to normal. “Are you serious? You’re asking the old goblin I could break in half with one hand to protect you? What kind of snow maiden, are you? I heard you guys were supposed to be strong.” She waved one hand dismissively. “Never mind. You’re so lame. I’d feel bad about fighting you. It’d be like picking on the twerp, except at least the twerp has guts.”

“Hey!” Katie grumbled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I could squash you like a bug, twerp.” Avraniel snickered. “Not that I would. Spot likes you, and you’re not half bad, all things considered. Give yourself another decade. You might be able to offer me a real fight then.”

“Uh… thanks?” Katie said, not sure about how she should respond.

Gunter patted Fubuki’s head. “Fubuki is very young for a snow maiden, and her powers… you can probably guess, but she’s much better at manipulating large-scale weather patterns than she is at doing things on a smaller, more precise scale.”

Katie gasped. “Is that why she couldn’t help you more? She couldn’t break the barrier and attack the empire’s soldiers without hurting all of you too?”

“She tried her best.” Gunter sighed. “But, yes, that’s basically it.”

Katie stared at the snow maiden in pity. To be unable to help her friends because her control was so bad. That was… kind of sad and pathetic.

“Don’t look at me like that!” Fubuki wailed. “I’m not… I’m not a failure as a snow maiden! I can make blizzards and avalanches, and I can do the whole fell voice on the wind thing and everything!”

“That was you?” Katie asked. “It was pretty scary for about five minutes, but then we got used to it.”

Fubuki clutched at her chest. “Really? Five minutes?”

“And people say my control is bad.” Avraniel laughed. Katie wondered if people had said that to the elf as a child because from what she’d seen, Avraniel’s control was incredible, especially given the firepower at her disposal. It was more a case of her not always bothering to temper her attacks. When she needed precision, she had it. “You’re telling me that you can’t, you know, freeze just a single street solid or something?”

Fubuki’s lower lip jutted out and trembled. “Gunter, tell them to stop picking on me.”

“There, there.” Gunter patted her head again. “Alas, Fubuki’s power is such that due to her control issues, attempting to freeze only a single street solid would likely end in the entire settlement – and everyone in it – being frozen solid too.”

“You’re a snow maiden in your home territory,” Amanda said. “Could you not simply have beaten the soldiers to death with your bare hands? Spirits of your kind should possess physical strength comparable to an ancient vampire whilst in their own territory.”

To Katie’s disbelief, icy tears began to well up from the corners of Fubuki’s eyes. “I don’t know how to fight properly, okay! I can barely throw a proper punch, and when I do hit stuff, my control slips, and everything around me freezes!”

“…” Old Man had stopped drinking his tea to stare at the spectacle. He shared a look with Meixing. “This… is somewhat pitiable.”

Meixing nodded. “I do not think that anyone would believe me if I told them such a snow maiden existed.”

“Ah!” Fubuki grabbed her head in despair. “You’re all being so cruel!”

Katie didn’t think they were trying to be cruel, but this was a real surprise. She knew about snow maidens. Anyone who’d ever thought about venturing into the wilder, taller, and more desolate mountains did. They were supposed to be regal and aloof – nature spirits who were the living embodiment of winter. They were said to wield ice, wind, and weather with terrible skill and awesome power. When those were not enough, they were supposed to be adept in battle, often using weapons with legendary skill. It was not without reason that the coldest parts of the world had never been claimed by any of the great nations. Snow maidens were territorial and proud. They would never kneel, and those who tried to force them would pay with their lives.

Old Man had once spoken of being praised by a snow maiden for his swordsmanship. He had said that, at the time, it was amongst the highest praise he had ever received. The snow maiden’s skills had been impressive in their own right, and Old Man had come close to being defeated. Fubuki was the opposite of that snow maiden.

“Problems of control aside,” Katie’s master said. “Why don’t you tell us about yourself, Fubuki?” The power he’d called upon receded. “And let’s ease up on her. We’ll be here for a while, so picking a fight with the person who can drown us all in snow seems like a bad idea.”

Fubuki’s flagging confidence rose, and she stood and puffed out her chest. Setting aside her pitiful behaviour, she was inhumanly beautiful. It reminded Katie of Amanda’s true appearance – too perfect to be human. “I am indeed the nature spirit who rules over this area. It was I who summoned the blizzard to cut off further reinforcements. I was hoping the soldiers would lose their tempers and follow me outside the settlement. Once they left the barrier, I wouldn’t have to hold back. Unfortunately, their leader was too cunning.” She clenched her fists and then bowed low. “Despite your strangeness, I owe you my most sincere thanks. I have known Gunter since the day he was born, and he is one of my dearest friends. I would have grieved terribly for him and the other goblins if they had lost their lives.”

Gunter chuckled grimly. “If we had died, she would have smashed the barrier, slaughtered the soldiers, and then frozen the mountain solid, right down to the sea.”

“Well,” Katie said. “I’m glad that didn’t happen.” She paused. “But how come you only arrived today?”

Fubuki made a face. “You killed the soldiers, so I didn’t think you were too bad. However, I wasn’t sure what to make of you. Even so, I thought it was best to wait until you’d finished helping the goblins in ways I couldn’t before I showed myself.”

“Sit down, please, and let us all return to enjoying dinner,” Gunter said.

Fubuki sat down, and a goblin child immediately crawled into her lap. She tickled the youngster and then cackled evilly when the child tried to return the favour, only to realise that she wasn’t ticklish. Soon, Fubuki was happily shovelling food into her mouth, cheeks puffed out like a squirrel.

“Fubuki has known my people for centuries,” Gunter explained. “And we have been fortunate enough to call her friend. Of course, what seems like a blink of an eye to a spirit like her is a very long time for us. After all, what is a century or two to a snow maiden?”

“So she is still a child then?” Old Man murmured. “I once impressed a snow maiden with my skills. I ended up staying with her for a while to learn her techniques. That snow maiden was more than ten thousand years old, and she wasn’t the oldest in her family, simply the best with a blade.”

“Exactly.” Gunter took a sip of his tea. It turned out that he and Old Man had similar tastes. The swordsman had personally recommended this particular blend, saying it helped him stay limber on especially cold days. “I have met her mother. She is more or less as you would expect. Her grandmother… is not an existence I want to speak of unless absolutely necessary, such is her power. But I do not dislike how Fubuki is. In fact, I prefer it to the alternative.”

“A cold, inhuman entity who sees others only in terms of the amusement they can provide?” Old Man’s lips curled. “My mentor was fond of me, but she still saw me more as a way of amusing herself than as a person. It was hard to blame her. It was her nature, and she did not seek to hide it. Besides, I imagine that to her, my life meant little. How could it not when she had already lived a hundred times the lifetime of a man?”

Katie nodded in agreement. She definitely preferred someone like Fubuki to what Old Man had described. For all that she was definitely a spirit, Fubuki was surprisingly human in her behaviour. Was it simply her youth, or had her time with the goblins changed her?

“The reason that Fubuki watches over us is because her grandmother is old enough to remember the days before the Fall.” Gunter shook his head. “And although she could not help us – nor would my ancestors have let her – she wished to offer what aid she could afterward, for she and my ancient kin were friends. Fubuki is not the first to watch over us, but she is the most recent.”

Katie leaned forward. “The Fall?” More than once, Gunter had alluded to the reason they were so different from the other goblins. Was he finally going to explain?

Gunter nodded solemnly. “You have earned the right to know although I would ask that you keep it to yourselves. It would be…unpleasant if others tried to follow in our ancestors’ footsteps.”

“You have our word,” her master said.

Gunter took another sip of his tea before changing his mind and motioning for Daerin to hand him some whiskey. The dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow and then handed over the whiskey. Ah. It must be one of those stories – the kind that needed copious quantities of alcohol to be told. Her master had always said that those were the worst kinds of stories, and Katie believed him.

“Many of the details are lost to us because it happened so long ago, but there was once a goblin empire.” Gunter’s eyes shone, almost as though he could see it. “It spanned much of the coast here, both above and below the ground. There were less monsters in those days, or perhaps we had the strength to drive them off. Maybe it was our demise that drew them out of hiding.”

Gunter took a long sip of the whiskey. “We did clash with the dwarves and spider people from time to time, but those were not the savage, genocidal battles you know from the Broken Mountains. They were the sort that occurred between civilised nations – more skirmishing and posturing than actual bloodshed. We clashed over land and resources and over influence and honour. More often than not, our conflicts were settled with words rather than swords or spells. In time, we formed an alliance with the spider people and became friends with them. That is why they still deal with us. They remember those days too, and they honour that old alliance. The dwarves… the dwarves have forgotten those days. I suspect the records were lost amidst their many struggles, and dwarves do not live as long as the great queens of the spider people.”

Daerin nodded grimly. “Aye. I can believe that. My people have lost much over the years. Even before the goblins, we faced many struggles. According to our records, our domain once stretched far beyond the Broken Mountains. Ours was the Empire Beneath the Earth. But disasters and crises of various kinds struck, and we were forced to retreat and abandon our ancient halls one by one until only the territory we have now remained to us. Perhaps when this war is over, my people can delve into the distant past and reclaim those ancient halls.”

“As you know, we goblins are not so mighty as the dwarves or spider people in strength of arms. Compared to them, we are small and frail. Instead, it was our magic that allowed our ancient empire to thrive, particularly our mastery of runes and seals. According to the stories that have been passed down, our ancestors sought to conduct a grand ritual that would improve life for all goblins. We were even frailer then than we are now, and our lives were shorter too. But something went wrong. The overwhelming majority of our people were driven insane and transformed into the bloodthirsty savages you have encountered elsewhere. Only a small portion of our ancestors retained their wits, and most of them were slain by the evil goblins before they could truly understand what had happened. A scant few managed to escape and form hidden enclaves, almost all of which have been destroyed over the years by people who rightly despise our malevolent kin. Only a dozen, including this settlement, remain. So you can see why the empire’s plans disgust us. We know better than most the folly that can result from powerful rituals and otherworldly magic.”

Katie felt there had to be more about the story – and she wanted to know more about the ritual – but either the details had been lost to time or Gunter was not comfortable sharing them. Nevertheless, it explained why the other goblins were so insanely vicious and cruel. It wasn’t natural. It was easy to believe too, having seen how the goblins threw themselves at the dwarves with almost suicidal fury. She’d met evil people over the years, but none of them had acted the way the goblins of the Broken Mountains had.

Daerin gave a low rumble and nursed his drink. It was a stiffer one than usual, which suited the story Gunter had told. “Dwarf scholars have uncovered a handful of records that suggest there was once an ancient treaty between dwarves, goblins, and spider people to combat some ancient evil. I’d never given much credit to those stories, but I’ll have to revisit them.” He took a swig of his drink and stroked his beard. “Your people have endured a terrible fate. Some would say it’s worse than death.” He stared at his axe. Despite the heavy use it had seen, its edge was perfect. “I don’t know what I’d do if foul sorcery turned my people into savages. Could I bring myself to strike them down? I pray I never find out.”

“This must have occurred incredibly long ago,” Amanda said. “I am amongst the oldest of my kind, and I have no recollection of this happening, nor do I remember a goblin empire.” Her lips thinned. “And it is not as though I can forget. My vampiric nature and my magic make that virtually impossible.” Her expression darkened for a moment before relaxing, and she motioned for Daerin to pass the whiskey.

Her master cleared his throat. “Thank you for telling us, Gunter. I think it’s safe to say that nobody thinks you or your people are the same as the goblins we fought in the Broken Mountains.” His gaze drifted over the settlement. “Now that everything is in order, we need to meet the spider people. With your settlement safe and the base on the coast under our control, now is our best chance.”

“About the base,” Gunter said. “Is there any way to contact it?”

Her master nodded, and Gerald gave the goblin a communication sphere. “Here,” Gerald said. “The commander of the base has a matching sphere. You can contact him through it although I’d recommend setting something else up too, for instance, regular mail deliveries.”

“I can leave a few of my zombie fliers here,” her master said. “Assuming that Fubuki doesn’t mind.”

The snow maiden shrugged. “As long as they’re helping the goblins and they belong to you or your apprentice, it should be fine.”

They had recovered several drake and wyvern corpses from the base and had turned them into additional zombie fliers.

“They can take you to and from the coast now that the weather is better,” her master said. “Since they’re under my control, they’ll follow your commands. They won’t give you any trouble, and if necessary, they’ll defend you too.”

Gunter’s eyes widened. “Thank you! The journey to the coast is difficult even in good weather. Being able to fly would make it much easier.”

“We have plenty of spares,” Katie said. “And hopefully, you can find some wyverns of your own to raise. If you don’t know how, there are people at the base who can teach you.”

Wyverns could be raised and trained, and they were reasonably obedient and personable if handled correctly. They weren’t as sturdy as drakes, nor could they carry as much, but they were far easier to train and far easier to get along with than drakes. They had also seen several wyvern nests along the coast. If they could grab a few eggs, it shouldn’t be too hard to train them with help from people at the base. The goblins were also quite small. A juvenile wyvern should be able to carry a goblin or two.

“Then I hope the base does not fall. Its presence will be a great boon to us.” Gunter frowned. “But you said the empire might attack it.”

“They’ve already repelled more than one attempt,” her master replied. They’d both seen the attempts through the eyes of the zombies they’d left there. “Although those attempts have been closer to tests than full-scale attacks. At the very least, the base will be able to warn you if they can’t hold off the empire. That way, Fubuki can just freeze them all to death before they get here.”

The spirit sniffed. “Naturally. Now that I am aware of their treachery, not a single imperial soldier will reach this village alive.”

“What will you do if the base falls?” Katie asked Gunter.

Her master had always impressed on her the importance of having a backup plan. For instance, she had been practicing with her shadow werewolves. Using them had gotten easier and more efficient although they were still far more costly to summon and maintain than regular zombies. If flying was out of the question, they could carry her to safety far more speedily than she could ever have managed on her own. The shadow soldiers were closer to regular zombies in strength, with a few exceptions like the captain who was akin to one of her master’s zombie warrior elites. They’d thrown other corpses into her shadows, but those two groups were the shadow summons she was most comfortable using. She had also begun to notice a slight difference between the ones who’d been eaten while they were still alive and those who had already been dead when her shadows ate them. The former were slightly stronger than the others and slightly more efficient to summon. That led to a troubling conclusion: fresh was best when it came to feeding things to her shadows.

“If Fubuki cannot stop them and our defences cannot hold, then we would flee deeper into the mountains. Our friends amongst the spider people could take us in, and there are other places we can hide too.” Gunter paused. “The golems we got from Daerin could help us fight, but anyone who could get past Fubuki’s blizzards would make short work of them.” Daerin huffed but did not contest the issue. He knew firsthand what Fubuki’s blizzards were like. “I think the best use for them would be to delay our foes and to place as many traps as possible. Any force strong enough to take your base and drive off Fubuki would be far too strong for us.”

Her master rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He needed to shave again, but maybe a beard was better in this weather although it did make him look a little weird since Katie was used to him being clean shaven. He also kept his hair cut to a reasonable length. As he’d put it, why give the enemy something to grab in a fight? Katie kept her hair long, but she did have her shadows. Anyone close enough to grab her hair would be within reach of her shadows, and that usually ended poorly for her enemies. And anyone strong enough to ignore her shadows would have no reason to grab her hair. They’d simply be able to overpower her.

“I have a lot of land. I wouldn’t mind setting aside some of it for a village in my territory. You’d be working for me, but you’d be well paid, and you’d be free to pursue other ventures, as long as the work gets done. Moreover, you’d be under my protection. Anyone who wanted to harm you would have to go through me – and the tens of thousands of zombies under my command, not to mention my companions here.”

Gunter’s brows furrowed. “I will certainly consider it. The mountains are our home, but I know some of my people long for a place away from the mountains and the cold. I can think of several who might take you up on your offer, and I will not stop them if that is what they choose. It would also be good to have a safe haven to flee to if we ever have to leave this place.” He studied her master intently. “How safe would we truly be? Goblins are seldom welcome. People look at us, and they see our twisted kin.”

“I am the Lord of Black Tower Castle, a Grand Necromancer.” Her master’s voice was full of authority. It was easy to forget how powerful and dangerous he was since he rarely felt the need to show off in front of her. “I will personally guarantee your safety on my name and honour. The people who live in my lands are good folk. Once they know you better, they’ll warm up to you. I don’t think I’ll have to do anything beyond telling them your circumstances, but I will do what I must to protect you.”

“Can we speak of it after the war?” Gunter asked. “One way or the other, I think it would be best to see what happens first.”

“Of course. But if things take an unexpected turn, know that you will be welcome in my lands. I will also relay my offer to the commander of the base. If you have to flee this place, go there and seek him out. He will send you to my lands.”

“When do we leave to meet the spider people?” Katie asked. “If Fubuki made the blizzard, then the weather should be better now that she knows what’s going on, right? We won’t have to go on foot. We’d be able to fly.”

Fubuki turned her attention back to the conversation. The goblin child on her lap was happily kicking his legs back and forth while eating while another had clambered up onto her shoulders to play with her pale, white hair. It made her resemble a hedgehog, but she certainly seemed to be enjoying herself. Her frost-blue eyes were full of mirth, and her smile was wide and warm. She swallowed the food she was eating and then cleared her throat in a bid to sound more majestic.

“For the most part, I have great power over the weather, but my domain does not cover the entire mountain range. There is old magic here too – older than me, older than my mother, and even older than my grandmother.” Fubuki’s gaze darkened. “When two dragon lords fight, the world remembers – and it never forgets.”

“That sounds… ominous.” Katie gulped. Dragon lords were the mightiest of their kind, nigh-invincible titans who were said to wander from world to world. She had never seen one, but she had seen the aftermath of their power in several places. Black Scales, for all his might, would not have lasted longer than a minute or two against a dragon lord. The thought of two such powerful beings fighting was frightening.

“I can take the edge off the weather,” Fubuki said. “If you have mounts to fly on, they should be fine.”

“Excellent.” Gunter grinned. “Because I intend to go with you, and I doubt this old body of mine can handle another trek through the mountains on foot.”

“What?” Fubuki blurted. “Gunter, no!”

Katie and her master shared a look. Gunter had shown himself to be a wise and capable leader, and Katie had seen his mastery over runes and seals. After her master, he might be the most knowledgeable person she’d seen in that area. Indeed, he even knew a few tricks that her master didn’t, which had shocked her. Naturally, her master had been pleased and had taken advantage of his time with the headman, learning the style the goblins used at a rate that surprised both Gunter and Katie. He really did have a knack for runes and seals. But Gunter was also very old. According to her master, these goblins usually lived for fifty or sixty years. A seventy-year-old goblin was considered positively ancient. Gunter? He was seventy-four, and his seventy-fifth birthday was only a few months away.

Gunter patted Fubuki’s hand comfortingly. “I am old, my friend, but not so old that I would abandon my duty. There… there is change in the air, and, yes, change can often start slowly – but like an avalanche, it can gain speed with surprising swiftness. I must go because the spider people know me best and because what is said and done there will greatly influence the fate of my people, perhaps even the world. If they go alone, the spider people may not listen to them. But they have known me since I was a boy. If I add my voice, they will be heard.”

Gently, Fubuki eased the goblin children off her shoulders and her lap. “Are you sure?” she asked quietly. “You’re my friend, Gunter. Even if you fly, the trip will not be easy, and the dwellings of the spider people are not as comfortable as your new houses.”

“We can cover him with protective magic,” Katie said. “We also have a lot of protective clothing and charms he can wear.”

“Maybe…” Fubuki frowned. “How will you be flying there?”

“We have zombie drakes and zombie wyverns,” Katie said. “Although Roger might be best. He’s not the quickest or the most agile, but he might be the most stable in the air. He’s at the base right now, but it shouldn’t take him long to get here now that the weather has calmed down.”

“Roger?” Fubuki asked. “You named your zombie Roger?”

“What’s wrong with Roger? I think it’s a great name,” Katie replied. Why were people always questioning the names she gave her zombies?

Fubuki made a face. “I mean… okay. I just didn’t realise that necromancers went around naming their zombies.”

“Most of us don’t,” Katie’s master drawled. “Katie is something of a special case.”

Katie huffed. “You make it sound like a bad thing. Anyway, Roger is great. He’s a giant zombie shark-hydra-drake.” She pointed. “He’s pretty big. He’s about as long as from here to that house over there.”

Fubuki stared. “What happened to just riding on normal animals?”

“Normal animals get tired,” Katie’s master said. “And they have to worry about sleep and fatigue. A zombie will never get tired, will never complain, and as long as it has access to our magic, it won’t have to worry about breaking down either. Zombies also don’t need to eat.”

“I must admit that I’ve only flown a handful of times,” Gunter said. “Back when I was a boy, one of my granduncles tamed a wyvern. Unfortunately, he died in battle against a monster before he could pass on how he’d done it. Since then, we’ve never been able to tame any fliers. Perhaps that will change.”

It’s fun to fly. Spot chirped. You’ll really like it. Just remember to tie yourself on first. But if you fall, don’t worry. I’ll catch you.

“Hah! I’ll remember that advice.” Gunter stood. “We can leave as soon as all of your preparations are complete. What do you think?”

“That’s fine,” her master said. “Roger should be here by tomorrow morning since the actual distance to the base isn’t that far. It only took us so long because we were travelling on foot through a blizzard.” Fubuki looked away. “Do you have anyone who can serve as headman in your place while you’re gone?”

Gunter pointed to another goblin. “Arno will serve in my place. He is a hunter and has done some trading. He even spent two seasons on a whaling ship. He will handle things while I’m gone.”

“There was a captain willing to take him? Interesting.” Her master nodded firmly. “We’ve done everything we need to do here, so we can leave tomorrow. As long as you can tell us where to go, we can fly there.”

“I know the way,” Gunter assured them. He smiled. “I should go to sleep now. I will need all my strength for the journey.”

Katie watched Gunter go. Karl, his grandson, followed him. Gunter was a good man. She hoped he would be okay. Travel was often hard on the elderly, and flying could be difficult for those who were not accustomed to it.

“I have had few that I would truly call my friends,” Fubuki said, her solemn words at odds with the goblin child who had clambered back onto her shoulders. Goblin hair tended to be on the coarser side, so the child must have found Fubuki’s silky, snow-white locks fascinating. “Even amongst the goblins, there is usually distance between us, especially as they grow older and realise what I am and what that means.” Her eyes had taken on the white-silver-blue of dawn-struck hoarfrost. “But Gunter is my friend. He never cared what I was. He only cared who I was.” Her expression clouded, and she handed the goblin girl back to her parents with a faint smile. “You would think that I’d be more used to losing people by now since goblins don’t live very long, but it still hurts.” Her gaze sharpened, and for the first time, she looked worthy of her lofty position. “I will go with you as far as I can, but I cannot follow you inside the mountains. Take care of Gunter for me.”

Katie’s master nodded, not the least bit bothered by the weight of the spirit’s gaze. “You have my word. I’ll take care of him the same way I take care of everyone else in my group. As long as we’re alive, no harm will come to him.”

“Then I wish you good fortune.” The snow maiden reached for a mug of hot chocolate. Gerald must have given it to her. Her serious expression gave way to childish delight. “I wouldn’t mind more of this.”

“You know,” her master said. “If this all works out, the naval base could become a proper trading outpost. With more fliers to transport people or a real dwarven road, this place would get a lot more visitors – as would you.”

Fubuki took a sip of her hot chocolate. “As long as they’re good people, I don’t mind.”

Katie lingered for a while longer before heading off to bed as well. Since they would be leaving tomorrow, they decided not to hold any lessons. Instead, they would use that time to make sure they were properly prepared. At least, that was the idea. What actually happened was a bit different. Since Avraniel had decided to stay up, Spot decided that Katie’s bed was the perfect place to sleep.

The dragon insisted on reading a story, and when Meixing overheard, she asked if she could read it with them. They finished it together, with Spot and Meixing working hard to get through it. It wasn’t supposed to be a lesson, but it had sort of turned into one, not that Katie minded. Meixing had mentioned that she’d never gotten to read children’s stories when she was younger. Her parents had preferred she read important historical texts or manuals related to martial arts and magic. Katie was glad Meixing had a chance to read more stories now.

Meixing eventually left to go to sleep after promising to read the rest of the series with Spot. For some reason, the swordswoman found the idea of an adventurous cat incredibly amusing. Katie gave Spot her customary warnings about drooling on her or chewing on her hair and then drifted off to sleep with the dragon curled around her like a big, scaly blanket. The beating of his heart and the warmth he radiated reminded her of the currents of magic that flowed through the mountains. He was young, but if he became a dragon lord, there was a chance he’d still be around long after the wind ground these mountains to dust.

Her dreams that night were vivid but hard to remember when she woke. She saw two dragons, both with white scales. One had golden eyes and a warm smile. The other had silver eyes and a smile colder than ice. She hoped the others had pleasant dreams because they had an interesting journey ahead of them.

A journey that involved spider people.


Chapter Eighteen

Avraniel watched as the others got ready to leave. Their time in the goblin village had been something, all right. Most people would have been more taken aback by how different these goblins were, but that didn’t bother her. After all, most people thought elves were great, but the majority of them were assholes. Viewed in that light, a village full of decent goblins wasn’t all that weird. She’d heard stories over the years, stories about good goblins. Assuming people weren’t making those stories up, those good goblins had to come from somewhere.

She’d never bought that crap about the evil goblins occasionally producing a good goblin. If that happened, the poor bastard would have been killed pretty quickly because evil goblins were nothing if not vicious. Anyone who was different would have been noticed and killed off before they could even think of fighting back. Maybe it was because she knew more of the story now, but she’d always felt there was something… off with the evil goblins.

She’d seen all kinds of evil over the years – she’d burnt all kinds of it too – but some kinds of evil stuck with her. The evil goblins were that kind of evil. They cared more about killing the dwarves and making them suffer than they did about seizing their territory or taking their stuff. Otherwise, they’d have tried to develop the cities they took and do things with the loot they’d seized. Even the smarter goblins, the ones in charge, had been bizarrely focused on killing the dwarves.

Oh, they could still feel fear. She’d seen it when the idiot and the twerp had used that gas of theirs and when the goblins had realised what she and Spot were capable of. But she could also remember how the goblins had hidden inside the city, how they’d rigged traps and planned ambushes. They could feel fear, but the second they got the chance, they’d go right back to killing people without a second thought. And there had to be something wrong with people who went around worshipping a bunch of cosmic fungi. Nobody sane did that.

Well, regardless of how the whole thing had started, she was glad that it was easy to tell the good goblins and the evil goblins apart. If only everything else in the world was that simple. Her life would be so much easier.

The attack on the village had been fun too. There was a certain glee in watching a plan with plenty of moving parts come together perfectly. It was like watching a master craftsman work, and Avranivel could appreciate the skill involved. But there was a lot to be said about walking in and blasting anyone who looked at her funny. It drove home a simple point that people often forgot – a point she wanted Spot to remember.

Cunning had its place.

Skill was important.

But pure, overwhelming might was a power all of its own.

Most people could never hope to have that kind of power, the kind that let them laugh in the face of plots and treachery, but Spot would have that strength one day. She knew he would. And she wanted to make sure that he never forgot what that meant. People were always plotting and scheming. The moment they saw a weakness, they’d pounce. But if he could just get strong enough, then only the most desperate people would even try to fight him. Everybody else would take one look at what he could do and decide that, no, they absolutely did not want to mess around with him.

That kind of raw power would take care of almost all of his problems. It was why people always had to come up with sneaky crap to deal with dragons. Fighting them on anything even remotely resembling even footing was usually a death sentence. The lessons he was learning from all of them, especially the idiot, would make sure that he had the cunning and wisdom to deal with the tiny percentage of people in the future who would have not only the guts to pick a fight with him but also the power, cunning, and skill to pose a threat.

That was why she was happy for Spot to learn all about scheming, plotting, and planning. He was still young and small enough that he could understand why they were important. Bigger and older dragons were usually too proud to consider the possibility they might be fooled or that somebody could find a way to bridge the cavernous gap in power to defeat them.

And that was why they lost.

Overwhelming power was almost invincible. It was definitely better than having overwhelming cunning but no power. But overwhelming power wielded with overwhelming cunning? That was as close to unbeatable as anything could be. But she didn’t want Spot to get stuck in his own head, to hesitate and deliberate when all he needed to do was reach out and rip his opponents to pieces. Being able to act decisively was every bit as important as being able to act thoughtfully. Avraniel had beaten plenty of masterminds over the years, and their most common mistake had been to make things more complicated than they needed to be. In that respect, the idiot wasn’t half bad. If the situation called for it, he had no problems with simply bashing his enemies over the head with his shovel.

Spot had also enjoyed his time around the goblins, so they couldn’t be too bad. Her dragon was a kindly soul, but he had also become adept at sensing the evil in people’s hearts, sometimes literally, given his increasingly keen astral sight. He got along well with the goblin children, and the adults had warmed up to him once they’d realised he wasn’t going to eat anybody.

She smiled. It was easy to think better of the people who made her little dragon happy although she wouldn’t be able to call him little for much longer. He was already twelve feet long, and he could easily carry multiple children on his back although he hadn’t taken them flying, just in case one of the little tykes fell off. His growth had slowed again, but it wouldn’t be long before another growth spurt hit. How long would he be when that ended? Fifteen feet? Twenty? It was hard to be sure.

He could already carry her on his back if he needed to although it wouldn’t be very comfortable. Maybe when he could carry her comfortably she wouldn’t call him little anymore – or maybe she would. Her lips twitched. Spot was a dragon. He could be twice as long, and he’d still be tiny by draconic standards.

He still enjoyed curling around her like a blanket too, and he wasn’t shy about using her lap or her stomach for a pillow when he wanted to have a nap. How he could sleep while she used his scales to sharpen her weapons, she’d never know, but he seemed to find it soothing. He also didn’t hesitate to go elsewhere if she was occupied. He routinely snuck into the twerp’s bed, and it wasn’t unusual to find him coiled around the paper pusher.

What a greedy reptile she’d raised! But she could understand it. Spot was a dragon, and dragons had hoards. His hoard just so happened to include people too, and they were the most important parts of his hoard – irreplaceable treasures that were worth far more to him than any of the loot they brought back from missions.

That said, she was fairly confident that the only reason he hadn’t tried to sleep on a bed made of treasure while cuddling up to her was because he knew how uncomfortable sleeping on treasure was for her. Yeah, she liked gold more than most people, but she didn’t enjoy sleeping on it. Nobody did, really, except dragons – and maybe dwarves. They could be greedy bastards.

Her gaze drifted back to the others. She’d spent all this time thinking, and that wasn’t even including the weird dreams she’d had. The idiot was right. There was old magic in this place, the kind that was almost alive. At least it didn’t hate her. She’d dreamed of stars again, of voices in the sky, of something or someone who was always just out of reach.

She’d dreamed of glory too, of ages past when her light and fire had shone as brightly as the sun, a guiding star to the denizens of a thousand, thousand worlds. She shook herself. Dreams were tricky. She’d learned that the hard way. Some were pure fantasy, others were prescient, and still others were a mix of the two. The problem was that it was usually impossible to tell which was which without the benefit of hindsight. She grinned. She’d spent a lot of time thinking, but the others were still rambling on. Time to get things moving.

“Hey! Why are we standing here blabbing?” She jerked her head at Gunter. “The old codger here isn’t getting any younger, you know.”

Gunter laughed. For a goblin and an old guy, he wasn’t half bad. Not every old guy could be as spry as Old Man, and he was doing pretty damn well for a goblin, considering how short their lives were. It was funny how obsessed elves were with death when they lived so long. These goblins didn’t have that luxury. They had to get on with life instead of moping about it ending.

The others finished their chatting as the paper pusher pulled out the zombies they’d be using to go the rest of the way. Normally, the idiot preferred zombie wyverns since they were more agile in the air, and a wyvern’s lack of endurance compared to a drake didn’t matter once a wyvern got turned into a zombie. However, even if the weather had improved, it was still quite windy. It wouldn’t surprise her if the snow picked up again too. She rolled her eyes. The snow maiden was absolutely hopeless, and whatever old magic lingered here, it was way stronger than her. The extra bulk and strength that drakes had made it easier for them to stay aloft and level in rough weather. It would help the goblins a lot if they could train a few drakes, but drakes were jerks, and most of them avoided cold places. Maybe a frost drake or a fire drake wouldn’t have cared, but those two types were especially quick to anger. They’d take one look at the goblins and see lunch. Wyverns, although smaller and weaker, could actually get along with people if they were raised right.

The matron at the orphanage had explained it to Avraniel in simple terms, back when she’d been a kid. Drakes only tolerated their riders whereas wyverns actually liked theirs.

“Don’t forget to take your damn potions,” she shouted to the paper pusher as he prepared to climb up onto his zombie drake. “Otherwise you’ll be puking all over the place. I’ll be riding at the front, but I doubt the twerp would be happy if you puked on her.”

Since she had the best eyes in the group, she rode at the front. She should be able to see anything long before it reached them, and she’d be able to hit anything dangerous long before it could pose a threat. The twerp rode in the middle of the group. If worse came to worst, and the idiot managed to get himself killed or incapacitated, it was up to the twerp to take control of the zombies.

The paper pusher quickly downed a trio of potions. She shook her head. Poor bastard. He had to drink all that garbage if he wanted to keep the contents of his stomach inside where they belonged. It made flying, which was awesome, considerably less fun. Still, it was better than flying around with a paper bag attached to his face. The last time he’d dropped it had been a disaster, and they didn’t talk about the time a paper bag had slipped out of his hands and hit the people eater. The people eater hadn’t said a damn word, but the look on her face had said enough.

She might be imagining it, but he seemed to be getting better. He used to need more potions in larger doses. Honestly, it was a miracle he hadn’t poisoned himself, given how many he’d tried. Perhaps one day, he wouldn’t need any potions. Or not. He was the paper pusher. It would be weird if he suddenly turned into some kind of adventuring expert. If that happened, Avraniel would have to check if she was caught in one of the people eater’s illusions.

Avraniel was about to jump onto her zombie drake – she’d picked the biggest, meanest, scariest-looking one because of course she had – when she noticed the snow maiden trailing after her. Her eyes narrowed. The spirit had been looking at her funny ever since she’d admitted she knew that Avraniel was a star maiden. She was half tempted to pick a fight. The blizzard had been impressive, but Avraniel was confident she could kick the snow maiden’s ass at close range. At this range, she could put an arrow through her eye before she could so much as blink. However, the expression on the spirit’s face wasn’t suspicious or hostile. It was curious, as if she knew Avraniel from somewhere else, but Avraniel wouldn’t have forgotten about meeting a snow maiden, even a useless one.

“What?” Avraniel asked. “You want to ride with me, snowy?” If she wasn’t going to call the idiot by his name, she sure as hell wasn’t going to call the snow maiden by hers.

The snow maiden nodded gracefully. How she managed to walk around in such elaborate robes without tripping over was a mystery. It must be a spirit thing, similar to how Spot wandering around while carrying an entire deer in his mouth was a dragon thing. It didn’t have to make sense. It simply was.

“Yes. I am known to the spider people. My presence will lend further weight to Gunter’s words although I won’t be able to follow you into the mountains. I also wanted to talk to you.” Avraniel glared, and the snow maiden’s elegant façade evaporated like a puddle in the path of a wildfire. “Ah! Don’t glare at me! It’s important! I promise! Please, don’t set me on fire!”

The idiot must have noticed because he laughed and called out to her. “No melting the snow maiden, Avraniel.”

She glared at him, but unlike the snow maiden, he shrugged it off. Heh. The idiot was made of sterner stuff. “Fine. As long as you don’t do anything stupid, I won’t set you on fire.”

“Um… could you maybe broaden that promise?”

“Nope. Not happening. That’s the best you’re getting.”

Avraniel helped Chomp get strapped onto the drake. She triple checked everything to make sure he wouldn’t fall off, and one of the demolition rats saluted crisply before hooking himself onto the harness too. If anything went wrong, he’d be there to either fix it or alert them.

“No screw ups,” she warned the rat. “If there are any problems, say something.”

Grinning, the rat squeaked and then darted out of reach before she could wring his neck. He was lucky she liked him. Otherwise, he’d already be on fire.

Her lips curled. “Soft? I’m not getting soft. Chomp is my dog, which means he’s my responsibility.”

Back when she’d been a kid, people had always accused her of being careless with her things because her things were always broken, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. As a kid, her stuff had always been broken because either she only got given broken stuff that nobody else wanted or because nobody gave her what she needed to maintain and repair her things. She’d use things until they broke or completely wore out because she didn’t have a choice. The matron had wanted to give her better stuff, but there was only so much she could do. The orphanage wasn’t exactly rich, and there would have been trouble if people thought the matron was favouring her.

Avraniel knew how it felt to grow up with nothing, so she took care of her stuff because she never knew when she’d get more. It had gotten easier over the years. She wasn’t weak anymore. If she wanted something, she could usually just take it. And if she needed money, there were plenty of ways for her to get it. Of course, now that she was trying to earn a pardon, she couldn’t go around blasting everybody and stealing their stuff – unless they were Everton’s enemies, then murder and looting were back on the table.

She wasn’t going to let anything happen to Chomp. He was her dog. Sure, he wasn’t a normal dog, but who needed a normal dog when she could have a labyrinth hound? With how many charms Chomp was wearing, he could probably fall off and survive, but she wasn’t keen on testing that. With how high they’d be flying, Spot should also be able to catch him before he hit the ground. He was even wearing one of those parachutes the ninja rats had been working on, albeit scaled up to match his size. It might look goofy, but it would help him reach the ground safely in an emergency.

Not far off, the others all signalled they were ready before they all took to the skies. The paper pusher screamed but only for a minute or two. He really was getting better. He managed to keep his balance too although it helped that the twerp was with him. Her shadows could hold him in place, and if he somehow managed to fall off – she wouldn’t put it past him to find a way despite being lashed onto the zombie drake – the twerp could always jump off and go after him. Having the twerp with him made sense since the paper pusher was pretty hopeless at defending himself in a fight. The twerp was a kid, but she could hold her own. Give her another decade or two, and she might even be able to give Avraniel a run for her money.

The people eater and the beardy were on another zombie drake, and Old Man and stabby were sharing one of their own too. The teenager seemed to be having the time of her life. Was riding on a zombie drake such a big deal? She could already fly around on those swords of hers. Maybe the zombie drake could go higher or faster, or maybe it was hard to enjoy riding on a sword because it was easier to fall off. As for Gunter and Karl, they were riding on Roger with the idiot. It might have been better to have the twerp with them since Roger was her zombie, but the idiot and the twerp shared control of their zombies all the time. Besides, Gerald really did need her to keep an eye on him, and the bureaucrat had always been a bit wary around Roger.

Avraniel had no idea why Karl was with them, but the little goblin had glued himself onto Gunter’s leg until the headman had agreed to let him come. She’d have to keep an eye on him. He was one of Spot’s friends, so the dragon would be sad if he got hurt. And at his size, there was no way Karl could defend himself. The idiot and headman were talking, which was probably why they were travelling together. They could discuss their plan before arriving.

Naturally, Spot wasn’t riding on a zombie drake. He might have had to hitch a ride for long flights back when he was smaller and weaker, but he had the strength and size to fly for hours and hours at a time now, even in bad weather. If he did need to take a break, Roger was right there. For the time being, though, Spot had chosen to fly alongside her and the snow maiden, and he gave a cheerful chirp to make sure all was well before banking away to check on the others. Only the people eater, the twerp, Spot, and stabby could fly on their own.

Well, Avraniel could sort of fly using explosions, but she could only fly properly after transforming, which she hadn’t managed to do again. It was aggravating. Why couldn’t her transformation be easy to pull off like the people eater’s? All the vampire had to do was get pissed off, say something snarky, and then rip off her clothes. Boom! Instant eldritch abomination. If getting pissed off was a trigger, Avraniel shouldn’t have had any problem transforming. She’d be in her crystal form most of the time. Oh well. She’d been getting closer and closer recently. She might have to ask Old Man for meditation tips. She was missing something, and maybe inner peace – or however close she could get to it – would help.

“I didn’t realise that zombie drakes could fly this quickly,” the snow maiden said. “No wonder you wanted to travel this way.”

“Hey,” Avraniel said. “If you fell off, would you die?”

The spirit’s eyes widened. “I thought you promised not to hurt me!”

“I promised not to set you on fire unless you did something stupid. I never said anything about not throwing you off a zombie drake.” Avraniel shrugged. “And I’m not actually going to throw you off. I’m curious. That’s all.”

The snow maiden did her best to regather her tattered dignity. “I’ll have you know that I am perfectly capable of flight although not at the same speed as this zombie drake.”

“I figured it would be that way. Say what you want about the idiot, but he knows his stuff. He said something about snow maidens not being the fastest spirits in the air. It’d be different if you were a wind spirit. But these zombie drakes are special. The idiot is a Grand Necromancer, so his zombies are way better than normal.”

Avraniel had faced several necromancers over the years. They’d all been troublesome in one way or another, but none of them had possessed the same combination of intelligence, cunning, and power as the idiot. Oh, sure, he smiled a lot, and he was usually pretty friendly, but he was dangerous in a way that few people were. The people eater was the same, but she was too damn apathetic most of the time, not that Avraniel could blame her. Living that long and seeing everyone she gave a damn about die over and over and over again? Yeah. That would suck. It would definitely suck. It was something she worried about when it came to Spot. If everything went the way she hoped and he became a dragon lord, he’d outlive all of them except the people eater. Hopefully, by the time that happened, he’d be strong enough to get past it.

As for Old Man, in a fair fight she had zero doubt that the swordsman would beat the idiot. Hell, she’d put money on him to beat just about anyone in a fair fight. But the idiot would never fight fair if he had to fight Old Man. He’d use everything he had – zombies, earth magic, runes and seals, eldritch sorcery, economic warfare, and all kinds of schemes and plots. It would be less like fighting a man and more like fighting a small country. That was the kind of opponent the idiot was if he had time to prepare.

She’d killed a Grand Necromancer before. He’d been stronger than the idiot, but he’d died like all the other necromancers she’d faced because he’d made the mistake of turning their battle into a contest of power. And Avraniel didn’t lose contests of power. The idiot wouldn’t do that. He knew what he was good at, and he was great at figuring out what his opponents were bad at. He’d make sure that any fight was fought on the worst possible terms for his enemies.

“You’re the first star maiden I’ve ever met,” the snow maiden said. Her voice somehow cut through the wind. It must be another spirit thing, or she was using her powers to mimic speech.

“Figures. I’ve heard we’re not very common.” Avraniel had never met another star maiden, and the records the dwarves had shared with her and which the idiot had managed to dig up made it clear that she would definitely have recognised them if she had. Unfortunately, all the star maidens people knew about other than her were dead – and they’d been dead for centuries before she came along.

“But my grandmother met one,” the spirit said. “And that star maiden saved her life.”

“That’s great.” Avraniel didn’t particularly care. Snowy might not be very old for a snow maiden, but her grandmother must be positively ancient. Hearing about a star maiden who’d died who knew how long ago wasn’t how she wanted to spend the trip to the spider people. It would only make her depressed, like being told that, yes, she had family out there but oops they all died before she could meet them. So sorry. How many times had she fantasised about having a family back when she’d been a kid? She’d dreamed of them coming to find her and accepting her exactly as she was. Of course, nobody had ever come, and her dreams had only ever lasted until she woke up.

She’d wanted what all the other kids had – people who smiled when they saw her and a place to call home with a warm bed, hot meals, and kind hearts waiting for her. But no one had ever come to adopt her. One by one, the other orphans had been picked, but never her – never the girl with too much fire magic, the girl who everyone said was cruel and mean.

Screw them.

Why should she be nice to people who were mean to her? Turn the other cheek? All that had ever gotten her was another slap in the face. But that was all in the past. She had her own family now. She even had a son. Who cared if he was a dragon? She loved him, and he loved her, and none of it was fake. It was real, not like some of the elves she knew going on and on about how much they loved people while looking at them with greedy, selfish eyes. They were akin to merchants counting coins, only it was people they traded in. She hated those people the most, the assholes who pretended to be good people, the wolves in sheep’s clothing. Well, Avraniel was almost a dragon. All she was missing were the scales. And what were wolves to a dragon? As Spot had shown on multiple occasions, wolves were nothing to a dragon, nothing but fuel for the fire.

“That star maiden also made your bow.”

That got Avraniel’s attention. “What?”

“The Bow of the Sun.” The spirit’s expression turned serious. It was a strange look on her. Avraniel had gotten more used to her acting like a scared child than a powerful spirit. “Do you know how star crystal is made?”

“Not really.” Avraniel had never cared much about it. What mattered was that it was useful, both because it was extremely valuable and because it could be made into weapons like her bow. It was the same stuff that kept the Sky City in the air too. The dwarves might have sucked at a lot of things, but they sure knew how to build stuff. “Something about it being left behind when stars fall to earth.”

“That’s mostly correct. According to my grandmother, it can be made in four ways. When a star falls from the heavens, the area where they land is usually turned into star crystal. Most star maidens of the past actually had their weapons made from that material.” Avraniel scowled, and the spirit winced. “What?”

“I guess I’ve got another thing I have to pay the elves back for.” Avraniel’s lips curled, and she bared her teeth. “I’m a star maiden. There should have been plenty of that stuff left behind where I landed right? That’s funny. I never heard a single thing about it. I wonder what could have happened to it.” The snow maiden flinched at the sarcasm dripping from her voice.

Avraniel would be sure to collect once the war was over. She was going to be a big damn hero with all sorts of people ready to help her out and eager to win her favour. She wasn’t a weak, little girl anymore. The elves would be paying – with interest.

“A star maiden can also use their powers to create star crystal although the process is said to be extremely difficult and costly in terms of time and power. The third method is where most star crystal comes from. When a star falls from the heavens, it usually doesn’t survive. All you have left are, well, chunks of star crystal.”

That certainly put the Sky City’s power source in an interesting light. They were using a corpse of a damn star to run the place. Should she be mad? Maybe, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. The star was already dead. At least, the dwarves were getting some use out of it. It was similar to using the bones and scales of a dead dragon to make equipment. Sure, she’d kill anyone who even thought of doing that to Spot, but she didn’t care if it happened to some other dragon.

“And the fourth method?” Avraniel asked.

“A star maiden can use their own body to do it – which is what the star maiden my grandmother knew did.” The snow maiden took a deep breath. “She was there when it happened because the star maiden needed her help with the ritual.”

Avraniel twitched. “You’re telling me that I’ve been swinging around the dead body of a star maiden this whole time? Not just some star who was dead before they hit the ground, but the body of an actual person – a person who lived, had friends, then chose to turn herself into a shiny piece of rock?” Forget what she’d said earlier. Maybe she was a hypocrite, but this was different. This wasn’t some random person. This was another star maiden. What could have driven them to make that choice? “She wasn’t captured and turned into the bow, was she?” If she’d been forced to do it and the snow maiden’s grandmother had been involved… Avraniel didn’t care how strong the older spirit was, she’d make her pay.

“My grandmother would never participate in something so horrible!” the snow maiden hissed. “It has to be done willingly. It cannot be forced.”

“Wasn’t the Bow of the Sun made to fight the Dread Abyss?” Avraniel asked.

“That’s right. The Bow of the Sun was made to fight the Dread Abyss – a darkness that came from beyond the stars, or so my grandmother said. In fact, she said it was the stars themselves that kept it at bay. When it somehow found its way to our world, the star maiden did not have the power to defeat it, despite its weakened state. Instead, she gave up her life to create a weapon with the strength to drive it back with the help of my grandmother and two of her friends.”

“The solar dragon and the radiant phoenix,” Avraniel murmured. “That’s why their blood is in the bow.”

“Yes. According to my grandmother, those two were the snow maiden’s closest friends.”

“Damn.”

Avraniel had always treated the bow with respect. A good weapon was worth more than jewels or gold. A good weapon meant the freedom to live life the way she wanted and the ability to protect what she held dear. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever cared enough to give up her life for something, but she could respect the determination it must have taken. Apparently, not all elves were losers. Then again…

She peeked at Spot. He was doing lazy barrel rolls around Roger, much to Karl’s delight. Just his existence made her so much happier. If she had to give up her life for his? Yeah. Yeah, she could do that. She’d probably do it for the others too. They weren’t completely awful. Although if she did end up dying, she’d be sure to get the last word in before kicking the bucket. If she was going to die for somebody, the least they could do is let her say something awesome before she died.

“When I first saw you,” the snow maiden continued. “I didn’t know what to make of you. But when I saw the bow, I knew I had to speak to you because before she died, the star maiden made a prophecy that she passed on to my grandmother. My grandmother taught it to all of her children who taught it to all of their children, all on the off chance that one of us might run into the next person to wield the bow. Honestly, I wasn’t sure it would ever come to pass, but there was something strange about it… it always sounded closer to a promise than a prophecy.”

“Yeah?” Avraniel didn’t like the sound of that. Promises always came with strings attached, especially when they involved weapons as powerful as the Bow of the Sun. And the less she said about prophesy, the better.

“She said that the bow would save her people – and in the hands of her daughter, it bought them the time they needed to flee to safety. Yet it was never truly meant for her, and it was only a pale imitation of a weapon she’d seen elsewhere. It was meant for her sister, and it was her sister’s weapon that had inspired her. The star maiden told my mother that the bow would find its way into her sister’s hands and that when she properly awakened, her sister would be able to use the bow to recreate her own weapon. It would be that weapon that could finally strike down the Dread Abyss, for the Dread Abyss would one day break free from the Forever Wood to finish what it had started.”

“Her sister.” Avraniel’s lips thinned. “It’s a pity then. Her sister must already be dead, given how long ago that was. Instead, it ended up in my hands.”

For a moment, the snow maiden stared at her, and then she was no longer the childish, pouting spirit that Avraniel had grown used to. Instead, she was as distant and solemn as the mountains, and the weight of her gaze was finally befitting of a snow maiden of her lineage. “When stars fall from the heavens, do you really think they only fall in different places? With the darkness between worlds and the powers of those who dwell there, who is to say they cannot fall into different times as well?”

For the first time since she’d been a child, Avraniel felt truly cold. “No.”

“I think you may be that star maiden’s sister.” The spirit’s gaze grew sad and almost pitying. Avraniel hated it. “She called herself the Compassionate Star because she loved others more than she loved herself, and she would gladly give her life in their defence. She also told my grandmother the title her sister bore. She said that her sister was the star who would never accept defeat, who would stand alone against all the darkness and horrors of Creation if need be because that was who she was. She was the star who never knelt, the star who never broke, the star whose arrows pierced the darkness and struck terror into the Void. They called her the Defiant Star.”

“The Defiant Star?”

The snow maiden nodded. “And her name… her name was Avraniel.”

Avraniel’s world went white.

* * *

She was a star.

Her gaze scorched the heavens and burned away the darkness that clawed at the edges of Creation. Her wrath was the end of worlds, and her voice shook the Void. For countless aeons, she had stood watch with her kin, the firmament kept safe by their unwavering might.

But they had not been enough, not this time.

One by one, her fellows had been driven from the battlefield.

But she would not retreat.

No.

It was not in her to retreat, not in her to run, no matter how hopeless the battle. She was the Defiant Star. She would not flee in the face of the enemy, for what would happen to those she protected, to the countless souls who prayed to her for guidance and salvation, for someone to hold back the darkness and grant them even one more day of sanctuary? No. She would fight till she had victory or Death took her. Her arrows pierced the darkness and struck terror into the Void. Her voice sang the ruin of her foes. Let all others flee. She would not. This, here and now, was her purpose, her reason to exist. If she had to defy Fate herself, then so be it. Now and forever, from her first day until her last, she would fight.

Too late did she realised that her sister had disobeyed her, that she had not fled with all the others. Too late did she realise that her sister – that compassionate fool who loved others more than her own life – had remained to help her fight. Tears of stellar flame trickled down her cheeks. She had told her to run! This doomed, desperate battle was to be hers alone.

Her sister’s shield appeared, an aegis that could have sheltered a million worlds with ease – and it broke before the might of their enemy. She roared, and Creation roared with her. The Constellation Bow appeared, glorious and proud, a weapon born of her defiant and unyielding soul, a weapon that had never failed to strike down its enemy.

There was a flash of light, a roar, and then a terrible realisation that left her feeling cold for the first time in her life.

She was not enough – and her sister would be paying the price for it.

And then her sister was gone.

Her fire went out.

Her heart was ashes.

She fell.

* * *

Avraniel jerked back and would have fallen off the zombie drake if she hadn’t given in to the paper pusher’s constant wheedling and tied herself to it. Maybe it wasn’t such a stupid idea after all. She clutched at her head and then rounded on the snow maiden with a snarl.

“What the hell did you do?” The Bow of the Sun was in her hands, an arrow of pure light and heat at the ready. Not for the first time, the power flowing through it felt familiar. But this time, she could almost taste a name on her lips, could almost see a familiar – no. Not now. She levelled the bow at the snow maiden and snarled. There was enough power coursing through it to reduce the top of a mountain to molten slag.

The snow maiden’s eyes widened comically, and she actually began to sweat snow. “I… I was just telling you what my grandmother told me! I thought you should know. I don’t know what happened. You heard your name, and then you spaced out and almost fell off.” She gulped. “That’s all! Please, don’t kill me!”

Avraniel’s eyes narrowed. Stupid spirit. Stupid, idiotic spirit. She was meddling in things she didn’t understand.” Fine.” Hurting her wouldn’t achieve anything. And right now, the snow maiden was the only person she could talk to about this. “What now? Did your grandmother tell you anything else? If I am the sister of this star maiden, then how do I get my memories back? How do I awaken properly?”

“I don’t know.” The snow maiden shrugged helplessly, and Avraniel growled. “I really don’t know! Not even my grandmother does! By the time they met, the snow maiden had already regained her memories and awakened, and she never told my grandmother how she did it. But my grandmother told me stories… it’s… it’s supposed to be different for every star maiden. But if you really are the one the Bow of the Sun has been waiting for, then maybe she left part of herself in it. Spirits can do that, and star maidens are similar to spirits in many ways.”

The spirit glanced over at Gunter. Both the idiot and the old goblin had noticed that Avraniel had almost fallen, but Gunter must have assumed she’d only drawn her bow out of aggravation because he didn’t look too concerned. The idiot, though, his eyes were much keener. He would definitely be asking her about this later. Damn it.

“Find out if there’s a piece of her left in the bow. Maybe you can speak to her, or maybe there are memories left behind.”

“Damn. I really will have to ask Old Man for those meditation tips. I might have to ask the people eater and the idiot for advice too. They might know how to do it.” Avraniel put the bow away as Spot flew over to ask what was wrong.

What happened? Spot was munching on a treat because, of course, a young dragon would eat while flying. You almost fell off. His eyes narrowed ominously at the snow maiden, and flame kindled in his jaws. Did she try to push you off?

“I did nothing of the sort!” the spirit protested.

“It’s fine.” Avraniel shook herself. “I… had a weird dream.”

While you were awake?

“Yeah, it can happen.” Avraniel was warm again, but the phantom sensation of coldness lingered. What else had she forgotten?

In fact, where had the name Avraniel come from in the first place? The name had always sounded right to her. It must have been a lingering memory, a vestige of who she’d been before. Yet the thought that her past was influencing her life without her being able to remember that past was unsettling. She was herself. If she couldn’t remember her past, then she didn’t want it interfering with her life. For better or for worse. And so what if she’d been a star? Her sister was dead, and all those other stars had either died too or abandoned them. Maybe if she had more of her memories, she’d be able to mourn properly, but without them, there was only a strange, discordant sense of loss.

And yet the Bow of the Sun was warm against her back, and she felt a pang of protectiveness that went over and above what she would have felt for any good weapon. She took a deep breath. Screw it. She’d talk to the others when she got the chance. There was no point in worrying about it now, and she needed to stay sharp in case any threats showed up.

“I should throw you off this damn drake for the crap you pulled.”

“Please don’t.’ The snow maiden held her hands out placatingly. “It might take me a while, but I could try talking to my grandmother. She might know things she hasn’t told me yet – things she’s been keeping to herself until somebody found you.”

“Fine. Do that.” Avraniel scowled. “Damn it. Life was so much simpler when all I had to do was burn people and stick them full of arrows.”

At this point, she’d welcome an imperial scouting party. At least, she’d have something to take her mind off this mess.

“By the way,” Avraniel murmured. “You never told me.”

“Never told you what?”

“My sister’s name. What was it?”

“Oh.” The snow maiden smiled gently. “Talariel, the Compassionate Star, the Star Whose Shield Guards Many Worlds.”

* * *

Timmy turned his head when Avraniel waved to catch his attention and then shouted to be heard over the wind. Amanda had decided to forgo her telepathy unless they were attacked since it was possible the spider people were already observing them. He wanted to keep her telepathy a secret if he could. It would be a great card to have up their sleeve if they ran into trouble with the spider people.

Something had been off with Avraniel since she’d almost fallen off her zombie drake. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop on their conversation, but people often forgot that as a Grand Necromancer who specialised in controlling large numbers of zombies, he was basically aware of everything his zombies did, especially those he was keeping an eye on – such as the fliers carrying the rest of the group.

Their private conversation hadn’t been so private to him because they’d been talking on top of his zombie drake. What Fubuki had revealed was… troubling. If it was true, they’d definitely have to talk about it later, and they’d probably find themselves on a journey to slaughter the Dread Abyss at some point. Oh well. He’d have to research it, but it should be possible. The elves had massively injured it before fleeing their ancient homeland, and it had rarely stirred since, never going beyond the slowly growing borders of the woods themselves.

Of course, knowing that a star maiden had turned herself into a weapon explained how the Bow of the Sun was able to damage it in the first place, and if Avraniel was truly capable of summoning or creating a weapon that was even stronger, then it was entirely possible they could just brute force the thing out of existence. He could also try asking Sam about it. Sam’s kind had encountered many entities throughout their existence. It was possible they’d encountered the Dread Abyss in the past and might know of its weaknesses or habits.

“What is it?” he shouted back, easing Roger closer.

The elf pointed. “Imperial troops.” Timmy instinctively squinted, and she threw her hands up in the air. “You’re not an elf, idiot. Use a spyglass.”

There are a lot of them. Spot rolled until he was next to Timmy. Maybe a hundred.

Timmy’s brows furrowed. Despite using a spyglass, he couldn’t make out many of the details. That Avraniel and Spot could see them at all spoke volumes about how keen their sight was. “That many? There aren’t supposed to be any significant imperial forces this deep into the mountains.” They’d already travelled quite a distance from the goblin village. With how rugged the terrain was, it would take a person weeks or months to trek the distance they’d flown in a few hours. These troops must have left long before the ones who’d occupied the village, or they had come from somewhere else. “A special force maybe?”

“What will we do?” Gunter was bundled up in protective clothing and charms to the point he was giving Gerald a run for his money. Timmy could have used him as a shield, and he’d have been fine.

“They seem to be headed for the spider people.” Timmy considered his options quickly. They were airborne, and they’d be up against people who had likely been trekking through some of the most brutal and treacherous terrain in the world for weeks. Those soldiers would be exhausted, and he doubted they’d be expecting an attack from above. He nodded firmly. “All right. We’ll wipe them out. We’ll never get a better chance than this.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Avraniel cackled. “They’ll never know what hit them – and if they’re a special force, they might even have some good loot.”

She was right about one thing. Amanda threw an illusion over them, and by the time the empire’s soldiers realised they were under attack, they were already being blasted by Avraniel and Spot. The rugged terrain made it impossible for them to flee, and there wasn’t nearly enough cover to protect them. Any cover they did have, Timmy quickly turned into a tomb. The only reason they weren’t wiped out instantly was the presence of two Lords of Magic.

But as troublesome as they were, they simply didn’t have the strength to survive Timmy causing a landslide followed by Avraniel setting the landslide on fire. The rest, as the Academy’s instructors had been fond of saying, was academic. Afterward, Timmy went down to interrogate one of their spirits. A normal necromancer could not have stopped their spirit from being sent to the afterlife, nor could a normal necromancer have forced answers out of them – they were a Lord of Magic, after all – but Timmy was a Grand Necromancer. More importantly, they didn’t have the time to play nice, and he’d learned a lot by studying the magic that had been put on the Lords of Magic at the naval base.

“I won’t say a word,” the Lord of Magic hissed. Like most powerful mages, he had a strong soul. He was right to have confidence in resisting the inquiries of a necromancer, but Timmy was no ordinary necromancer. Timmy’s magic flared. “Wait – hey! Stop! What are you doing?”

Timmy sighed. “Katie, pay close attention to what I’m doing. Trying to brute force everything with raw power won’t work. Against a strong soul, you need to get your hooks into them, Focus on the parts of the soul that are associated with memories. Bring those to the fore while compelling them to speak – and don’t forget to weave the compulsion like I taught you. This isn’t a mindless zombie. It’s a strong, resisting soul.”

“Don’t ignore me!”

“I see.” Katie nodded. “No wonder people have argued that necromancy falls somewhere between soul magic and mental manipulation magic.”

“Hey!” The Lord of Magic’s ghostly form snarled. Timmy wouldn’t have put his soul back into his body even if his body hadn’t been reduced to ash. Sure, he would have made a fearsome zombie, but he would have fought Timmy’s control the entire time. It would also give him more access to his magic since new ghosts were almost never able to access their old power properly. Timmy had zero doubt that the Lord of Magic would turn his powers against him the second he was able to. “Don’t ignore –”

Timmy snapped his fingers, and the symbols he’d carved into the ground around the ghost lit up. “What were you and the others doing here?”

“I won’t tell you a damn thing about how we were sent here as part of a secret stealth force to scout for locations to serve as outposts for future action against the spider people.” The ghost’s eyes widened comically, and he clamped his hands over his mouth. “What did you do to me?”

“See?” Timmy said to Katie. “The compulsion to speak combined with bringing memories to the fore almost always results in details slipping out. Trying to force the answer out can work, but a strong soul can generally put up quite a fight. Doing it this way bypasses that strength.”

“How dare you!”

“Were you seriously going to attack the spider people?” Timmy asked. “That’s a terrible idea.”

“It was a last resort!” The ghost tried to stop speaking, but the words spilled out. “If possible, we were also going to map routes through the mountains, including those that might require the creation of tunnels or other earthworks. If the spider people could be convinced to give permission, fine. If not…”

Katie giggled. “It’s really hard for him to keep quiet, isn’t it?”

“Yep.” Timmy did a bit of math in his head. Carving a direct route through the mountains sounded insane, but there could be a workable path if they could get the spider people to agree. Such a path would not help the empire win this war, but it could help them win a future war against Everton by opening up another land route. “I wonder if you’re alone out here.”

“Of course, we are! Nobody else was qualified for this mission.” The ghost hissed. “Damn it! Stop! Cease your villainy, or I will have your head, necromancer!”

“You’re welcome to try.”

They questioned the poor man for a while longer before Timmy finally took pity on him. They’d learned all they could, so now it was time to get rid of him. “Out of curiosity, are you a religious man?”

“I am a proud follower of the gods of the wilds.”

“I thought as much. Druids usually are.” Timmy gestured vaguely at the charred remains of the plant creatures the Lord of Magic had made. His ability would have been a nightmare for most people to deal with, but sometimes life wasn’t fair. He’d found himself stuck on a mountainside against an earth mage, a star maiden, and a dragon. A bad matchup could mean death, which was why Timmy had worked so hard to develop additional skills to shore up his weaknesses. “I can send your soul off if you want.”

“You had better, you bastard! I don’t want to be stuck out here for however long it takes for your seals to break down.”

“It’s a pity that your body is nothing but ash. It would be weaker without your soul in it, but a zombie that can make plant monsters would be very useful. Oh well.”

“Reanimating the body of a Lord of Magic is a crime punishable by death.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m pretty sure the empire already has a price on my head. But, hey, I’m trying to be reasonable here. Stop struggling for a second, and I’ll send you off to the afterlife.”

“As if I would ever trust you!”

“Keep struggling and who knows where you’ll end up,” Timmy drawled. “You could end up in one of the worse demonic realms.”

“…”

“Stop trying to break free of the spirit circle, and I’ll let your soul go. Where you end up after that depends entirely on you.”

The Lord of Magic sighed. “Fine. But why are you doing this?’

“Honestly? You’re my enemy, but I don’t hate you. Sure, I don’t feel bad for killing you, but I’m not going to condemn you to an eternity of suffering unless you do something crazy.” Timmy glanced toward the pile of ashes that were all that remained of the other Lord of Magic. The pile had gotten noticeably smaller thanks to the brisk wind. Thankfully, they were all standing upwind. The last thing he needed was to get any of those ashes in his mouth. “How come you didn’t have the same sort of charm as him? It sent his soul straight to the afterlife the instant he died. It was quite impressive. I still could have intercepted his soul if I’d known about the charm and was closer, but it’s good work.”

“I was going to get one, but there aren’t that many of them yet. They’re hard to make.” The ghost scowled. “I never thought I’d run into you, of all people, all the way out here. You were supposed to be near Everton.”

“I guess it’s a bit like insurance,” Katie said. “You don’t think you’ll need it until you do.”

“That sounds about right,” Timmy said. “Now, stop struggling. I’ll send you to the afterlife.”

“The good afterlife?”

“It doesn’t work that way. The bad parts of the afterlife don’t care if you dump people there, but the good parts are much better guarded. What I can do is release your soul to go to wherever it was supposed to. Whether that’s to one of the good places or one of the bad places depends on you.” Timmy shrugged. “If you’ve got any prayers to say, you should say them now.”

“Damn it. Fine.” The Lord of Magic ceased his struggling and spoke a few prayers. Timmy was familiar with them since he’d run into his fair share of druids in the past. As a general rule, necromancers and druids did not get along, so the majority of those encounters had not been pleasant. “All right,” the ghost said, once he’d finished praying. “Get on with it. And… if you run into anyone else from the empire and they ask about me, can you lie and say I fought incredibly heroically before eventually being defeated in a climactic battle that involved all of your combined powers?”

Katie stared. “You died after my master hit you with a landslide that Avraniel set on fire.”

“Yes,” the Lord of Magic said. “But you’re the only ones who know that.”

Timmy and Katie shared a look.

Timmy chuckled. “I suppose I can embellish your end a bit, say you put up more of a fight before finally succumbing after a duel atop a snow-strewn mountaintop.”

“As long as I die heroically.”

“See what we have to put up with?” Timmy said. The others were torn between amusement and disbelief at what they were seeing. “Necromancers have it tough.”

“We sure do.” Katie huffed. “Do you want me to send him off or –”

“Wait!” The Lord of Magic held up his hands. “You said you were going to do it.” He glared at Timmy. “I want you to do it. You’re the Grand Necromancer.”

“I assure you that my apprentice can handle it. She has been voted best apprentice at several major necromancer conventions.”

“I still want you to do it.”

Katie pouted. “Master…”

“You can handle the next one.” Timmy performed the necessary magic, and the Lord of Magic’s soul departed to the afterlife. Timmy was curious about what sort of place he’d end up in, but the good places were hidden from prying eyes, and the bad places would try to drag him into them. “There. All done.”

“I’m not sure whether to be amused or horrified,” Gunter said quietly. “I was not aware that necromancers could do such things.”

“Not all of us can, but I am a Grand Necromancer. I wouldn’t deserve the title if I couldn’t. But, yes, we can pull secrets from the dead. It’s one of the reasons necromancers raid tombs. Not only is there loot but there is also the possibility of learning ancient magic or secrets from the long dead. Moreover, we can also talk to any lingering spirits to learn about the tomb’s defences. Of course, as you saw, there are ways to keep a soul away from us.”

“You’d be surprised by how long souls can linger,” Katie added. “And you don’t even need the whole soul. A lot of the time, you get wraiths or revenants, and those usually aren’t whole souls… just the pieces left behind. You could also call them echoes. But if you know what you’re doing and you make the right preparations, you can make it work.”

“It’s good that you dealt with them,” Gunter said. “It could be nothing, but I can’t help but wonder if there is unrest amongst the spider people. They were more… reticent than usual when I last spoke to them, yet they also seemed eager for whatever funds the empire could provide. But perhaps I’m reading too much into it. There is a lot of competition between the various kingdoms, so it could easily be inter-kingdom politics.”

“Could it be more?” Timmy had several of his zombies sweeping the area for stragglers. They were also collecting whatever salvageable equipment they could find and giving it to Gerald. There was no need to leave it in the snow when they could make use of it themselves.

“Maybe. They keep their secrets close to their chest, and I’ve never seen them trade so many resources away before. Then again, the empire was willing to pay an exorbitant sum.”

“Hopefully, they’ll be willing to hear us out.” Timmy didn’t know the spider people well enough to predict what they might need, but knowing they accepted gold and other precious metals as payment eased his concerns. Most of the knowledge he had was of their physiology. Necromancers rarely concerned themselves with the societies of the people they zombified. “Let’s get going. The sooner we make contact, the better.”


Chapter Nineteen

The group got moving again, winging their way through a stout gale that carried more snow than Timmy would have liked. There was a weight to the air around them that had been absent near the goblin village, and he wondered if it was simply ancient magic stirring or if Fubuki’s mother or grandmother had decided to interfere. If they had, the group would have a real fight on their hands. Snow maidens grew stronger with age, and both Fubuki’s mother and grandmother were old enough to measure their ages in millennia.

They found the entrance they were searching for a few hours later. They actually passed it twice before Gunter was able to identify it since it looked quite different from the air. Fubuki, meanwhile, had never committed the entrance to memory. Apparently, all she ever had to do was linger in the area for a while, and the spider people would send someone to ask what she wanted. Avraniel made a snide remark about that, which Timmy was glad to hear. Hopefully, she was feeling better. If she approached him, he’d be happy to offer whatever advice he could. If not, he’d wait and let her cool down a bit. As fiery as Avraniel’s temper could be, she rarely held grudges – except for against the elves. However long she lived, Timmy was confident she’d go to her grave hating the elves.

What made the entrance so difficult to detect was that no magic had been used to conceal it. Instead, the spider people had fashioned a cunning door that looked exactly like the rest of the mountain. If Timmy had to guess, it was similar to the devices the dwarves often used to conceal secret entrances – a part of the mountain turned into a door that worked using an entirely mechanical system. There would be magic further in, but the wholly mechanical nature of the door would make detecting it with magic far more difficult.

“Can you see any spider people?” Timmy asked Spot.

The dragon shook his head. I can’t see into the mountains here. Spot huffed as he landed nearby. The magic that runs through them makes it hard to see through the rock.

“Ah.” The ambient magic here must not only have been high but also have certain unique qualities that made it hard for Spot’s astral sight to penetrate. In time, Spot’s astral sight would undoubtedly improve, which might allow him to see into the mountains in the future. For now, though, it probably resembled staring at a wall of magic or a well-constructed barrier. He’d have to ask Vicky to fly out here one day. Her astral sight was incredibly powerful and had been honed to what was generally assumed to be the limit of human ability. If anyone could see into the mountains, she could.

“I’ll admit it,” Daerin muttered. “These spider folk have done well in hiding their entrance. I’ve built many hidden doors in my time, and their craftsmanship is commendable. A stout gate is always good, but concealment has its place.”

“Concealment wouldn’t have worked against the goblins your people fought,” Timmy pointed out. “Evil goblins have a sixth sense for that sort of thing. It’s part of what makes them so deadly at tunnel fighting. A stout gate also gives your enemies something to focus on – and break themselves upon.”

“Aye.” Daerin grinned, no doubt remembering the vast swathes of dead goblins they’d left in their wake in the Broken Mountains. “There is that.” He rubbed his beard. “Long ago, my kin traded far and wide. There were few cities of note that did not play host to communities of dwarves. We abandoned that after the goblins began to overrun our cities. Every son and daughter of earth and stone was called back to help. When this war is over, maybe we’ll see such communities again.” He put a hand on Gunter’s shoulders. “Don’t let my words trouble you. I have no quarrel with you and yours. I’ll tell my brother too, so no harm will come to you. Perhaps we can even trade. And if these spider folk are as skilled as I’ve been told, they might be worth getting to know too.”

Gunter smiled. “We would welcome your friendship.”

“We’ll have to focus on better transportation too. Sure, we can fly stuff in and out, but it’ll be hard to transport heavy or bulky loads by air.” Timmy chuckled as Gerald walked back toward them. He’d taken a quick trip to the edge of the mountainside – with Katie ready to grab him with her shadows if he slipped – to dispose of a paper bag. He’d only needed one bag for the trip, which was a considerable improvement, especially since the last hour or two in the air had been fairly bumpy. “And we can’t have Gerald go on every trip.”

“Bah!” Daerin waved a hand. “Get some good dwarven engineers and mages here, and we’ll have a path ready and waiting for you. We can help with storage too. I know you’ve made progress on that front, but we can make more if we let my kin get involved. If nothing else, this place has so much ambient magic that we can set up waystations to feed runes and seals to make things lighter until they reach the naval base for shipping.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Timmy said. There was a groaning sound, and the door began to open. Gunter and Fubuki stepped to the front of the group while Spot eased Karl toward Katie. If there was a fight, the dragon would be an obvious target. He didn’t want Karl to get caught in the crossfire. “Look alive, people, but don’t do anything stupid.”

Avraniel turned to him as if to ask ‘who, me?’ but Timmy just replied with a flat stare that let her know she was indeed included in his previous statement. If anything, he was targeting her in particular.

The door opened to reveal a passageway that was roughly twenty feet wide. There were signs that the door itself was only the outermost layer of defence. He could see recesses in the ceiling that suggested a portcullis could be dropped, and although he wasn’t going to risk provoking a reaction by using scrying magic, he would also bet a generous sum of money that the passageway was layered in enough defensive magic to turn it into a killing field. If he'd been tasked with constructing the door and its defences, he’d make sure that a score of warriors could hold it against a thousand of the enemy.

However, what truly caught his attention were the two guards who had exited to take their measure. Spider people came in two main variants – the ones who looked a lot like giant spiders and the others who, for some reason or another, had more humanoid upper bodies, not unlike centaurs but with four arms and an arachnoid lower half. Exactly how humanoid their upper bodies were varied dramatically. Some were almost indistinguishable from humans whilst others were only vaguely humanoid.

The two guards had vaguely humanoid upper bodies – and he meant vaguely. They had four spider legs on their lower halves with four arms on their upper bodies. The two largest arms held a spear and a shield whilst the two smaller arms held magical staves that were designed to convert raw magical energy into elemental attacks. They were both enormous, with each of them standing roughly ten feet tall. Rather than humanoid heads, their heads were closer to those of a spider, right down to having more than two eyes and large fangs. They wore metal armour that covered the most vulnerable points of their bodies and limbs, and Timmy had no problems recognising the quality of the runes carved into the finely forged metal.

Beside him, Katie made a sound that was somewhere between a wheeze and a squeak. He put an arm around her, and she immediately shifted to use him as a shield. Karl squeezed her hand, and Rembrandt patted her cheek. The goblin boy was doing his best to reassure her, but he didn’t look very worried. He must have met the spider people before.

“You don’t have to come with us,” Timmy murmured. “I know you said you could handle it, but you can always fly back to the village. We’ll manage.” He paused. “But I do think you can handle it. You’re stronger than you think you are.” Spot reached out to nudge her with one wing. “I’ll let you decide. If worse comes to worst, you can always come with us and then leave if it gets to be too much.”

Katie swallowed thickly and then straightened, standing to her full – if not particularly impressive – height. “I can handle it, master.” She smiled weakly and took a deep breath. “Besides, they’re not actually spiders although they do look a lot like them.”

It would have been trivially easy to point out the obvious hole in her reasoning, but if she could somehow rationalise her way through it, then he wasn’t going to stop her. Besides, he had a feeling that she’d get used to them more quickly than she expected. His apprentice might not be fond of creepy crawlies, but she was not one to back down from a challenge, and her willpower was stronger than she gave herself credit for.

As the spider people’s gazes fell onto Gunter, he saw something in their expressions shift. He wasn’t an expert in the expressions of arachnoids – another term for spider people – but he thought he could detect a hint of happiness at the goblin’s presence, combined with wariness when they saw Fubuki. However, their reactions to Spot needed no deciphering. They both recoiled and just barely managed to suppress their desire to either retreat or attack the dragon.

In response, Spot seemed more curious than offended. This was hardly the first time people had been torn between running from him or attacking him. The dragon was using his magical senses and astral sight to examine everything around him while keenly observing the two guards. He gave a friendly chirp and waited for their reply. It was almost comical how relaxed he appeared in the presence of two massive spider people who were armed to the teeth. Of course, he was confident for a reason. Spider people fared as poorly against dragon fire as humans did.

“You bring strangers to our door, Gunter,” one of the guards said. His voice came across as a deep, sibilant hum. It had to be magic of some kind because the spider people corpses Timmy had examined in the past had all lacked the organs required to mimic human speech. He and the others were all wearing translation charms, but it had been difficult to know how effective they would be in advance. He had purchased them from a reputable dealer in Mercatia, but translation charms were rarely perfect, especially when it came to rarer species. If the spider people were willing to use charms of their own to be understood, he wouldn’t complain. “We have known you since you were a boy, and you have earned our trust. The snow maiden is also here. She is known to us and respected also. If you seek shelter for yourself and your grandson, you shall receive it. However, you must explain why you brought these strangers.”

Gunter gave a concise explanation of recent events, and the posture of the guards changed. It changed even more when Fubuki added her own testimony. It reminded Timmy of how spiders postured when confronted by an unexpected threat. One of them held up a hand, and his inhuman face twisted into what Timmy could tell was a scowl.

“I have heard enough. You bring dark tidings, yet it is better to hear such tidings early than to hear them late and be taken by surprise. We will take you and your companions to the captain, but you must swear to do no harm while you are amongst us. In exchange, we will swear not to harm you either. If you break your oaths, then we will strike you down without hesitation.”

Timmy nodded. “Sounds fair.”

They all made their oaths although Timmy noted they were normal oaths, not magically binding oaths. It was possible that the guards here lacked the ability to create and enforce such oaths. However, it was more likely that any such oaths would wait until the captain had heard them out. In the meantime, it wasn’t as though the guards were taking them lightly. Timmy would bet every zombie he had that the entire passageway was covered in traps and magical defences, to say nothing of the reinforcements that would swarm them the moment they stepped out of line.

It also showed how much the spider people respected Gunter and Fubuki. As they stepped into the mountain, the old goblin said his goodbyes to the snow maiden. If all went well, they would be spending at least a few nights inside the mountain, and the spirit had her own duties to attend to. She left, but not before reminding the guards to take care of Gunter. She would not be pleased if something happened to him.

Beyond the door was the passageway. It had been dug out of the rock, and now that they were inside it, Timmy could sense the defensive magic that had been woven into it. The rock that lined the passageway was incredibly dense and tough. If the rest of the mountain was made of similar material, then it would be almost completely impervious to bombardment unless it was magically weakened first.

From what he knew, spider people had excellent night vision, so he wasn’t surprised to find that there were only a few crystals imbedded in the walls to provide light. That light wasn’t particularly bright, but it was enough for them to manage. From the way Spot reacted, however, it was possible that the crystals also emitted light of a kind humans couldn’t perceive.

Behind him, Gerald took out several sets of goggles to help them see better in the gloom. Timmy grinned and squeezed his shoulder, and the bureaucrat gave him a weak smile in return. He wasn’t worried about spiders the way Katie was, but he was worried about being in the presence of creatures that could rip him in half with minimal effort. Gunter and Karl both chose to go without goggles. It appeared that both benevolent and malevolent goblins could see well in the dark.

Spider people were not only larger than both humans and regular spiders but they were also tremendously strong. Timmy knew that from having worked with their corpses on several occasions. A typical spider person had strength comparable to a vampire or werewolf. They were also incredibly agile for their size, capable of moving with inhuman speed and agility across terrain that no normal person had any hope of crossing. They could even climb up vertical surfaces or on ceilings. Despite their fearsome size, however, the majority of spider people were reasonable, provided their territory was respected and nobody tried to hunt or enslave them.

It was rather unfortunate that the more spider-like spider people were often confused with the far more aggressive and generally malevolent giant spiders that were much more likely to waylay travellers and villagers. Such spiders were only slightly smarter – and sometimes not even that – than regular spiders whereas spider people had intelligence comparable to humans. There had been incidents in the past where spider people had been captured to produce silk since theirs was extremely strong and possessed many other desirable properties too. However, spider people were generally very insular, so any missing spider people were soon noticed by their kin. Historically speaking, kidnapping one spider person often resulted in several hundred more showing up to get them back and murder whoever was responsible. Not surprisingly, perhaps a third of the individuals involved in such debacles had been necromancers.

It did not help that there were also evil spider people although the more neutral isolationists had them outnumbered. According to the records he’d dug up about the forest near his castle, there had once been a colony of evil spider people there. They had emerged from their lair each night to prey on villagers and livestock. His master had been much younger and much less of an alcoholic back then. In fact, he had only just come into possession of the castle, and he had not allowed the spider people’s actions to go unpunished. If anyone was going to terrorise the local populace, it would be him, and the prospect of obtaining so many spider people corpses had only provided him with further motivation.

His master had attacked the colony with his zombies and made short work of them. Back then, before the alcohol had dulled his edge and with his cruelty still under control, he would have been quite impressive. By the time Timmy had shown up, there hadn’t been any spider people zombies left. If he had to guess, his master had probably lost them in an attack on the Council or one of his rivals.

Naturally, Timmy had investigated the remains of the colony after learning of its existence. His master had been exceedingly thorough. The entire place was as quiet and empty as an already-looted tomb. He still kept an eye on it, just in case any other spider people – or anything worse – tried to move in. So far, the forest’s animals had kept their distance, apart from the occasional bear or badger. However, those animals never lingered long, and he couldn’t blame them. Whatever method his master had used to exterminate the spider people had left a shadow upon the place that would need to be thoroughly cleansed before it could be put to work again. Timmy was thinking of purifying the place and then renovating it once he was done fixing the castle. He and Katie could use it to run more delicate experiments that might be harmed by the castle’s potent magic.

He might ‘accidentally’ forget to tell her of its origins although if she made it through this trip okay, then he’d have nothing to worry about. If nothing else, they could also use it to cultivate various plants and fungi that preferred the caves and chasms of the forest to the open fields of the villages. He could get the rats to oversee it, and he was sure they’d find the multitude of underground chambers suitable for various training exercises.

The guards took them to a cave that had a dozen other spider people in it, along with scores and scores of smaller creatures. Due to the vast differences in size and anatomy that were possible amongst spider folk, these other creatures – many of whom more closely resembled regular spiders – could simply be members of a different caste under the command of their larger peers. They could also be hunting beasts, creatures that the spider people used in a manner similar to hunting dogs. He sincerely hoped none of the spider people were foolish enough to direct any of the creatures at Katie. If any of them tried to climb onto her, she might go on a rampage.

The ninja rats also eyed the smaller arthropods warily. They would no doubt be better suited to fighting the rodents than the slower, lumbering spider people of greater size. Katie tensed, and Spot crooned and patted her with a wing. She scratched his scales, and the dragon made a happy sound. Hopefully, his telepathy would help her settle down because Spot wasn’t the least bit bothered. He was probably thinking that if worse came to worst, he could simply fill the entire cave with fire. Problem solved.

Amongst the spider people was a towering individual whose upper half resembled a lobster more than a human. He had four arms like the guards. Two were smaller and had hands suitable for handling weaponry. However, the two largest arms were massive and ended in huge, lobster-like claws that would do absolutely horrific damage in a fight. He could imagine those claws crushing Daerin’s golems with ease, to say nothing of what they would do to a person. Based on the armour he wore and the barbed spikes that grew from his carapace, this spider person must be a melee specialist. Unlike humans who could not easily change their bodies permanently – even with magic – it was not unusual for spider people to use their own innate abilities to gradually change themselves as they grew older to better suit whatever role they played in their society. It was yet another reason their corpses were highly sought after by necromancers. They could be modified with relative ease, and there was a wide range of possible modifications.

“Captain Zegrus.” Gunter bowed as best he could. It was warmer inside the mountain than outside, but he had not removed any of his protective clothing. Nevertheless, the guards had taken obvious care to maintain his safety, and he had hitched a ride on Spot’s back alongside Karl, so he could keep up. “I am honoured that you have taken the time to speak with us.”

The captain’s voice came across as a low, gravelly rumble, and Timmy noticed Gerald, Meixing, and Katie flinch away before he realised why his own nerves were suddenly on edge. The captain’s voice was not confined to only audible frequencies of sound. Instead, there were both infrasonic and ultrasonic frequencies involved, the kind that provoked instinctive fear responses in most creatures. It probably wasn’t on purpose. The voices of certain creatures were just like that. For example, a dragon’s roar had similar but even more oppressive qualities. Timmy had encountered such things before and had developed a certain level of resistance to them. The same was probably true from Amanda, Avraniel, Old Man, and Daerin. Spot, of course, was unbothered. Dragons could hear across a much wider range than humans, so he was no stranger to infrasonic and ultrasonic sounds. Besides, dragons didn’t have the same sort of fear response as other creatures. They were more likely to get mad than scared when threatened.

“Well met, Gunter. I know you would not waste our time. If you have come, then it must be important. Explain again, but in greater detail.” The captain’s eyes locked onto Timmy and the others. “Your guests may speak as well. I will hear everything before I make a decision. As the captain of a gate, I can do no less.”

Gunter explained once more, but in greater detail, with Timmy and the others adding their own words. They explained not only the attack on the village itself but also what had happened in the lead up to the attack on the village. They also provided additional information about the empire’s actions and future plans. If they happened to emphasise unsavoury aspects of the empire’s conduct, that was simply the way the game was played, and he was sure the captain was aware of that. For his part, the towering spider man could have been carved of stone as he listened, speaking only to ask the occasional insightful question. Despite his brutish appearance, he was clearly capable of complex thought although he was definitely more interested in military matters than political minutiae.

“You are right to be concerned, old friend,” Zegrus said at last. “But you ask much of me. As the captain of a gate, there is little I can do for you myself. But to bring outsiders to speak to the queen is no small thing.”

Timmy’s eyes narrowed faintly. He had noticed several important details during their short time inside the mountain, and he now had a good idea of why the spider people were both eager to trade with outsiders but reluctant to let them visit.

“Captain Zegrus, are you at war?” The captain turned to him, but although his expression and posture gave nothing away, his subordinates were not as calm. A wave of nervous chittering rang through the cave, and the captain beat the butt of his great spear upon the ground to silence them. “I’ve noticed that although your weapons and armour are of obviously high quality, they have also seen recent use – hard use too, at that. Moreover, this cave is clearly large enough to hold more soldiers, but there are hardly any here. I doubt you are fighting the empire. Otherwise, you’d have more of your forces facing outward. I’m guessing that your enemies originate from inside the mountain.”

The captain’s claws clacked together with a chilling, bone-crushing thud. “You are very observant, necromancer.” He stepped forward carefully, mindful of Gunter although the goblin showed no signs of fear despite how easily Zegrus could kill him.

“I do my best.” Timmy smiled. “And we do not come here as beggars. We believe in the importance of a fair exchange. We will pay a suitable price for what we want, and if you take us to your queen, we may be able to offer you aid in exchange for what we require.”

“Oh?” Zegrus was taking his measure, and Timmy locked gazes with the largest of the arachnoid’s eyes. He had stared down scarier foes.

“You have keen senses. You must have noticed how powerful my companions are. Surely, we will be able to aid you against your foes. Moreover, I possess powerful earth magic. Your people are known to ingest ores and various other materials to alter your bodies. Based on your carapace and the role I think you play in combat, I would say you’ve ingested ore rich in tungsten, perhaps treated in a way that makes it more easily digestible. I could use my earth magic to help find mineral veins for you.”

Zegrus gave a low chuckle. “You are well informed, outsider, but our ways are not unknown to the wider world. We are not the only ones to modify our bodies in such a manner. Yet I have never met an outsider who could accurately guess the chief mineral I ingest. We also have earth mages of our own. It is why I am a captain of a gate. Should the need arise, I alone would be sufficient to collapse the tunnel or turn it into a maze of razor-sharp spikes. Show me your earth magic, and I shall judge its worth.”

“Gladly.”

Timmy was not given to idle boasting, other than as a psychological tactic against weak-willed opponents. Spider people could live a very long time, depending on their caste. His earth magic was powerful, and his many, many, many attempts to properly control it had led to him growing adept not only in moving and shaping the earth but also in examining its contents. It was actually easier, in some ways, for him to do that than for normal earth mages because of the mental strength he had developed thanks to his necromancy. Few earth mages could hope to withstand the mental load imposed by trying to comprehend the contents of tonnes upon tonnes of material at the same time. It would turn their brains to mush. But necromancers were experts in handling that sort of strain, and Timmy was particularly proficient in handling the mental load imposed by controlling huge quantities of zombies with precision. It was an unusual interaction since earth mages with necromancy were incredibly rare. In his entire life, he had only met one other person with both forms of magic, and he hadn’t had Timmy’s strength in either area. The interaction gave him an edge over other earth mages whose better control might otherwise have given them the advantage.

In his drive to secure more fresh water and other resources in his territory, Timmy had gotten into the habit of peering into the ground with his earth magic. It had creeped out the villagers since the majority of his free time was at night, but it had paid off in the end. His countless forays into ancient tombs and forgotten ruins had also refined his abilities since earth magic was an excellent way to grasp the overall structure of a building if it wasn’t protected from magic.

Daerin always badgered him to use his earth magic whenever they passed through land that was available for purchase. The dwarf had a nose for bargains, and if they could locate valuable resources before anyone else noticed, they could purchase the surrounding land cheaply. Timmy agreed with his reasoning although he did not agree that Daerin should get a fifty-fifty split of the profits.

“I’ll use my magic now,” Timmy said. It was common courtesy to warn someone before using potent magic. He took his shovel, drove it into the ground, and reached.

Zegrus loomed over him, but his overall bearing was relaxed. “Your range is impressive. Can you grasp it all?”

“Yes. It’s one of the benefits of being a necromancer.” Timmy ignored the pressure growing in the back of his skull. He was used to it from years of training, and he’d learned the hard way how far he could push before the pain became more than merely problematic. When the pain turned sharp and began to affect his vision – that was when he needed to pull back. “You’ve missed a few pockets of resources, but none are especially large or valuable. However, they might still be worth the effort since they’re near existing tunnels.” Timmy grinned. “And, no, I can’t see through the magic protecting your tunnels, but that same magic makes it possible to distinguish between the tunnels themselves and the surrounding rock. You have my compliments on your defences. They’re quite formidable.” He reached up to touch the skin under his nose. Good. No blood. “I’m surprised my nose isn’t bleeding. This entire mountain is saturated in magic, and your tunnels have anti-scrying magic on them.”

Zegrus chuckled. “I expected you to be on your knees or unconscious.”

“And you still let me try?”

“I wished to see your skill and power for myself.”

“Fair enough. As I said, we’re not here as beggars seeking gifts. We came here to buy or trade at a fair price. And unlike the empire, we hold no delusions about these mountains. They’re yours, and we’d like to keep them that way. Our only concern is dealing with the empire’s machinations.”

“Very well. You have impressed me.” Zegrus pointed a claw at one of the other spider people. “You will be in charge while I am gone. You have trained for this. You are ready. I will escort our visitors personally. Send a message ahead of me seeking an audience with the queen. State that I seek the audience as a senior captain of a gate with long years of experience. Use my official seal for the message.”

At his words, the other spider man’s magic flared. A winged… spider thing took flight, approaching Zegrus and accepting his seal before racing off into the tunnels. Katie stared at it for a long moment before shuddering. He could imagine what she was thinking. Flying spiders? Weren’t giant spiders enough? What if there were giant, flying spiders? Well, he had bad news for her. A closer look at Zegrus’s carapace suggested that he might have wings hidden beneath his armoured shell. How they could possibly carry his weight, Timmy had no idea. There had to be magic involved. They might not be for proper flying either. Instead, they might be designed for gliding. However, the prospect of a gigantic spider man with lobster claws flying around was honestly pretty terrifying. Based on the power he radiated, Zegrus was likely a match for at least one average Lord of Magic, possibly two.

“You will follow me, and I will lead you to our city. Do as I say, and you will be fine.” He stared down at them. “I am aware that outsiders may find our ways… unsettling, but they are our ways, and this is our kingdom.”

“Understood.” Timmy doubted they went around doing anything truly evil. Gunter didn’t seem the type to overlook that. But simply watching them eat would probably give regular people nightmares.

“Gunter,” Zegrus said. “You may ride upon my back. I aim to move with speed, and I fear your age will not allow you to keep up. I have carried you before, and I will not trust others with your safety. Your grandson may ride upon the dragon.”

“You have my thanks.” Gunter climbed onto Zegrus’s back with help from Katie. The spikes receded, allowing him to nestle into a comfortable position.

“No thanks are necessary. You would do the same for me.”

The remark drew a chuckle from everyone, including Katie. Zegrus was enormous. The thought of Gunter, who looked as if he’d struggle to carry Katie, trying to heft the gigantic arachnoid was ludicrous. Sometimes, though, it was the thought that counted.

They followed the towering spider man and a pair of his fellows out of the cave and into another tunnel. Timmy was all too aware that the arachnoids could easily outpace them, but they kept themselves to a swift but matchable speed.

“Would you object if we rode on zombies?” Timmy asked. “We could travel much more swiftly.”

The captain nodded his assent, and Timmy asked Gerald to pull out several zombie lizards. These reptiles hailed from a volcanic area where they lived in vast tunnels they carved out of the ground to avoid the dragons, drakes, and hydras that ruled the surface and the skies above it. They grew from the size of dogs to being large enough to carry multiple adults in comfort. Timmy had procured them since they were quick, agile, and tough. They didn’t have the best endurance since they were used to moving in quick bursts on the surface while adopting a more sedate pace underground. However, that wasn’t a concern anymore. Necromancy granted them nigh-limitless stamina.

“Impressive beasts,” Zegrus remarked as they resumed travelling, now moving at a far swifter pace. “Can they be bred?”

“Perhaps the living beasts can, but they hail from a volcanic region. I don’t know how well they’d handle the cold although that might not matter if they stay inside the mountain,” Timmy said.

Gunter glanced back at him. “It might be interesting to try. Perhaps there’s a version of them better suited to cold weather? What about these zombie lizards? How do they handle the cold?”

“They handle it well enough. However, if you’re going to use them in cold weather all the time, I’d suggest adding in some fire or frost salamander parts to grant them better resistance to cold. You could also use charms to help. It wouldn’t be as quick as flying, but they can carry more than you expect, and they’re still a lot faster than travelling on foot.”

Karl was perfectly happy on Spot. The dragon had no problems keeping up. Further back, Chomp was also enjoying himself. The big dog was grinning from ear to ear, happy to be exploring new tunnels. Chomp was a simple soul, and a good dog.

Timmy had never ventured this far into the territory of spider people, save for the nest his master had wiped out. These spider people were amongst the oldest of their kind, and their kingdom had likely stood for longer than the Eternal Empire or Everton had existed. As they proceeded through the dimly lit tunnels, he paid close attention to his surroundings. They passed other spider people, and the majority of them lacked the heavily armoured appearance of Zegrus and his guards. Another caste? Probably. There were also all sorts of arthropods being used as beasts of burden.

Katie’s anxiety gradually began to give way to curiosity. She had never seen these creatures before. It must have helped that the spider people themselves were obviously very intelligent, and they did not act the same as regular spiders despite the physical similarities.

The tunnels eventually gave way to a series of massive caves. Some seemed to rise upward or descend downward for hundreds of yards, as grand in scope as any of the great dwarf halls. Some appeared to be hewn out of the rock whilst others seemed to be natural. All were home to a unique style of masonry. It was almost ornate compared to the towering strength and solidity common to dwarven architecture. It reminded him of the spider people themselves – at some points thin, at others solid, but always purposeful. They also made heavy use of geometric motifs, and they appeared to be fond of squares, hexagons, octagons, diamonds, and equilateral triangles. There were also flowers here and there although Timmy couldn’t tell where they had come from.

Vast and complex seal arrays covered the walls, reminiscent of those used by the dwarves to ensure their mountain homes would not collapse. However, these seals were different. If Timmy was right, they belonged to an older style, less complex than some of the techniques he knew but solid, reliable, and long lasting. The caverns were lit by magical crystals, and their light cast a pale, eerie radiance over the scene. For artwork, the spider people favoured grand sculptures that had been painstakingly crafted to show key moments of their history although there did appear to be a bit of embellishment. Based on what he knew of their anatomy, it was unlikely their heroes had fangs or claws that large, and he doubted that certain queens were quite so heroic in figure. Of course, they wouldn’t be alone in embellishing their history. People of all species did it whenever they could get away with it. The spider people did have paintings and other art, but sculptures appeared to be their favourite art form.

Some of the beasts they encountered were truly massive, but they were docile enough, carrying burdens under the supervision of what Timmy suspected was a worker or merchant caste. The largest was a titanic centipede that carried vast quantities of goods. It was hundreds of feet long, but its narrow frame allowed it to move through the tunnels. However, other beasts were clearly meant for war.

They came across a group of giant scorpions, their formidable natural defences augmented by finely forged armour covered in runes. It did not escape Timmy’s notice that, much like Zegrus, their armour bore signs of recent heavy use.

Elsewhere, smaller spider folk tended to livestock, strange creatures that he didn’t know the name of but whose purpose he could guess. A few were probably raised to be butchered while others were kept for the milk they produced although milk might not be the right word when it came to arthropods. He hoped they weren’t offered any. From the experiments and tests he’d reviewed, spider people had a vastly different sense of taste from humans, and what was compatible with their digestive system wasn’t necessarily edible for humans. And, on a more visceral level, he wasn’t sure how he felt about drinking ‘milk’ that came from an animal with so many legs. Spot, however, looked pleased at the thought of trying something new. As a dragon, there was very little indeed that he couldn’t safely devour.

Later, they came to the largest cavern yet, which was full of spider people trading, gathering supplies, and carrying out other business. What dominated the scene, however, was the picture that had been wrought onto the ceiling using countless coloured tiles. It depicted two white dragons locked in combat. They were massive, and their struggles had already destroyed several mountains. The next cavern showed a similar scene but with the focus on a crater that had been filled with water. The victorious dragon floated above it, golden eyes gleaming, while spider people on the shores of the makeshift lake paid homage.

“Fascinating,” Katie murmured. “For them to have gone to such lengths to preserve it… this must have been a pivotal moment in their history. I wonder what the story is, and… I think I’ve seen that dragon before.”

“Is that so?” Timmy’s brows furrowed. Katie had mentioned having a few odd dreams, as had the others. It wasn’t uncommon for people to have strange dreams in places where old magic lingered, and Amanda had checked to make sure there wasn’t any mental contamination. “We can ask them later.” Spot perked up. The dragon had paid very close attention to the pictures.

“I’m more interested in how their kingdom is managed,” Gerald said. “Their civilisation is highly advanced, yet they maintain a caste system of sorts, which is bound to have an effect on how their society functions. Are castes assigned at birth, or do they choose them later on? I also wonder how they keep their records.”

“Perhaps they use silk,” Old Man replied. “I have encountered spider people several times in my life. The spider people in my homeland make use of elaborate magical scrolls made of silk, which can hold countless records with ease. I do not know if these spider people follow that practice, but it is possible. Several of the most prominent families in my homeland received silk scrolls as gifts to more easily record their lineages.” Old Man chuckled dryly. “And let me assure you, those lineages are very, very complicated.”

“Magical silk is incredibly useful,” Timmy said. “Which is why it is so valuable.”

“Look at the flowers,” Katie said as they entered another chamber. Unlike the others, the crystals that lit this chamber gave off a warm light, similar to the sun. “There are so many of them.”

“It’s the crystals.” Amanda raised a hand and let the light play over it. “They are similar to the crystals the dwarves used to help grow crops. Either they capture sunlight and then release it, or they mimic it through magical means.” Her lips twitched. “It is a good thing that I am an ancient vampire. Otherwise, I would be dead.”

There were countless flowers here, which would explain the flowers they’d seen dotting the caverns and tunnels, as well as those worn by some of the spider people they’d passed. They reminded Timmy of the flowers he’d seen closer to the coast but with key differences. These flowers were primarily darker shades of blue, purple, and black. It could be due to the vision the spider people possessed. They did not see in the same way as humans, and those colours might be more pleasing to them than the colours humans tended to favour.

“They must be feeding off the magical energy here too.” Daerin peered around. He was checking to see if there were any techniques he could take back to help his kin. “For many crops, using crystals or other systems to mimic sunlight isn’t enough. We haven’t seen them eating the flowers, so perhaps they are used for ceremonial purposes.”

Zegrus chuckled. The sound was reminiscent of a rockslide. “Well guessed, dwarf. Although a few of these flowers possess alchemical or apothecary purposes, they are largely ceremonial. They were given to us as a gift – and as a reminder of promises made long ago. We keep them in remembrance of the one who gave them to us.”

“Oh?”

“Our ancient ancestors rarely ventured out of the mountains. It was a dangerous time for us, and we were still young and naïve. The friend of which I speak saved us and taught us many things. She gave us these flowers to remind us that the world can be a beautiful place.” Zegrus grew sombre. “I am told that they once grew freely on the tallest peak, but that mountain was destroyed in a great battle. It was during that battle that we met our friend.” He smiled, or at least, Timmy thought he did. “If you look carefully, you will see that there are seven different types of flowers, more if you count the different colours. She made seven promises to us, and she gave us a flower for each one.”

Onward they went, their pace never slackening until they reached an absolutely gigantic cavern. It was, by far, the largest they’d seen, and it dwarfed the others by at least an order of magnitude. As their zombie lizards drew to a stop, Daerin gave a low whistle of approval.

“Aye. Now, this is impressive. It is the equal to any of the great dwarf halls.”

Zegrus nodded. “Indeed, it is.”

The cavern contained a thriving city that sprawled out for miles. The buildings covered not only the ground but also the ceiling, a reminder that the arachnoids could easily climb up vertical surfaces or travel upside down if necessary. Many of the buildings had been hewn out of the rock whilst others had been put together using monolithic slabs of grey stone that had been quarried elsewhere. Timmy could only wonder at the effort involved since he hadn’t sensed any of that stone while they were travelling. Magic must have been used to transport it because there was no way those slabs could have fit through the tunnels on their own.

Bridges made of silk or metal wire linked various buildings and the top and bottom of the city, and several gargantuan columns spanned the floor and ceiling of the cavern too. A large wall wrapped around the city on the ground while rows of jagged stalactites defended the buildings on the ceiling.

“How difficult will it be to travel around the city?” Gerald asked. “For us, I mean.”

“You should be able to manage most of the lower city,” Zegrus replied. “However, the upper city is likely beyond you without assistance.” His claws clacked together. “We are spider people, and our cities are built with our abilities in mind. It makes little sense to limit them for others.” He pointed. “The upper city can be accessed via the columns or by using the wire and web paths. Some of us can also fly. In times of danger, we often evacuate our people to the upper city. Few of our foes can easily pursue although attacks from above are still possible, albeit difficult since we have kept the rock above the city in place.”

Timmy glanced at Avraniel. “How many wire and web paths can you see?”

“There are twelve major ones and dozens of smaller ones.” She bared her teeth. “Sneaky bastards. You’d never have to touch the ground unless you wanted to if you use the paths linking different buildings. Imagine trying to attack this place with regular soldiers. Either you dig in from above, or you try to take the lower city and then siege the upper city. Either way, it would be nasty.”

“Indeed. Few of our foes have had success against us.” Zegrus’s expression hardened. “But some have. Come with me. I have received word that the queen will see us.”

How had that happened? Perhaps one of the smaller arthropods that had marked their approach had informed him. It was also possible that the queen could contact her subjects directly. Timmy had encountered several species of giant insects where that was the case. It turned the queen into a potential vulnerability, but it also offered the possibility of better coordination. However, if that was possible, why hadn’t Zegrus contacted the queen himself before their departure? Perhaps only one-way communication was possible – the queen could speak to her subjects remotely, but they could not speak to her.

They followed Zegrus toward the city, and Gerald leaned over. “Is it just me, or are there a lot of soldiers here?”

Timmy shook his head. “You’re not imagining it. I see it too.”

Now that they were closer, it was easy to pick out the abundance of troops in and around the city. They were armoured in a similar fashion to Zegrus and his soldiers. Timmy couldn’t be certain, but from the way the captain’s gaze locked onto the troops, Zegrus had not expected them to be present in such large numbers. There was also a wide assortment of war beasts, from hordes of lesser anthropoid creatures to half a dozen colossal invertebrates that would have given Timmy’s monstrous zombies a run for their money. This was not a city at peace. This was a city at war, a city waiting for the hammer of the enemy to fall. The only question now was who – or what – were they fighting?

They made their way into the city proper, and Timmy was again struck by the differences in morphology amongst the arachnoids. Here, there were more spiders who were wholly arachnid in shape, rather than the half-humanoid variety. There were also labourers who were even larger than Zegrus although none had his inhuman grace, and there were craftsmen who were smaller and whose limbs appeared far more dextrous. The spider people here were different colours too, likely as a result of the different minerals they had ingested.

Their group got plenty of stares. According to Gunter, goblins might occasionally set foot here but never in large groups. Usually, it was only him and a few of his closest advisors who met with the spider people. In Gunter’s lifetime, only a handful of humans, elves, or dwarves had ever found their way into the city. What troubled Timmy was the way they stared at Spot. It hadn’t been obvious earlier due to how swiftly they were moving and how stoic Zegrus and his fellows were, but the civilians were terrified of him. It reminded him of how the first guards at the gate had reacted but magnified several times over.

“Are they worried about their silk?” Avraniel asked. “Normal fire doesn’t damage magical silk very easily, but magical fire can.” The elf must have run into spider people before, but it was better to not ask, just in case she had inadvertently burned anybody these spider people knew. “Yeah, there’s definitely magic woven into the silk to help it resist heat, but it’s still silk. Neither Spot nor I would have problems setting it alight.”

“No.” Timmy shook his head. “I think it’s more than that.”

What Avraniel was talking about was a rational fear, but the way the civilians regarded Spot was worse. It was closer to primal, visceral fear. The dragon was getting nervous too. He must be able to sense their growing terror. Karl and Katie patted him on the head, and the goblin hugged him as best he could. Katie began to talk about some of the details she’d noticed while walking through the city, with Meixing adding her own observations. Good. Spot was a curious person. Keeping him distracted would stop him from thinking too deeply on the way the spider people were reacting.

“They are on a war footing,” Meixing murmured as Katie and Spot talked about the architecture. She and Old Man had moved closer to Timmy. “There are civilians on the streets, but look at how quickly they go about their business. And look at the soldiers. They are keeping watch, but not over us. They are eyeing the tunnels that approach the city from the opposite direction to our arrival.”

“That may be why the queen wishes to see us immediately,” Old Man said.

“Yes.” Timmy cleared his throat. Zegrus had slowed his pace. It simply wasn’t possible to move at the same speed through the city streets. “Captain, your people seem wary of Spot.”

“He is a dragon. It would be foolish to abandon caution.”

“This feels like more than that.”

The captain turned to him, his many eyes staring back unblinkingly. His gaze shifted to Spot who was happily carrying Karl on his back. “Dragons have been both a bane and a blessing to my people. Centuries ago, a black dragon laid siege to our mountain. We were able to drive him off, but only at great cost. Great numbers of civilians and soldiers were slain, and it took us decades to repair the damage he did. His black flame melted through the mountainside and laid bare our tunnels and settlements. Your dragon friend bears a resemblance to him.”

Timmy managed to keep from grimacing. Black Scales had occasionally left his forest home to terrorise other people. Each time, people prayed he would never return, but he always did. Sometimes, it took years, even decades, but he always came back. Few knew what he did while he was gone. Apparently, he’d been busy ruining lives elsewhere. Thankfully, his reign of terror was over. They’d made sure of that.

“Out of curiosity,” Timmy asked, since it wasn’t impossible for there to be another evil black dragon out there. “But did the dragon ever speak his name?”

Zegrus’s claws clacked together. “Like your dragon friend, he spoke into our minds. I was not alive then, but our queen was there. He called himself Black Scales.”

Once again, Timmy kept himself from reacting, but both Katie and Gerald, who had been eavesdropping, gawped before getting control of themselves. Gerald almost fell off his zombie lizard.

Zegrus paused. “You know of him?”

This time, Timmy allowed himself to smile. “We killed him.”

“Truly?” Zegrus laughed. “Good. Then the queen will be pleased to meet you. I assume you have proof.”

Gerald responded by pulling out one of the great dragon’s teeth. He could barely lift it, and it would have made for an excellent spear or lance. It was a pity that they were still waiting for the last vestiges of the dragon’s evil spirit to vacate his remains because weapons made from his teeth, claws, and bones would have been very handy against the empire, to say nothing of how useful his scales would have been as armour. “This is one of his teeth.”

“I see.” Zegrus must have been able to sense the potent magic and cruel malice that radiated from the tooth because he gave a low, chittering hiss of disgust. Gerald put the tooth away, shuddering all the while. “Then you have our thanks. The queen will be most pleased, for her mother never fully healed from the wounds she took during the attack and perished less than a decade later. To hear that her mother’s killer has been slain will bring peace to her heart.”

“Glad we could help.” Timmy sent a meaningful look to the others, and he was pleased to see them understand what he was getting at. They needed to keep quiet about Spot’s heritage. Spot himself wore a pained expression. He had known that his sire was evil, but it was still painful to hear about his terrible misdeeds. The sins of the father were not those of the son, but Spot could not have been happy about being sired by a monster.

“The queen is up there.” Zegrus pointed to a grand building set up in the ceiling of the titanic cavern. From the way it was oriented, it didn’t seem as though they’d be upside down the entire time. Instead, it appeared to be a simple case of climbing into it and then ascending into the innermost chambers. Spider people could climb upside down, but they were still affected by gravity. Being upside down the entire time would have to be unpleasant. “We could carry you up, or do you have your own way to reach it?”

Timmy didn’t have to look back to know that Katie was horrified at the prospect of being carried around by a spider person. She had been adjusting well, but that was a bridge too far. “We can manage.” He chanced a look back, and the expression of relief on Katie’s face was almost comical. It made him wonder if Zegrus was teasing them. The captain was a smart fellow, so he must have noticed her unease.

They used zombie wyverns to fly up to the palace before alighting at an entrance. They were met by a dozen members of the royal guard, all of whom were as large as Zegrus. From the variations in their bodies, Timmy could tell they’d been selected – or altered – to provide protection at both close quarters and long range. The largest of them possessed incredibly potent defensive magic. What Timmy had initially thought were lesser barriers to block access to the depths of the palace were actually instances of his magic. He probably wouldn’t be able to withstand a full-strength attack from Avraniel, but the fact that he was even considering the question spoke to his power.

The interior of the palace was similar to the palaces Timmy had visited in the past. It was designed to show off the wealth, power, and majesty of its ruler while still being highly defensible. The walls were covered in fine silk tapestries that were not only enchanted but also interwoven with fine threads of platinum, silver, gold, and other precious metals. Intricately detailed sculptures depicted the rulers of the past, along with famous heroes and historical figures. The floor was covered in mosaics that also served as anchors for defensive magic.

Even if someone got this far, they would have a terrible time trying to go any further. The layout of the corridors was designed to let defenders bleed attackers as much as possible. Hidden in tiny apertures and clinging onto the ceiling were countless smaller creatures, ready and waiting to pounce on the unwary. They would serve as the perfect support for the towering members of the royal guard.

They were asked to go through several magical examinations and told to give up their weapons before being allowed into the throne room to meet the queen. Of course, with Gerald there, that was largely a moot point. However, the fact that there was a member of the royal guard directly behind Gerald at all times meant they weren’t taking him lightly either. Timmy didn’t have the heart to tell the bureaucrat that the royal guardsman wasn’t there as a sign of respect but to kill him the moment he tried anything. Gerald might actually collapse. A nod from Timmy had Old Man moving to stand beside Gerald. Timmy would bet his life on the swordsman being faster than the guardsman if the need arose, and even without a weapon, Old Man was more than capable of killing an arachnoid.

Timmy didn’t begrudge the spider people their precautions. He’d have thought less of them if they simply welcomed the group in with open arms. The death of their queen would be catastrophic, so they’d have been foolish to let their guard down. But if worse came to worst, Avraniel, Spot, Katie, and Amanda could fight perfectly well without weapons.

Finally, they entered the throne room, and Katie just barely managed to keep from screeching when she saw the queen. She was huge – so huge that Timmy wondered how she got in and out of the throne room. Was there another entrance, or could she shrink herself somehow because there was no way she could fit through the passages they’d used.

The spider queen was roughly fifty feet tall. Unlike Zegrus, however, her upper half was far more humanoid. Her face could have passed for human if not for her sheer size and the extra eyes she had – two large eyes set where a human’s would be along with half a dozen smaller eyes scattered across her forehead. Her limbs and body were all covered in armour, but her armour was made of metal instead of chitin. Her hands were those of a human, lithe and dextrous despite their size. Like Zegrus, she had four arms.

Timmy wasn’t sure if all the similarities to a human made her more or less disturbing to look at since the similarities only made the differences more glaring. There were more guards with her, and the guard with powerful defensive magic moved smoothly to put himself directly between their group and the queen. Any attack on her would have to get through him first.

The queen was the centre of arachnoid society. It was she who produced the vast majority of citizens by laying huge batches of eggs. Furthermore, Timmy had heard that queens were gifted with magic that allowed them to alter the bodies of their subjects, especially when used in conjunction with various apothecary and alchemical techniques.

According to the research Timmy had read, a queen could use her magic and lumps of various minerals to imbue her subjects with various properties. Tungsten was used to grant tougher carapaces. Silver gave resistance to impurities and poisons. Obsidian protected spider people from heat. The queen’s ability was supposed to be orders of magnitude more powerful than the ability possessed by lesser spider people to alter themselves. To his knowledge, only a handful of necromancers had ever managed to get their hands on the corpse of a true queen and not the queen of a small, up-jumped colony like the one his master had destroyed. But every single one of those necromancers had eventually been hunted down and brutally killed by vengeful spider people, which was why most of his colleagues had stopped trying to procure the corpses of queens. They might be greedy, but they also enjoyed living. The remainder who continued to try to get queen corpses were either insane or so desperate to increase their power they were willing to risk a gruesome death.

Despite her seemingly delicate appearance – her upper half had the build of a typical human woman – the queen was probably stronger in purely physical terms than anyone else in the room, and he could feel her magic from where she stood despite her not actively using it. Her magical reserves were much, much larger than his, albeit nowhere close to Avraniel’s in size. He’d put them as similar to Amanda’s, which was no small feat. Ancient vampires had enormous magical capacities, and Amanda’s dwarfed his own.

“You bring strangers to me, Zegrus… along with an old friend.” The queen’s eyes were a piercing crimson, not unlike Amanda’s when she called on her vampiric powers. Unlike most of the other spider people they’d seen so far, she had hair. It was long and dark and fell unbound to her waist.

Gunter stepped forward and stopped a few paces ahead of Timmy and the others. The goblin was the second smallest person in the room – only Karl was smaller – but he stood tall nonetheless. “Queen Arachne, you have my deepest thanks for agreeing to see us at such short notice.” He moved to bow, but the queen waved the motion aside.

“I have known you since you were a boy, Gunter – as I knew your father and his father and his father, stretching back for centuries. You would not have brought strangers to our door if it was not important. The message carried the details of your tale, but I must ask for myself. Is it true? Does the empire truly possess the means to create so much glitter-steel? Did they truly attack your village? And have they truly been scouting our mountains?” Her voice was beguiling yet utterly inhuman. It was elemental, closer to the sound of the wind upon the mountains or the sea upon the shore. Yet there was a weariness to it as well, the dull ache of someone already carrying a heavy burden finding out that they had yet another weight to carry.

“I am afraid that the answer to all three of your questions is yes, Your Majesty.”

Arachne scowled. “Then it seems we’ve been careless, and you and yours have suffered for it. That is unfortunate. I assume those who harmed you are dead.” Her voice was ice, cold and cutting.

“They are,” Gunter said. “My companions saw to it.”

“Good.” She glanced at a nearby spider man. He was not dressed as a soldier. Instead, he wore an elaborate robe with strange symbols upon it. His hands held two staffs and two books. “We considered the possibility of betrayal, but you argued the risks were worth it, did you not?”

The spider man bowed his head. He was tall and slender, and he did not carry himself with a warrior’s grace. “I take full responsibility, Your Majesty. However, hindsight is always perfect. We needed the resources, and the exorbitant prices we were able to charge the human empire have been essential to our plans.”

“To hire mercenaries from other kingdoms and the outside world, yes,” Arachne rumbled. “I agreed with you then, and it was I who approved in the end. You are my chief advisor, but I am queen. Ultimately, it is my word that is law. Yet… perhaps a better option stands before us now.” Her many-eyed gaze settled onto Timmy with all the weight of a mountain, and there was little of the warmth she’d shown Gunter. “You appear to be the leader of this group. Step forward and make yourself known.”

Timmy did as she asked. At the same time, he loosened his hold on his magic. The royal guard moved seamlessly into position, ready to strike him down if necessary. He had excellent control over how much of his magic leaked into his surroundings, and he had often found it advantageous to appear weaker than he actually was. The queen could undoubtedly sense that his reserves were smaller than Avraniel’s or Amanda’s, but his were nothing to scoff at either.

“I am from Everton, and I am here as an emissary. My name is Timothy Walter Bolton. I am the Lord of Black Tower Castle… and a Grand Necromancer.”

Worried murmurs came from the guards. Even Zegrus was taken aback. He had known that Timmy was a necromancer, but he had not known his rank. There were roughly a dozen Grand Necromancers in the entire world. Each of them had earned their rank by standing head and shoulders above their peers. The weakest Grand Necromancers had fighting power equal to a small nation at their command.

And Timmy was by no means the least of them.

“A Grand Necromancer? One of your number has never set foot within these halls, nor did I ever think that one would. But you may be the answer to a problem we are facing – you and your comrades.” The queen’s brows furrowed. “I had not thought the empire knew the true secrets of glitter-steel. So many have tried, and their endless failures have made us wealthy. We were not concerned because they did not buy everything they needed from us.”

“They did that to deceive you and acquired the rest elsewhere. However, Your Majesty, I can assure you that they have all the necessary materials and have had them for some time.” Timmy paused. “And, yes, I am aware of the secrets of glitter-steel.” He spoke a single word that only he could properly hear, and the air thrummed. “I am well versed in both metallurgy and eldritch sorcery.”

“I see.” The queen tilted her head to the side. Interesting. She was able to at least partially perceive the whispers his word of power had invoked. “Although the empire concerns me, they will not find success against us.”

“Indeed, they shall not, Your Majesty.” A powerfully built arachnoid in stout armour strode forward. He nodded at Zegrus, and the captain knelt in acknowledgement of the gesture. “I am General Argus, outsiders. You have my thanks for dealing with the empire’s forces during these troubled times. Rest assured that the empire will find only death if they attack us.”

“Don’t take them lightly,” Timmy said. “They do have some experience in tunnel fighting, and they have powerful warriors and mages. However, it appears your concerns lie elsewhere.”

Arachne’s eyes narrowed faintly. “You are observant, necromancer. I am sure you have noticed the heavy troop presence in the city below us. They are there for a reason.”

“A trade, Your Majesty. Everton requires resources, particularly those that can be used to fight against whatever the empire is incarnating into all that glitter-steel. In exchange, we can aid you against your enemies.”

“Hmm… an intriguing suggestion. Very well. I shall explain the situation to you. You have saved Gunter’s life and the lives of his people. You have done enough to at least hear of what has happened.”

The queen began to weave images in the air with silk and magic. The silk flowed seamlessly from her body, and Timmy could tell with a single glance that its quality was far superior to any he had ever seen. Kings and emperors would have gladly killed for a bolt of it. Katie was watching intently too. She had some control over the physical properties of her shadows, and that control had recently increased alongside her ability to devour things with her shadows. Would she be able to mimic the physical qualities of arachnoid silk with practice and access to the real thing? It was definitely worth investigating, and shadow silk would not have many of the weaknesses of regular silk.

“We spider people have a long and proud history. We have faced countless challenges but have emerged victorious each time. Yet, as of late, my kingdom and those closest to it have been besieged by a deadly foe. We sold resources to the empire in the hopes of acquiring funds to hire more mercenaries from other kingdoms and from outside.” Arachne saw the question in their eyes and smiled thinly. “As a confederation, the spider kingdoms act together in multiple ways. However, the kingdoms are not so tightly bound that they must come to each other’s aid in matters such as these. Indeed, there are those who wish to see us falter, if only to hasten their own ascent, and the fact that no kingdom has fallen yet gives the others little reason to act. It is easy for those divorced from the conflict to underestimate its seriousness. We are not so fortunate, and we have seen thousands felled as our borders are pressured and our outlying settlements laid waste.”

She spun a map into existence. It was coloured red and green. “The areas under attack are in red. We defeated their initial assaults easily enough, so we thought ourselves safe and assumed our foes were much like the others we have faced over the years – fools who thought they could overwhelm us with their numbers. However, we soon learned how wrong we were. More attacks were launched that cut us off from neighbouring kingdoms and key locations. Since then, we have been forced to travel outside the mountain to reach other kingdoms.” More and more of the map turned red. “Our enemy this time is different. They are implacable and relentless, and they have learned from each engagement with alarming speed. They have developed an excellent grasp of our tactics and strategies and have masterfully used that understanding to defeat us in battle after battle.”

Argus nodded grimly. His armour creaked as his whole body tensed. “Our tactics have been honed over millennia. They have never failed us before. No foe has ever been so quick to understand them and develop countermeasures. We have adjusted as best we can, but they have adjusted back with even greater speed. We have abandoned the majority of our outlying colonies and settlements and have gathered our strength here in the capital. If the enemy continues to advance at their present pace, it will not be long until it comes under attack.”

“Should the worst occur,” Arachne said. “We may be forced to evacuate to the surface. With luck, perhaps, we may find another mountain to settle within. However, our enemies would most likely pursue us, and I dread what will happen if they are allowed to settle here and increase their numbers further.”

Timmy would have to learn more about the tactics and strategies of the enemy, but there was something he needed to know first. “If I may ask, but who exactly are you fighting?”

Arachne’s expression darkened, and the spider people in the throne room bristled. Their hatred was a palpable force. “I will show you.”

An image appeared – and Avraniel burst out laughing.

“Are you actually serious? This isn’t a joke?” The elf laughed, fell to her knees, and then clutched at her stomach before actually rolling around on the ground, completely unable to contain her mirth. “This is hilarious!”

Spot hurried over to her and nudged her with his snout. The dragon chirped excitedly. Now, I get to fight them! I hope they taste good!

Arachne drew herself up to her full imposing height, and the chamber was suddenly awash with her power. Gunter and Karl both sought shelter behind Amanda, the ancient vampire standing firm against the tempest of raw power emanating from the spider queen. “Cease your foolishness at once! How dare you mock us! Why are you laughing?”

“The mole people are formidable foes,” General Argus thundered. “Not objects of amusement. Their claws and teeth can pierce our finest armour, their fur is highly resistant to many forms of attack, and they have learned magic that allows them to easily dispose of our webs. They also have an elite division of mages who have mastered fire magic! They have burnt our settlements to the ground and waded through the flames!”

“They have mighty war beasts of their own as well,” the queen added. “Giant mongooses, meerkats, and the like that are a match for even our mightiest arthropods.”

Timmy shared a look with Katie, and he knew she was thinking the exact same thing. They needed to get their hands on those giant mammals. A giant mongoose? Timmy had a giant cobra at home. He could combine them to make a giant zombie mongoose-cobra… a giant zombie… mobra? Yes. He could see it now. A massive creature with the speed and agility of a mongoose and the deadly venom and general viciousness of a cobra. Katie was probably imagining all the things she could do with giant meerkat parts, and he couldn’t blame her.

Those war beasts would be a treasure trove.

“Okay. Okay.” Avraniel dragged in several deep breaths and staggered back to her feet. She snickered a few times and just barely managed to keep from breaking into laughter again. “Let me explain. I’ve run into these guys before. They invaded the territory of a bunch of dark elves. The dark elves were getting their asses kicked, so I decided to help them out. I burnt a crap load of those mole people to death, and the rest ran for it. The dark elves won the war, I got paid, and I figured that was the end of it. I mean… you guys look pretty tough. How are you losing to the mole people? They weren’t anything special when I fought them.”

“You burnt them?” General Argus asked. “How? Their fire mages are powerful, and their fur is resistant to most elemental attacks, save for lightning. Alas, there is little chance of them being struck by lightning underground, and we have very few lightning mages amongst us.”

Avraniel smirked. “I bet they started training fire mages because of me and how badly I kicked their asses.” She bared her teeth. “But let me tell you something. There’s a big difference between being highly resistant to fire and being immune. And there’s a difference between fire and fire. I don’t care how strong their fire mages are. They’ve got nothing on me.”

“You dare?” Argus bristled. “Fire magic is not common amongst our people, but we have several highly skilled practitioners. The flames the mole people can conjure are unlike anything we have seen since the attack of the black dragon centuries ago.”

Arachne motioned for calm. “You say your fire is different?”

“Damn straight it is.”

“Then show us.” Arachne’s lips curled. “I sense more raw power in you than in any of the other outsiders.”

“Sure. Just don’t panic. And remember, you were the one who asked.”

Timmy immediately retreated, as did the others. They all knew what she could do. The only person who didn’t move was Spot. The dragon stayed right where he was beside his mother, grinning from ear to ear in a way that had even the much larger spider people eyeing him warily. The arachnoids fell back and assumed a protective formation around Arachne while the one with powerful defensive magic created a barrier in front of them.

And then Avraniel began to call on her magic in a way she hadn’t since the battle for the Sky City.

Timmy was a Grand Necromancer. In fact, he was one of the most dangerous out of all of them although he didn’t have the greatest raw power. He was also familiar with the Supreme Necromancer. The old man’s power was incredible. As a boy, Timmy had been convinced that he would never meet anyone with more raw power than him. And then he’d met Vicky. His friend was monstrously powerful to the point that many people doubted she was human and not an incarnate spirit. No one on the Council – and they were all monsters in their own right – could match her.

But Avraniel could.

The heat that descended over the whole palace – and then the city – was utterly stifling, a throat-choking, air-drying, moisture-evaporating, mind-boggling power that defied logic and reason. His own magic flared in response, and he swallowed thickly as he was forced to take a more solid stance to keep his footing. Avraniel had always been stupidly powerful, but her transformation had awakened something within her, even if she hadn’t been able to transform again. The average mage had a bucket of magic to work with. A powerful mage might have a bathtub. It felt like Avraniel was working with an ocean.

Her star maiden heritage was coming to the fore, and she was much stronger now than when they’d first met – and she’d already been terrifying then. The force of her magic made the air ripple and burn as a mantle of living flame settled over her, a shroud of white fire that burned as brightly as the sun. Tendrils of molten metal coiled beneath her skin in place of veins, and symbols flickered to life on skin that was almost translucent. Her eyes became pools of molten gold, filled with power and the promise of violence. They retreated further, and Timmy quickly drew several runes and seals of protection. If they had been standing next to her, they would already be dead, reduced to little more than ash on the breeze.

But Spot stood there, the impossibly hot flames rollicking over and around him – and then into him, seemingly drawn into his body. Avraniel’s flames had always responded to her emotions, and Spot was her son. Her flames would never harm him. Instead, he basked in them, drawing them into himself with each breath, drinking them the same way parched earth drank rain. Avraniel’s hair began to glow, and Timmy wondered again if she’d come to an epiphany during the flight to the spider people. However, the glow didn’t linger, and it wasn’t long before the other marks of her near transformation began to fade. She still wasn’t quite there yet.

Avraniel held onto her power for a moment longer before releasing it completely. Timmy breathed a sigh of relief and dispelled the defences he’d put up. The elf smirked at the stone beneath her and Spot.

“Think you can fix this? It broke.”

The floor of the throne room was covered in defensive magic, but she’d burned straight through it. Around her, for more than a dozen yards, was a swathe of molten stone.

“Cool it down first,’ Timmy said. “It’ll be easier to work with then. But try to avoid turning it into glass.”

Avraniel rolled her eyes and began to draw the heat out of the stone. Within moments, the floor was cool to the touch, and Timmy got to work. He also took the opportunity to examine the remnants of the broken magical defences. Interesting. That wasn’t how he would have done things, but he could see why the spider people had opted for a different approach. He’d have to ask about it later – or see if he could replicate it when the spider people weren’t watching.

Queen Arachne’s eyes were still wide, and she was struggling to keep her composure, as were the other spider people. From what Timmy understood, spider people tended to dislike fire because of how effective it was against them. It burned their webs, and their carapaces were vulnerable to it unless they consumed the right minerals, which were often in short supply. Amongst the angst, however, General Argus was beaming as he clacked his claws together excitedly.

“Your Majesty!” he cried. “With her fire…”

“Rest assured, Your Majesty,” Timmy said, striking while the proverbial iron was still hot. “As formidable as Avraniel is, we are all exceptionally dangerous in our own ways. We can help you with the mole people, and you can help us with the empire.”

“Yes…” The queen was still staring at Avraniel. “I believe an arrangement could be made.”

* * *

Avraniel believed in keeping things simple whenever possible, and it looked as if things here were going to be really simple. Sure, the idiot, the paper pusher, and the people eater had done a lot of talking with the spider people, but what it boiled down to was simple. A whole heap of mole people were headed their way, lots more than had attacked the dark elves. They’d be here any day now, and the spider people probably wouldn’t be able to stop them since they’d been getting their asses kicked for months now.

To get what they wanted, the spider people had asked them to kill as many of those mole sons of bitches as they could. The more, the better. And if they could beat them outright? Then they’d really be talking. The idiot had a plan – he always did – and he was confident he could lure the mole people’s leader into personally leading an all-out attack. Fantastic. Rather than hunting the mole people down piecemeal, it was better to kill all of them at the same time. If they could get their leader too, even better. That would end the war in one swoop. It was nice and simple – the kind of simple she specialised in.

In the meantime, they were going to meet with the dark elves the spider people had recruited to help them. Apparently, the spider people had dealt with the dark elves a few times in the past, and these dark elves had offered to lend their aid in exchange for generous payment and the chance to kill more mole people. Avraniel smirked. They sounded like her kind of people. Getting paid to kill people they hated? They were living the dream, all right. Hell, there were plenty of people she’d be happy to kill for free, but if she could get paid to do it, she wasn’t going to complain. She wondered if anyone she knew would be amongst them. It had been a while.

There were several dozen dark elves waiting for them outside the walls of the city. It was hardly the biggest force, but they provided options the spider people didn’t have thanks to their archery and magic. Based on the magical power they emitted, they were probably considered elites. Honestly, elves of all kinds were fairly insular, so the spider people should consider themselves lucky that anyone had shown up.

Avraniel could still remember why Aroth had come to her in the first place. His sister and a bunch of other dark elves had been sold into slavery during their war with the mole people. The dark elves hadn’t lifted a finger to help him, saying it was too hard and there weren’t any resources to spare. Bah! Screw them! What was the point of being in a group if they ditched you the second you needed help? Sure, the others weren’t perfect, but Avraniel knew for a fact that the idiot and the others weren’t about to leave anyone behind just because things got hard. Hell, they had rats specifically assigned to Gerald duty because the bureaucrat was basically dead meat if he ever got into anything remotely resembling a fair fight.

The dark elves were sitting and talking while they tended to their equipment. From the blood and dust on their clothing, they must have come back from a fight against the mole people. Since they were smiling and joking around, they must not have lost anyone. Good. They weren’t totally hopeless. Having crappy allies was often worse than not having any at all. As she got closer, their leader stood up.

He was tall, even for an elf, and his shoulders were broader than most elves’ too. He had a bow in his hands, but he also had a sword and a pair of daggers. His skin and hair were paler than the others, and he had blood-red eyes, reminiscent of the people eater when she got pissed off or decided to shred her clothes and turn into a monster. He turned to greet them only to stop and stare. His mouth opened and closed several times before he managed to speak.

“Avraniel?” he asked. “Is that you?”

She tilted her head to the side. She didn’t recognise his voice although his magic was vaguely familiar. “Who are you?”

“Do you know their leader?” the idiot asked. “Because that would be very useful.”

She squinted as the man hurried over. He must be a ranger because his footsteps were swift, silent, and utterly sure despite the terrain and his build. Although he was taller than her, he gave off an air of youthful enthusiasm, rather than the ancient, measured confidence that most elves radiated. However, it was the stupid grin on his face that jogged her memory – it was the same stupid grin he’d worn when he’d realised that he, his sister, and the others were home free. “Vampire?”

He screeched to a stop and then went red as raucous laughter rang out from behind him. He turned to glare, and they had the decency to pretend to be chastised although there was a female elf who appeared to find his embarrassment particularly amusing. She waggled her eyebrows at him teasingly and smirked… right up until Avraniel’s gaze shifted to her. At that point, she decided that hiding behind the burly elf beside her – an elf Avraniel recognised from those battles against the mole people – was the best course of action. Heh. Terrifying people into silence was such a heart-warming experience.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s me, Aroth.”

Her lips curled. “You’re not so short anymore… and it looks like you’ve learned a thing or two about fighting.” He beamed. “But you still smile like an idiot.” He made a choking sound, and she laughed before extending her hand. “But you can’t be too bad, right? You’re in charge of this bunch, aren’t you? They can’t be completely hopeless if they’re still alive.”

They clasped arms in traditional warrior fashion. “Hey, these guys are some of the best rangers we have, and I wasn’t completely useless when we were rescuing people.” He gave her a petulant scowl, and she was again reminded of the boy who’d had the audacity to approach her for help. Sure, he’d offered her the best reward he could, but it had still taken plenty of guts to approach her, knowing what she could do. She was pleased to see he’d grown up decently, rather than turning into a loser who lived off the back of earlier success. “I did as much as anyone my age could have!”

“You did help a little bit.” She grinned. It was nice to see someone she’d helped doing well. It would have been annoying if he’d needed more saving, and she’d have been pissed off if he’d gotten run over by a wagon or something. It would have meant all the effort she’d put into helping him had gone to waste. “What about your sister? She hasn’t gotten captured again or anything like that, has she?”

He smiled warmly. What a sap. “No. She’s back home. She owns a popular restaurant now. She has two kids, actually.” He held up a hand to indicate how tall the twerps were. “They’re young, but I think you’d like them. They’ve got plenty of fire in them. Figuratively, of course, not literally.” Fire magic was even rarer amongst dark elves than it was amongst other elves.

“Is her husband worth a damn, or do I have to go over there and break his legs?”

“He’s a good man and a good father – a captain of the local guard. He taught me a lot while I was growing up. He also put in a good word for me, so I could apprentice with a veteran ranger to complete my training. The only complaint I have is that he thinks dwarven mead is better than dwarven whiskey.”

“You drink now?”

He puffed out his chest. “I’m more than old enough.” He glanced past her at the rest of her group. “So… what have you been doing all these years? I heard rumours about you working for Everton, but I wasn’t able to find out for sure.”

“You heard right.” She gestured behind her. “You might have heard about the whole war against the Eternal Empire thing. There’s plenty of work for someone like me to do. We handle a lot of… special missions.” She smirked. “And after we win this war, I’ll have a full pardon. It’s a good deal, all things considered. I get paid to blast people I don’t like, and I get absolved of my crimes. The company isn’t awful either.”

“Is that so?” He gave her another one of those looks. He really was a big sap. If he kept looking at her like that, she’d have to cuff him over the head. He might have gotten taller, but she could still kick his ass. Was it really so weird for her to have actual friends? “I’m happy for you. As for us, we decided to come after hearing about the mole people. A chance to kill them and get paid? We weren’t going to turn that down.” His words were met with raucous cheers. Dwarves and elves had many differences, but they both knew how to hold a grudge. He scowled. “It’s been tougher than we expected. We’ve been doing our best, but there are a lot of mole people, and they’ve got an excellent leader.”

Aroth’s group was a mixed bunch. Some were similar in age to him whilst others were a lot older. They all had respectable amounts of magic although none of them had anywhere near as much as she did although a few of the older elves had a certain sharpness to their magic than only a fool would dismiss. More importantly, they all appeared to know what they were doing, and they got along well. A group that could fight and whose members gave a crap about each other was far more likely to survive than a group where everybody was just in it for themselves.

“Don’t worry about the mole people. We can handle them.” Their plan was mostly the idiot’s doing, but they’d all contributed in their own ways. She hadn’t come up with it, but he’d only devised it after learning all he could about the mole people from her. For all that she made fun of them, she’d paid close attention to how they fought, thought, and acted. Understanding them had made them easier to kill, and there was no sense in getting careless and ending up dead.

“I’m glad to hear it. We’ve slowed them down, but we haven’t been able to stop them.” Aroth glanced at Spot. “I’ll admit I didn’t think they were serious when they said you had a dragon.” Spot chuffed and flared his wings, only to glare when Aroth added, “He’s kind of small for a dragon, though, isn’t he?”

I’m not small! Spot’s glare deepened. I’m young! I’ve still got plenty of growing to do! Not far off, the twerp nodded in support. Hah! Spot might have plenty of growing to do, but Avraniel was confident the twerp would be varying degrees of short forever.

“His name is Spot.” He toddled over to her. Avraniel could still remember when he’d been small enough to perch on her head although that hadn’t lasted long. “He’s my son.”

“…” Aroth blinked owlishly and stared at her, as did the other dark elves. “Your son?”

“What?” Avraniel asked, mock glaring. “You don’t see the resemblance?”

“Uh…”

“Relax.” She snickered. “I’m messing with you.”

Spot crooned, the sound rumbling through her pleasantly. She helped my egg hatch, and she takes care of me, which makes her my mother.

“Ah. Right. I suppose that makes as much sense as a bunch of dark elves helping a kingdom of spider people fight off an invasion of mole people.” Aroth extended a hand to Spot. “Nice to meet you, Spot.” The dragon carefully shook his hand with his claw. “What about your other friends?”

She introduced the others, and Aroth introduced his comrades. The burly elf was his second-in-command while the woman from before was next in line. The veteran’s name was Telen while the female elf went by Vela.

“It’s good to meet you.” Aroth nodded at the idiot. “General Argus said you wanted to talk to me.”

The idiot nodded. “I have a plan that should make all of our lives easier. I’ll explain it to you and your officers, but there are several places I need to check first.”

“That’s fine. Where do you need to go?”

As Aroth led them down one of the passageways to view key areas for the idiot’s plan, the younger elf asked her a question. “How strong is the rest of your group? They feel strong, but until I see them in action, it’s hard to be sure.”

Avraniel cackled. “I’m responsible for the most property damage, but they can hold their own. Together, we’ve taken down multiple imperial naval bases, fought off gigantic, city-crushing monsters, and broken someone out of the most secure prison in the world. The twerp is young, but she already has more raw magical power than you do. The idiot is a Grand Necromancer. As for the old man, don’t be fooled. I’ve never seen anyone better with a blade. The people eater is an ancient vampire, and the paper pusher might be hopeless in a fight, but there’s nobody better at carrying things. As for the dwarf, he’s damn good at making golems. And don’t get me started on the rats. Crazy, little bastards are worth their weight in gold. Spot and Chomp are great too. That goes without saying. Stabby is new, but she’ll hold her own.”

“It sounds as if you’re walking around with an army,” Aroth said. “And you actually like them too.”

“They’re not awful.” Avraniel smirked. “We do a lot of cloak and dagger crap – the idiot and people eater are smart that way, and so are the rats – but we know how to throw down. If you need a base blown up or a whole lot of people dead, we can get it done. You know those huge armies of goblins that have been hassling the dwarves in the Broken Mountains?”

“I’ve heard of them. They’ve been plaguing the dwarves for centuries. There have been rumours about them being on the backfoot, but that seems unlikely given how many there –”

“We dealt with them.” Avraniel cackled at his flabbergasted expression. “Think mountains of dead goblins piled up. There was a lot of other crap to deal with too, but, yeah, if they’re not all dead yet, they soon will be.” She wasn’t going to tell him about the evil cosmic fungi since they were supposed to keep that a secret, but she was happy to tell him about the goblins. Those had been fun fights. The gas had killed plenty, but there had still been lots of them to blast. It had been wonderfully therapeutic. Evil bastards got what they deserved, and it wasn’t every day that she got to kill people she disliked and get feted, feasted, and showered in treasure for it. “We must have killed…” She glanced back at the idiot. “How many goblins do you think we killed?”

“I don’t have any exact figures, but it was tens and tens of thousands. The majority of the goblins in the Broken Mountains died while we were there, and the dwarves have been mopping up the rest since they no longer have the numbers to put up a decent fight. They should all be dead in the next few years, sooner if the dwarves can force them out of hiding to fight.”

Aroth chuckled. “That’s good to hear.”

“Damn straight, vampire. Trust me, by the time we’re done here, the biggest problem the spider people will have is deciding what to do with all the bodies. Even if they taste good, I doubt Spot can eat them all.”

The dragon bared his teeth as his stomach gave a low, ominous rumble. I can try.


Chapter Twenty

Timmy bit back a smile. It was oddly reassuring to see that the spider people were not above petty squabbling when confronted by a dire situation. There had long been rumours that the spider people operated according to a hive mind. Timmy had not given much credit to those rumours – the records and historical accounts he’d read suggested otherwise. That said, it was entirely possible that there were groups of spider people that did make use of a hive mind. After all, each kingdom of spider people was different. There could be kingdoms where the link between the queen and her subjects was much stronger than between Arachne and her people.

In Arachne’s case, the queen definitely had a link that let her communicate with her subjects. However, that link did not grant her absolute control over them. Instead, her subjects retained their individuality, albeit with a deeply ingrained loyalty toward her and the kingdom. Allowing them to keep their individuality had allowed her subjects to innovate and improve in a way that would have been difficult for a true hive mind.

Personally, Timmy preferred that approach. He’d dealt with species that were true hive minds. Their ability to operate in unison made them truly formidable foes. However, it also meant that any flaws in their thinking could be devastating since there was really only one decision maker. Moreover, true hive minds could often be crippled by attacking the hive directly. Reducing the number of bodies involved frequently reduced the hive mind’s overall intelligence, leading to what he liked to call a stupidity spiral.

In essence, if a hive mind was composed of a large number of bodies, each of which acted as part of the hive mind’s communal brain, then a single bad defeat could lead to the loss of many bodies. The loss of many bodies would then result in the hive mind becoming stupider, which would in turn lead to more defeats and fewer and fewer bodies until the hive mind achieved terminal levels of stupidity. He’d seen it several times when fighting against invasive species of fungus-controlled giant insects. Those campaigns had not been easy, but winning a single decisive battle had frequently resulted in a stupidity spiral that allowed him to snowball his advantage into total victory in record time.

It was also easier to talk to people when they were individuals and not merely extensions of a massive distributed intelligence.

It turned out that, much like humans, arachnoids who had made mistakes were eager to make up for those previous failures. Nobody – human or arachnoid – enjoyed being demoted, but almost everybody enjoyed being promoted.

Some surprisingly swift backroom dealing had resulted in General Argus being removed from his post. Arachne had not been pleased to do that, but so many of her generals had complained that she’d been left with little choice. She could try to enforce her will upon them, but she needed them at their best. They could not do what was required if she had to hollow their minds out to force compliance – assuming she even could.

General Dergon had been promoted, and he had no intention of following Timmy’s plan. The spider man saw Timmy’s plan, which made heavy use of deception and trickery, as cowardly and weak. Timmy had been hard pressed not to laugh. He hadn’t expected to run into a stereotypical knight in a place like this. For all his faults – Argus had been badly outgeneralled so far – Argus was ultimately a pragmatist. If what they’d been doing wasn’t working, then they needed to try something else. His biggest fault was his lack of creativity. He knew they needed to try something else, but he had no idea of what that something else was. Having spoken to Argus and discussed his plan with him, Timmy viewed the spider man as a skilled conventional general who would not have struggled so badly if his opponent hadn’t completely dissected the traditional tactics and strategies that the spider people had come to rely on. In a typical war against typical opponents, Argus would have done well. Unfortunately, the leader of the mole people was not a typical opponent, and he had no intention of fighting a typical war.

Timmy’s review of the campaign thus far suggested an overreliance on defence that made heavy use of extensive fortifications coupled with the evacuation of outlying settlements and outposts to minimise the effectiveness of raids and ambushes. It was a heavily conservative style that yielded initiative and positioning in favour of a solid defensive posture. Argus had demonstrated a similarly blunt approach on the occasions he had chosen to attack. He preferred to advance in a straightforward manner, forcing the enemy to give battle and then adopting a defensive position to wear them down before pressing forward again when the opportunity presented itself. He was also deeply reluctant to split his forces, and he leaned heavily on war beasts to serve as focal points for both his offence and defence. It wasn’t the most imaginative approach, but Timmy could understand why he used it. Those tactics and strategies had proven themselves over millennia of warfare against other spider people and various underground factions.

But the commander of the mole people – the mole emperor – was cut from a different cloth. However else he may have failed, Argus had not tried to disguise his defeats. Instead, he had chronicled them in as much detail as he could manage.

The mole emperor was a highly dynamic commander in both a strategic and tactical sense. His use of combined arms that utilised magic, siege weaponry, and the various troops at the mole people’s disposal was outstanding, as was his ability to split his forces effectively and pressure the spider people from multiple fronts while cutting off reinforcements and isolating the spider people’s defensive bastions. By applying constant pressure across multiple locations with daring raids and lightning-fast assaults whenever the kingdom’s defences wavered, the mole emperor had made a mockery of the spider people’s defences. The spider people had lost one defensive position after another, culminating in a near-total collapse of their defensive line and the exposure of their capital after a series of running battles had turned close losses into complete routs. In battle, the mole emperor appeared to have a sixth sense for momentum. He knew when to pull his forces back and when to strike and shatter the morale and formations of the spider people.

Timmy would not have wanted to face him unprepared. The mole emperor was clearly a skilled general, and morale amongst the mole people must be sky high after their victories. However, he felt that he had a good grasp of the mole emperor’s character and tendencies. Just as importantly, the mole emperor knew nothing about Timmy and how he preferred to fight. His plan might only work once, but Timmy only needed it to work once because if it worked, he could end the war with a single decisive battle.

Thanks to the stalwart efforts of the spider people who had lost battle after battle but whose determination had never wavered, Timmy had more than a dozen battles’ worth of information. He was reasonably confident that his plan would work. The mole emperor might – maybe – know who Avraniel was, but he had no way of knowing that she was present. The mole emperor was even less likely to know anything about the rest of them. Timmy’s plan was good for one victory. The tricky part was making sure that it was a victory decisive enough to end the war.

Unfortunately, General Dergon had no intention of going along with Timmy’s plan. The arachnoid had instead argued that Argus was simply not trying hard enough. The tactics and strategies of the spider people had worked for millennia. If they had failed, it was only due to Argus’s incompetence. General Dergon was confident that under his leadership, those same tactics and strategies would succeed. Timmy had been prepared to appeal to Queen Arachne, but General Argus had informed him of a quicker solution.

“General Dergon is a loyal servant of the kingdom,” Argus said. “But he is limited in his thinking, more so than me.” His claws clacked together. “I have been trained in the ways of our people since I hatched. My previous successes and age made me set in our ways. This is not always a bad thing, but our opponent has demonstrated a talent for defeating our traditional methods. Winning twenty wars in the past means little if we lose this war. I do not know what must be done, but I do know that more of the same will not work.”

“We have a saying about that. Only a fool tries the same thing multiple times while expecting a different outcome.”

“A wise saying, and part of why your plan intrigued me. The mole people have grown adept at defeating our traditional methods. Your plan is radically different from what a spider person would do, and it turns their understanding of our weaknesses into a strength. It is cunning in a way that we have not needed to be in a long, long time.”

Timmy could understand that. People were often products of their situations although choice was always important. There were plenty of people who grew up in awful situations who didn’t become awful people. It was hard to blame Argus for fighting the way he had when that style had brought him so much success in the past.

In a cruel way, the spider people’s more peaceful nature was working against them. They might skirmish now and then, but Queen Arachne had told him that wars of this scale, rather than raids or probing attacks, had grown increasingly rare since the confederation’s formation. Everton, however, fought major wars on a semi-regular basis, and it employed many generals. Beating one general meant beating one style, but different generals tended to have different styles. Military subjects were also compulsory at the Academy. The future leaders of the nation were expected to be well versed in tactics and strategy due to the lingering threat of the empire and its allies.

It was why the dwarves had offered to support Everton again, now that the goblins were on the backfoot, but on the condition they were used primarily in defensive roles. They had spent centuries fighting an almost purely defensive war. They simply weren’t equipped or trained for the sort of offensive actions that Everton often made use of. The dwarves were right to avoid charging headlong into the enemy when they were so much better at defending an entrenched position.

“General Dergon is proud of our people and our history. He believes I failed only because I did not apply the traditional methods properly. Unfortunately, my failures combined with our distrust of outsiders allowed him to gather the support required to oust me.”

“Was it really that simple?” Timmy had spent most of his time with the queen and others favourable toward his plan, as well as surveying the area to make sure it was properly prepared.

“You are an outsider. Few would dare gainsay the queen while she is present, but in private…”

“I see.” Solidarity in public but conflict in private? Not the worst approach although Timmy would have preferred to face his detractors more directly. They weren’t exactly blessed with a lot of time. “I know her power is not truly absolute, but I had hoped her word would be sufficient.”

“She has birthed several princesses recently,” Argus said. His expression turned grim. “They would not normally be in the capital, but they have been recalled here for their own safety.”

“Ah.” Without a queen, the kingdom would swiftly fall into ruin since only she could birth the full range of spider people required for a prosperous kingdom. But as queens grew older and stronger, they birthed princesses. These princesses would be given settlements of their own to manage, reducing the possibility of conflict. However, with the mole people on the rampage, those princesses and their supporters had been recalled to the capital. That meant there were now viable alternatives to Arachne’s reign. Timmy sighed. He’d been hoping to avoid arachnoid politics due to his lack of familiarity with the subject, but there was no avoiding it now. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be dragged into a coup. “That’s not good.”

“It is not.” Argus’s arachnoid features twisted into what Timmy had come to recognise as a scowl. Like the other military-oriented spider people, his humanoid upper half was only vaguely humanoid. Instead, it was shaped for battle. His arms were bigger, thicker, and covered in natural armour. Similar to Zegrus, his larger pair of arms ended in claws. His head was also closer to a spider’s, complete with fangs. “But there is an easy way to deal with this.”

“I’m all ears.”

“General Dergon adheres to tradition. You are far smaller and weaker than him from a physical standpoint. Challenge him to a duel. If you can defeat him, his own pride and belief in tradition will compel him to follow your plan. Moreover, we have claimed that you and your companions are here at the queen’s behest. The senior generals know the truth, but it has been a useful deception amongst the rank and file. If you triumph, it will only strengthen her position. Why follow one of her daughters when she was able to secure the aid of such powerful individuals from outside our kingdom? Her daughters are young compared to her. They lack her knowledge of the outside world.”

“Does it have to be me?” Timmy wasn’t keen on fighting a giant spider person who could easily rip him in half, but he’d do it if he had to. He’d fought far worse things in his life. However, he’d prefer to let Amanda, Avraniel, or Old Man fight in his place. They’d have a much easier time of it than him.

“Yes. You are the leader of your group, and you devised the plan. It must be you. Anything else would be viewed as weakness.” Argus nodded sternly. “General Dergon might refuse a challenge from another member of your group, but he would not dare to refuse one from you.”

“Wonderful.” Timmy could have gotten angry, but he didn’t. There was no point. This was simply something he had to do, and the energy he spent getting angry could be better spent planning a way to win. “I guess I know what I’ll be doing today. Is there any advice you can give me?”

Argus gave the arachnoid equivalent of a grin. “Excellent. I sense no fear in you. General Dergon was recently wounded in battle against the mole people. The injuries were healed to the best of our ability, but foul sorcery was used to inflict them. He hides it well, but he still favours moving to his right, as well as thrusting attacks over vertical or horizontal attacks. No one would blame him for stepping aside until the injury heals, but he has refused. It is the pride of youth, I believe.”

Timmy rubbed his chin. “That is actually very helpful. Thank you.”

“It is the least that I can do.” General Argus brandished the massive lance he carried. “Now, let us spar. I do not fight in exactly the same way as General Dergon, but I can give you some idea of what to expect.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

And that was how, the very next day, Timmy found himself stripped to the waist and standing opposite a twenty-feet-tall spider man who looked like a cross between a spider, a rock golem, and a lobster. Dergon wasn’t wearing any armour either since it was, apparently, considered cheating. However, that mattered far less for him than for Timmy. All Timmy had to defend himself was skin. Dergon had a hardened chitin carapace.

Vicky would have found this absolutely hilarious, as would James, although their mirth would have stemmed from very different causes. Vicky would have teased him about his knack for getting into trouble while James would be cheering the arachnoid on. That bastard. Vicky would also be hard-pressed not to wade into battle herself. A fight against an arachnoid general? That was not an opportunity she would easily pass up.

In the interests of fairness, Timmy was allowed to use his shovel although the use of external magic was banned. However, internal magic that affected only himself – such as the magic used by warriors to reinforce their bodies – was allowed. What a strange rule. What was a normal mage supposed to do in this situation? Die, probably. Supposedly the rule was in place because Dergon had the right to choose the terms of the battle since he was the one who’d been challenged. Timmy assumed it was to prevent warriors and mages challenging each other recklessly since a warrior would obviously ban external magic while a mage would ban internal magic.

In Everton, magic of both types was generally allowed in honour duels since so many people relied upon them. It seemed foolish to have a duel in which a swordsman could fight freely but a siege mage wasn’t allowed to remodel the landscape. The main exception was when both combatants agreed to the terms, so it wasn’t unusual for warriors to ban forms of magic other than the kind used to reinforce their bodies. He could still remember the last time some fool had challenged Vicky to that kind of battle. He hadn’t stood a chance, and he would have died fairly horrifically within the first several seconds if Vicky had taken his challenge seriously. As it was, he’d spent a solid week eating through a straw. It turned out that pissing off not only Vicky but also all of the other healers before a duel was a terrible idea.

Timmy stretched to make sure he was nice and limber. It wasn’t a question of age, so much as old injuries. Even if an injury was properly healed, it was important to remind himself of that fact, lest his mind begin to question it. For example, it wasn’t unusual for people who had lost limbs in battle to still move those limbs gingerly after they’d been fully restored. Despite how quickly injuries could be healed, it could take time for someone’s mind to adjust to the restoration and to trust their body fully again.

“So if I win, you’ll go along with the plan, right?” Timmy asked.

Dergon gave a low rumble. It hurt Timmy’s neck to look up at him, but making eye contact was important in these situations. Thankfully, Dergon had a main pair of eyes. Otherwise, it would have been hard to know where to look when he had so many. “If you win, human, then I will gladly go along with your plan.” He stomped the floor. “But you will not win!”

The queen, who was overseeing the duel, raised her arms into the air and then brought them down sharply. “Begin!”

Timmy had fought a few spider people over the years, either as zombies or as mercenaries. They had to have been outcasts, and their size and appearance made it hard for them to earn a living doing anything else. None of those battles had been easy, but he’d been younger and less experienced then. His shovels had been less durable too, and if there was one thing Timmy did after a tough fight, it was find ways to do better next time.

Even if he no longer had any spider people zombies – he’d only ever been able to get a few corpses over the years, and they’d all been destroyed one way or another – he’d learned a lot from losing the ones he’d made. He knew more about how to kill them or disable them than anyone outside of a spider person or a specialist in arachnoid anatomy. His sparring session against Argus had allowed him to refine his ideas further. Despite his failings as a commander, the general was a terrifyingly skilled combatant, and he had given Timmy plenty of advice on how best to fight Dergon.

Dergon charged, but Timmy was already moving. Spider people had outstanding speed and manoeuvrability for their size, but Dergon was still a massive person who’d put his all into a full-blooded charge. Despite his arachnoid agility, it would not be easy for him to alter his trajectory. Timmy dove and then rolled to get further away as he dodged Dergon’s legs and thrusting halberd by mere inches. Old Man had given Timmy advice on how best to deal with the weapon, and Timmy had paid close attention. He’d faced halberdiers before, but Old Man had likely forgotten more about armed combat than Timmy had ever learned. A halberd could thrust, slash, and grapple. Yet if he could get close enough, it would become more like a staff, albeit a staff wielded by someone many times larger and stronger than him.

As Timmy got to his feet, Dergon was already wheeling around for another charge. Yet his movements were slower than expected as he fought his own momentum. Argus was right. Dergon had chosen to turn to his right despite that taking longer than turning to his left would have. Timmy lunged and threw himself into a strike that jammed the blade of his shovel into one of the joints of Dergon’s legs. The shovel bit deep, and the spider man stumbled. But Dergon had four legs. Wounding one would not stop him, but it might lessen the speed and force of his charge.

Timmy grinned and beckoned Dergon forward. In a drawn-out fight, the difference in their physical abilities would become more and more important. Timmy needed Dergon to overcommit while he still had the strength and stamina to capitalise on his mistakes. His taunt worked, and Dergon clacked his claws together and charged again.

Timmy was reminded of the biggest mistake that people made when fighting giant arachnids. Their legs were vulnerable, but they were also tough and covered in dense layers of chitin. Strikes had to be aimed at the joints, and they had to hit in a specific way, or they were basically worthless. In that regard, Timmy’s knowledge of arachnoid anatomy was key, and the shape of his shovel actually made it better than a sword.

Dergon was inhumanly fast, and only Timmy’s regular spars against Old Man, Amanda, and Avraniel, combined with his sparring session against Argus, allowed him to react in time. Yet it was years of dealing with Katie’s shadows that truly saved his life. People often lost track of a spider person’s limbs since they had eight of them, but every single one of them could be deadly. A stray hit from a leg could easily shatter ribs while being stabbed by a leg could lead to instant death. Timmy was no stranger to attacks from different directions since Katie frequently attacked with multiple shadowy limbs at the same time. He dodged through the storm of blows and struck again, aiming for a different leg. The shovel struck cleanly, and Timmy threw himself back to avoid a hasty swing of the halberd. Dergon grimaced, and the halberd was slow to return to a guard position.

The arachnoid was badly hampered now. The weight and speed of his charge had allowed Timmy’s blow to land with more force than he could ever have mustered on his own. Rather than wait for another charge, Timmy advanced. Dergon would not be baited again. He had to seize the initiative while the general was still surprised by the sudden turn of events. This was likely the first time that anyone so small had given him trouble in single combat. From what Argus had told him, the mole people attacked them in groups, three or four mole people at a time working together to bring down the larger spider people. If Dergon had been more cautious, or if he had opted to fight more slowly and methodically, he could easily have whittled Timmy down using his weapon’s superior reach. Instead, he had attacked recklessly, assuming that he could win swiftly and decisively. That was fine. Timmy was happy to be underestimated if it made winning easier.

The halberd stabbed forward, and Timmy was forced to parry. The sheer force behind the blow was insane, but Timmy had fought inhumanly strong opponents before. The key was to avoid getting into a contest of strength. His parry sent the weapon over his shoulder, and rather than aim for another leg, Timmy rolled forward – under Dergon. It was not a safe place to be. Unlike a labourer or a merchant, the general’s underbelly was heavily armoured. He immediately dropped and tried to crush Timmy under his bulk, but Timmy had been expecting that. He threw himself to the side and went after the two legs he hadn’t wounded yet.

By the time he retreated, Dergon was barely able to stand. His eyes blazed with fury, and Timmy kept his distance. Even now, badly hobbled, the spider man could easily kill him if he landed a clean hit.

“You doubt my plan,” Timmy said.

Dergon growled. “I do. Our traditions have worked for millennia. Our kingdom has never fallen. We must put our trust in them. They have seen us through many crises. They will see us through this war too.”

“Is that so?” Timmy circled, and Dergon struggled to keep up. One leg gave way, and he collapsed onto his side. “General Argus is not perfect, but he is a good leader. He followed your traditions to the letter – and he was beaten.” Timmy moved until he could poke the spider man in the back. It was an obvious ‘killing’ blow. “Do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that you should abandon your traditions forever. They have served you well. But they are not suited for your current opponent. I’m certain that the mole emperor has studied your people’s ways extensively, and he has used each battle to refine his understanding. He has crafted his entire approach to countering your traditions. If you keep doing what you’ve been doing, you will lose – and your traditions will be lost forever.” Timmy softened his tone. “All traditions have to start somewhere. My plan isn’t about getting rid of the traditions you cherish – it’s about adding a few new ones.”

Dergon stilled.

“You are a soldier. How many weapons can you use?”

The arachnoid drew himself up as best he could. “I can use more than a dozen.”

“Do you always use the same weapon to fight, or do you choose your weapon based on the circumstances?” Timmy had him thinking now. He just needed him to take the extra mental step.

Dergon sagged. He understood. “I see.”

“You favour the halberd, but using a different weapon does not mean you have to abandon it. You may simply be facing an opponent that the halberd fares poorly against. Tactics and strategies are the same as tools. You pick the best ones for the job.”

Timmy spotted what he suspected was the arachnoid equivalent of a wry smile on Argus’s face. “Katie,” he said, startling his apprentice. He should make his point now while all the senior generals, including those who disagreed with him were being forced to listen. “You are facing an opponent who is in a tactically and strategically superior position. Their troops are skilled, well trained, and highly motivated. They also have outstanding leadership at the highest level, but the officers below the leader are less capable. What do you do?”

Katie understood what he was getting at immediately. “A decapitation strike. If the main reason they’re winning is their leadership, then removing it is a priority. However, that may not be possible. Many leaders will not commit themselves to the frontlines unless absolutely necessary. But if you cannot reach the leader, then you must either get them to come to you or create a situation that negates the effects of their leadership.”

“Let me explain my plan again,” Timmy said to Dergon. “Now that you’re in a mood to listen. Your people’s reliance on a well-honed set of tactics and strategies is something the mole emperor has taken ruthless advantage of. He has clearly studied your people and developed ways to counter your preferred forms of fighting, which is why my plan will work.”

“Go on…”

The plan was relatively simple in principle but complicated in execution. They would perform a series of feigned retreats from the tunnels and fortifications leading to the capital. Given the mole people’s earlier success and growing momentum, it was entirely plausible that the spider people’s defensive line would collapse in the face of a renewed offensive. Putting the generals in visible positions and having them lead the retreats would add further credence since the spider people typically fought in a very straightforward way. To Argus’s knowledge, they had never feigned any retreats against the mole people. Instead, they had held their positions with stolid determination until being forced back. The mole people had no reason to suspect deception and every reason to believe that their ‘success’ would be genuine.

They would retreat all the way to the capital and make it seem as if they were preparing for a final stand. If Timmy had read the mole emperor right, he would seize the opportunity to end the war in a single, decisive battle, overwhelming the retreating arachnoid forces and assaulting the capital before it could fully prepare for a siege. They could even encourage the mole emperor to attack by concealing their true numbers and allowing the mole people to overrun several defensive positions.

As he explained the trap in further detail, a vicious gleam entered the wounded general’s eyes.

“Call for the healers,” Dergon boomed before his gaze shifted to Timmy. A cold light filled his eyes. “I will go along with your plan… and I look forward to the cries of lamentation our enemies will make when the trap is sprung.”

* * *

Daerin had been a smith before he became a golem maker. However, reaching the heights of both fields required a deep understanding of alchemy. But what was alchemy? He had often pondered that question as a young dwarf, uncertain of how best to pursue his goals and help his people. Dwarves were not predisposed to matters of philosophy. They preferred practicality, things they could touch, and make, and use.

The best definition he had found came from an ancient elvish philosopher. It rankled that an elf – of all people – had come up with the definition, but he wasn’t so petty that he would deny him credit. All folk, be they dwarves, elves, humans, or others, deserved credit for the work they did. To do otherwise was to go against dwarven honour, and Daerin was first and foremost a proud dwarf.

Alchemy was the study of transformation, not merely of matter but also of energy. In many ways it was the intersection of the mundane fields of chemistry and physics with magic. It was therefore essential for every aspiring smith or golem maker. Understanding alchemy meant being able to craft better materials and utilise more advanced crafting techniques. It also meant being able to better harness both the mundane and magical energies and forces of the world to suit his needs.

And amongst those energies was electricity.

Most called it lightning, for it was lightning that they were most familiar with. Who had not seen it during a storm or witnessed its terrible aftermath on the battlefield? Lightning was difficult to control, and its awesome power was better suited to destruction than creation. But, like all things, it was about moderation. Just as a forge that burned too hot could ruin a piece of metalwork, so too did lightning destroy because its power was allowed to rage out of control. Minute currents of lightning were different. Properly controlled and kept to manageable levels, they could be used to power devices and carry out tasks. Electroplating – or lightning plating as it was more commonly called – was one such technique. It used electricity and the innate properties of various metals to easily plate objects in metal. Of course, electricity or chained lightning was not widely used. Magical energy was far more common since it could power many different types of devices and perform all sorts of tasks. However, a cunning person took advantage of every opportunity they could.

It did not surprise him that Timmy was well versed in the behaviour of lightning and electricity. The necromancer had a bizarrely wide array of knowledge, and he was incredibly skilled at putting it to work. What he had asked Daerin and the spider people to do was pivotal to their plan. The mole people were vulnerable to lightning magic, so why not use lightning magic against them?

The answer was simple. They were underground, so they couldn’t call on the power of the skies for aid. Moreover, they lacked a truly powerful lightning mage. But Timmy had never been one to back down from a challenge. They might not have a truly powerful lightning mage, but they did have a way to produce a tremendous amount of lightning. However, even that wouldn’t be enough. Natural lightning was loath to spread. It would generally take the easiest path. Magical lightning was a little better, but there was a reason area-of-effect lightning magic was considered rare.

That was where runes and seals came in. And although Timmy could never have made the equipment necessary himself, he wasn’t working alone. He had an entire kingdom of spider people to call upon, and he and Daerin were there to supervise them. The dwarf smirked. He couldn’t wait to see what happened when the mole people stumbled headlong into Timmy’s trap. If nothing else, it would provide a very, very clear demonstration of what lightning could do in the right hands.

“All right!” Daerin boomed to the arachnoid craftsmen and mages working alongside him. “We don’t have a lot of time! As we dwarves are fond of saying, we can rest when we’re dead! For now, we work!”

* * *

Aroth was not surprised that the next time he fought alongside Avraniel, it involved more craziness. That was simply how the older elf was. What did surprise him was how well she got along with her group and the fact that the crazy plan wasn’t hers. Oh, sure, she threw insults, glares, and scowls, but there was no real heat to them. It was playful, not unlike how a wolf might tooth its fellows without ever actually biting down.

For example, Avraniel was happy to call the short, blonde girl with glasses a twerp, but whenever the girl wasn’t looking there was a sort of… fondness in her gaze. It reminded him of how Avraniel had occasionally looked at him when she thought he wasn’t paying attention, back when they’d been rescuing his sister and the others. Of course, it was no surprise to see her doting on Spot. She called the dragon her son, and although he never thought he’d see someone dote on a dragon, he wasn’t going to complain. It was strangely adorable to watch Avraniel ask the little – or not so little – harbinger of fiery death if he wanted more breakfast or if he wanted to take a nap. She was a lot more… herself around her companions, less guarded and far less prickly. He was happy for her. She’d seemed lonely the last time they’d seen each other, but not anymore. After all the good she’d done for him and his sister, he wished her whatever happiness she could find.

“Are you sure this will work?” one of his men asked.

“It will.” Aroth nodded firmly. “Just remember to play your part. We have to wait for the frontline to collapse and for the general to call a retreat before we flee. Try to look panicked too.”

Timmy’s original plan had called for a series of staggered retreats that preserved as many lives as possible, but the queen had argued that they could make their retreat more convincing by taking more casualties. No elf would ever have made that suggestion, and most humans would have baulked at it. But the spider people were different. To give their lives for their queen and kingdom was the highest possible honour. Timmy had sighed and suggested they only do it if they could find volunteers. Naturally, they had been swarmed by spider people eager to give their lives to maximise the plan’s chances of success. It was equal parts inspiring and unnerving.

Elves, for all their high-minded talk and noble ideals, would never have been so eager to give their lives away.

It was a clear example of the differences between spider people and them. Most spider people had a sense of individuality, but almost all of them were birthed by the queen or her daughters. They instinctively saw themselves as part of something bigger, and their society relentlessly reinforced the idea that there was no greater honour than to give their lives – whether in service or in battle – to the kingdom and its queen.

Dark elves did not reproduce quickly and were often fiercely individualistic. Commanding warriors to sacrifice themselves was a great way to cause a mutiny, and the loss of even a single dark elf was deeply mourned. For the spider people, it was a simple question of math. Could the sacrifice of a few save the many? To those who gave up their lives, that was the only question that mattered. They knew that the queen would have little trouble replacing them if they could defeat the mole people. Moreover, those who gave their lives for the kingdom would be remembered, their names and occupations inscribed upon the monuments that stood sentry over the holy places of the kingdom. For a labourer or a common soldier, it was the closest to immortality they would ever get.

“Come on.” Aroth headed down the tunnel. “It’s time to play our part.” The charade would be more convincing if the mercenaries fled too. It was widely known that mercenaries treasured their lives. After all, what use was gold if they weren’t alive to spend it. “But take care of yourselves. I don’t want anybody dying now.” They would leave that to the volunteers.

The series of running battles that followed was grim. The spider people staged retreat after retreat in the face of the advancing mole people. Rather than the organised retreats they were known for, these were ragged affairs with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of casualties. One of the generals went so far as to give his life to strengthen the ruse. He had been old for an arachnoid, close to the end of his days, and he had spoken eloquently of his desire to give his life in the most effective way possible, rather than simply wasting away. It was madness, yet it made the deception so much more believable.

“Come on!” Aroth shouted to the others. “We are leaving!”

He waited just long enough to ensure the others were all following – thank the gods, none of them had taken any serious wounds – and then fled down the passageway. Behind them, seemingly endless ranks of mole people washed over the spider people who had stayed behind to cover their retreat. Individually, the spider people were larger and stronger, but the mole people’s teeth and claws could pierce their carapaces and armour, and they fought together with deadly precision.

Aroth murmured a prayer for the fallen spider people. When the day came for him to meet his end, he could only hope he’d meet it with the same valour. Naturally, he also hoped that end would be many years from now, and that it came with him as an old elf in a warm bed, surrounded by friends and family and not on a bloody battlefield deep within the earth at the claws and teeth of mole people.

It was a scene that was repeated over and over again. They would turn to fight the mole people only to flee as the mole people pressed forward with inexorable ferocity. It wasn’t long before they found themselves near the capital again with the mole people in hot pursuit. The mole people must be eager to end the war, and their morale would be sky high after driving the spider people back in such disarray.

“They can smell victory,” Vela muttered. “They’ll probably march as close as they can, get a good night’s sleep, and then try to finish this.”

Aroth nodded grimly. He hated running although he knew it was necessary. Even without the plan, holding their ground against so many mole people who were so well led would have been impossible. There must be truth to the rumours that the mole people who had attacked the dark elves had only been a portion of their forces. If this many had attacked his people, they would have been eradicated long before he’d met Avraniel.

It made him curious about politics amongst the mole people. Had the mole emperor at the time not considered them worth the effort? Or had the mole people only been recently unified from several disparate forces? For all he knew, there might be multiple mole empires, with the force that attacked his people being completely unrelated to the force besieging the spider people.

In the end, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the mole people had seemingly gathered all of their strength for a final decisive assault on the capital. As Timmy had said, the mole emperor was no coward. If there was an opportunity to end the war in a single battle, then he’d take it. And with the way the spider people had fled before his forces, who could blame him or his troops for being eager to launch an all-out assault?

“Have you received word from elsewhere? How are the other parts of the kingdom faring?” Aroth asked.

Vela turned to fire an arrow over her shoulder. Her decay magic swirled around the projectile, and the mole man she’d struck in the head fell to the ground. However, his thick, magic-resistant hide allowed him to survive for almost ten seconds before he finally succumbed. It was a chilling reminder of their durability. A human would have been reduced to a desiccated husk in a quarter of that time. It was also a reminder of how absurdly powerful Avraniel was since she could slay hundreds of them at a time with her flames.

“The generals have been staging retreats all over the kingdom. The casualties have been high, but they are still within the range the spider people deem acceptable.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe they got so many volunteers.”

“They’re not like us.” Aroth jammed a dagger into the wall of the passageway. The carefully crafted explosive seal on the hilt detonated several seconds later, filling the corridor behind them with fire and shrapnel. It would buy them half a minute at best. “I doubt there’s a spider person alive who wouldn’t give up their life for the kingdom if necessary. This might be their last chance too. If this plan fails, they’re all dead, so letting more of them die to ensure it succeeds is logical, albeit in a cruel sort of way.”

“Then we’d better hope it works.” Vela shuddered. “Because if it doesn’t, I doubt we’ll be able to escape either.”

“It’ll work,” Aroth said. “And if it doesn’t, I’m sure Avraniel can blast a tunnel out of the mountain for us to escape through.”

* * *

Timmy stood atop the walls of the capital, watching and waiting as the mole people’s forces advanced. Despite all of the hand-to-hand fighting he’d done over the years, this was where he belonged. He was a skilled fighter, but he was an exceptional commander. In large-scale engagements, his ability to multitask and sense the entire battlefield through his zombies gave him a tremendous advantage. Combined with his tactical, strategic, and logistical acumen, there were very, very few people who could match him as a general. He didn’t win every battle he fought, but he never lost twice in the same way or to a strategy he’d seen before. In the coming battle, he would have a powerful information advantage. He had studied all of the mole emperor’s battles against the spider people, but the mole emperor knew nothing about him. Timmy’s plan would only work once. The mole emperor was too skilled for it to work again. But if the plan succeeded, there would be no need to use it again.

Rather than unleash his zombies, he had opted to leave the majority of them stored away in Gerald’s magic. They would get their chance to shine, but he wanted to encourage an attack on the city, not scare off the mole people. The only zombies he had out were some small fliers and stealth zombies to give him eyes across the entire battlefield. If they were detected, they weren’t nearly powerful enough to curb the mole people’s enthusiasm. With victory so close, even a skilled leader like the mole emperor would be hard pressed to restrain his people’s lust for battle. The spider people were renowned for their stalwart defences, but those defences had been cracked. To the mole people, this was not the time for caution. It was the time to strike.

Mole people poured into the cavern from multiple tunnels. They had spent the past several days crushing the spider people in a series of running battles that had left the capital completely exposed. They had to be feeling confident, and the stealth zombies he’d left behind to observe the tunnels had noted their numbers, morale, and equipment. The mole emperor had done well to keep them in the right mindset, eager for battle but not so eager they assumed victory was a given.

From what Timmy had been able to glean from the spider people and a few dead mole people he’d turned into zombies, the mole people were semi-nomadic. They wandered endlessly through the vast, labyrinthine tunnels and caverns that filled the bowels of the world. They would emerge from time to time to claim resources and territory before eventually moving on. Were they being chased by something? Possibly, and that was a worrying thought, but Timmy had other concerns right now. Later, perhaps when the war with the empire was done, he’d send zombies into the deepest tunnels. If there was something down there, he wanted to know about it before it became a problem.

The spider people had positioned themselves on the walls, but the bulk of their forces remained hidden within the city. The mole people had done nothing but win since the war began, so the spider people wanted to present as weak a front as possible. Even the city’s barrier had been weakened to invite an attack. Several of the generals had suggested deactivating it completely, but Timmy had counselled against that. The complete absence of a barrier would worry the mole emperor. In contrast, a weaker barrier, one that suggested a lack of resources or personnel to maintain it, would invite an attack.

General Argus – who had regained his old position – stood beside him. “Is it time?”

“Yes.” Timmy nodded crisply. “We don’t want them to think too hard. We need them to commit to an attack before they realise this is a trap. The mole emperor is smart. I wouldn’t put it past him to sense something is off if he has more time.”

“Understood.”

The general growled a command into the communication sphere imbedded in his armour. The spider people clinging onto the ceiling of the cavern and perched in specially built openings in the buildings on the roof of the cavern began to attack. Rather than bows, they opted to use a combination of magic, spears, and simple rocks. As an earth mage, Timmy was particularly fond of the rocks. Sadly, the spider people had yet to realise that any problem – regardless of size – could be solved with a rock. It was simply a matter of finding a sufficiently large rock.

The mole people didn’t panic. Instead, they appeared to have been waiting for the attack, and they responded with practiced ease. The mole emperor – a mole man more than twice the size of his fellows and covered in finely crafted magical armour – roared. Banners were raised, drums were beaten, and orders were issued. Magic flared to life over the mole people to weather the worst of the attacks before a second set of orders had the mole people retaliating with a withering barrage of magical projectiles. Bolts of flame, shards of ice, chunks of rock, and myriad other attacks smashed into the ceiling.

“Their coordination is impressive,” Timmy said. The decision to use magic to retaliate was correct. Their mundane weaponry was unlikely to reach the ceiling due to how high it was. “They must have worked hard to reach this level.”

“They are disciplined.” Argus’s expression remained calm, even as scores of spider people fell before the barrage. The weakened barrier only covered the core of the city, and several buildings broke loose from the roof of the cavern and toppled to the ground. “Shall we commence the next stage?”

“Proceed. Either they’ll begin their attack after this, or they’ll reconsider and retreat to a safe distance to plan their next move.”

The spider people on the walls of the city began to fire off magic, accompanied by mundane projectiles. Rather than the magical cannons favoured on the surface, the spider people preferred to make use of what were essentially giant magical staves. The staves lacked the raw power and range of magical cannons, but they made up for it in versatility and the ability to spread their fire across a larger area.

Once again, the mole people used their magic to ward off the attacks before replying in kind. Based on the way the mole people had arranged their mages around several large obelisk-like objects that had been lashed onto the backs of war beasts, they were using those constructs to amplify their defensive magic and spread it evenly across the breadth of their forces. Hopefully, Timmy would be able to get his hands on one of those later.

The withering return fire from the mole people scoured the walls, and Timmy was glad that the wall he and Argus were on was further back and protected by powerful defensive magic. Those less fortunate were either killed outright or sent flying as the destructive force of the mole people’s magic wrought havoc.

There was a brief pause. The mole emperor must be considering his next move. He could either continue the assault or ease back, settling for a siege instead. They needed him to choose the former, and they had sacrificed their troops to push him in that direction. He didn’t disappoint them. The mole emperor roared again, and once more, banners were raised, drums were sounded, and the army parted ranks to let their war beasts advance.

Timmy chuckled as Katie made an excited sound. His apprentice was nearby, hidden by her shadows. The giant mongooses leading the charge were truly impressive. Each was perhaps forty-five feet long, and he could tell at once that they would have no trouble scaling the walls and clearing them of defenders. Behind them were equally huge meerkats, giant rats, oversized gophers, and a pair of colossal aardvarks. Timmy had heard about those aardvarks, but he’d never seen one before, not alive, anyway. To his knowledge, they were only found on a continent across the sea. Since he doubted the mole people had a functional navy, either there were tunnels linking each continent, or there was a population of giant aardvarks living underground.

His eyes narrowed. All of these animals were excellent diggers. If Timmy had to guess, the mole emperor would use siege weaponry to weaken the walls before sending the giant animals in to clear them of defenders and tear gaps that he and his army could advance through. They could then proceed into the city and bombard the faltering barrier directly. Rather than trying to besiege the part of the city that was on the ceiling from below, they would likely attack it from above once they had secured the city below to ensure the spider people had no way to retreat. It would take them time to dig through the dense rock above the city, but once they took the rest of the kingdom, there would be nowhere for the spider people to go. The mole people could also try bringing the roof of the cavern down with magic, but that would be extremely risky. They could just as easily crush themselves as the spider people. Besides, if the mole emperor intended to settle his people here, then destroying the cavern would be the last thing on his mind.

“Brace for impact,” Timmy warned. “Katie, make sure all of your charms are active.”

“They are. How about you, master?”

“Of course. I enjoy living.”

Argus chuckled. “I too enjoy living, so let us hope your plan works. Otherwise, we are all going to die here.”

Timmy’s lips curled. “I wouldn’t have put it quite like that.”

The mole people’s siege weaponry rolled forward. The majority of weapons were cannons that reminded him of cruder versions of the weapons favoured by the dwarves. Had the mole people taken them from dwarves they’d defeated, or was it simply a matter of function dictating form? There were, after all, only so many ways to build a cannon that wouldn’t explode when it fired. He was sure Daerin would want a closer look. If the mole people had taken them from dwarves, then it meant there might be a group of dwarves out there that Daerin didn’t know about since none of the dwarves he knew had reported problems with mole people. Mages came forward with the cannons, both to defend them and to add their own firepower to the coming barrage.

“Extend the barrier,” Argus boomed. “Defend the walls.”

As weak as the barrier was, it would have been extremely suspicious if they didn’t even try to defend the walls with it.

A sensation almost like an icy wind sweeping past filled the air as the city’s barrier mages extended the barrier to protect the walls. A moment later, there was a series of dull thumps from the mole people’s siege weaponry before the barrier lit up from dozens of impacts. Interesting. Those cannons weren’t shooting magic. Instead, they were using magic to propel bits of rock or metal at the walls. The dwarves and the ninja rats had both developed similar weapons, except they used explosives to propel the projectiles. It was a promising area of research although magical cannons boasted greater power, accuracy, and range. However, mundane cannons that used explosives had one important advantage – they didn’t need magic to operate. In situations where magic was scarce – either through a lack of ambient or stored magic or a lack of powerful mages – that could make all the difference. Along with the mundane projectiles, spells crackled into the barrier, detonating in florid bursts of magical energy. It was an impressive display of firepower, and Timmy used his stealth zombies to observe the mole people closely as they reloaded their cannons. They knew what they were doing. Each cannon had a dedicated crew, and each crew moved with the easy swiftness of experience.

The barrier began to flicker, ghostly spider webs of violet and sapphire light spreading through the air around them.

“Are you ready to let the barrier crack?” Timmy asked Argus.

The general nodded. “Our preparations are complete. We can proceed.”

They retreated to a safer position as the city’s barrier mages further reduced the barrier’s power. Another barrage from the mole people had the barrier on its last legs. Great cracks of blue and purple spiralled out from each impact, and Timmy heard Katie wince as the barrier shattered. A cheer went up from the mole people, and it wasn’t long before the beleaguered outer walls of the city began to break beneath the continued assault. The mole emperor raised his hands into the air, and horns rang out as the drums beat a frantic rhythm. The mole people stomped and chanted, the cavern shaking as their war beasts advanced.

“Are they all in here?” Timmy asked Katie.

Now that they were further back, she was no longer concealing herself. Instead, she stood beside him, brows furrowed as she reached out to her zombies. “As far as I can tell, roughly ninety-five percent of the mole people’s forces are inside the cavern now. It might even be as high as ninety-seven percent.”

Argus growled. “They truly mean to end this today. Those outside have likely been posted there to ensure we cannot flee.”

Timmy grinned. “He’s a ruthless fellow, this mole emperor, but that ruthlessness is going to cost him.”

The mole emperor had undoubtedly studied the spider people intently to be so successful. He would know that under normal circumstances, they would never retreat this far unless they had no choice. Moreover, their queen was here. They would defend her to the death. There was no reason for him to hold back. His best move was to strike now and utterly crush them before they could rally reinforcements or repair their barrier. In that respect, calling on his whole army made sense. There were more than a hundred thousand mole people here. There would be no subjugation, only extermination.

Timmy raised a communication sphere. “Gerald, it’s your time to shine.”

* * *

Gerald had been terrified when Timmy had explained his part of the plan. He had never enjoyed being the centre of attention, and knowing that so much was riding on him was enough to make his stomach churn. But as much as his stomach ached, he knew that letting down his friends would feel worse.

Timmy had never once asked him to do something that was impossible. If Timmy asked him to do something, then it meant it could be done. All Gerald had to do was stay sharp, pay attention, and follow orders. Everything would be fine. He would be fine. Maybe. Possibly. Hopefully.

“Are you sure it’s time?” Gerald asked.

“Absolutely,” Timmy replied. “You already know what to do. You’ve practiced it. You’ll be fine.” To minimise the risk of their communications being intercepted., their communication spheres were set to only send and receive sound. Sending and receiving images too would have used more magic and increased the chances of being noticed. However, Gerald had no problems picturing Timmy smiling as he spoke his next words. “I trust you, Gerald. Now, go out there and show them why everybody should be scared of bureaucrats.”

Gerald took a deep breath. His back straightened, and his hands stopped shaking. It was funny how big a difference a few words could make. Timmy was one of the two most dependable people he’d ever met, and his words reminded Gerald of something the Supreme Cleric had said to him not long after they’d met. If Gerald couldn’t believe in himself, then he should believe in her – and she believed in him. Her judgement was impeccable, and she was telling him that he could do whatever he set his mind to. Coming from someone else, the words might have come across as mere sophistry, but the Supreme Cleric had meant every word. He could tell.

He turned to the slender spider woman beside him. Iras was a weaver – and the fastest and nimblest climber the spider people had. “It’s time.”

Iras’s eyes gleamed, and she loomed over him. “Your eyes have changed, bureaucrat. I see courage in them now.”

“I’m still a coward,” Gerald said. “But even a coward can be brave when he knows the plan is going to work.” He climbed onto her back and strapped himself into the harness they’d prepared. Several ninja rats strapped themselves on too. They had one job: conceal Gerald and Iras for as long as possible. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Then let us not delay any longer. Hold on, bureaucrat.” The rats squeaked, and the arachnoid chuckled. She found them amusing. Apparently, the kingdom was devoid of rats. The cold kept normal rats from getting anywhere near the kingdom, and any that managed to find their way into the mountains rarely lasted long. The many arthropods the spider people kept as livestock, war beasts, and helpers found them far too tasty. “And you too, rodents.”

Gerald braced himself as Iras swiftly made her way to an exit. The building was up on the roof of the cavern, so he could see the entire battlefield below them. The mole people’s war beasts had moved into position, ready to charge forward and sweep the walls clear of defenders. Other spider people emerged from buildings nearby. Their task was to draw the mole people’s attention and reduce the odds of anyone noticing Gerald, Iras, and the ninja rats.

Despite its usefulness, Gerald knew perfectly well that the ninja rats’ invisibility wasn’t perfect. It could be pierced by sufficiently strong scrying and detection magic, and it was far less effective in areas that suppressed concealment magic. It was also far easier to conceal a rat than an arachnoid of Iras’s size. If they were spotted, they would be in an awful lot of trouble. At best, the charms Gerald carried might buy them a few extra seconds in the face of all the firepower that would be pointed in their direction.

“Relax,” Iras murmured. Her voice was a silken hiss. “The others will do their part. We need only focus on doing ours.”

The other spider people burst into motion. They scurried across the ceiling and took up positions that would allow them to attack the flanks of the mole people from above. The mole emperor’s response was swift and decisive. The mole people’s defensive magic shifted to better protect their flanks, and their mages unleashed withering volleys of magic to scour the roof of the cavern. As dead and wounded spider people dropped from the ceiling, Iras stepped into the open, hidden from view by the rats’ magic.

“Here we go. Do what you must, bureaucrat.”

Rather than try to flank the mole people, Iras carried Gerald directly over the mole people’s army. She moved with incredible speed, combining her natural agility with ropes made of ultra-thin silk.

“Now!” Iras growled. “We are in position. Drop the first pylon!”

“Right!” Gerald wanted to throw up – and not from nervousness. Outside of flying, he’d never moved so fast in his life, to say nothing about being upside down the entire time. There was no way he could keep track of his position, but he didn’t have to. Iras knew exactly where they were, and if she said they were in position, then they were in position.

He reached into his magic and let the first of the pylons drop. The pylon was a massive construct – a slab of metal covered in runes and seals. Timmy, Daerin, and the spider people had worked tirelessly to get it ready in time for the assault. The pylon plummeted toward the mole people, and the symbols etched onto its surface lit up as it crashed through their defensive magic.

The mole emperor didn’t panic. Instead, he bellowed instructions, and his forces swiftly split to avoid being crushed by the pylon, which was more than a hundred feet tall. It was a stunning display of competence, and scrying and detection magic raced up to blanket the area where the pylon had first appeared. However, Iras and Gerald were no longer there.

“The second pylon!” Iras cried as she sprinted across the ceiling. “Quickly!” Gerald dropped the pylon. “Now, the third!” Another pylon followed, and then another and another.

Again, the mole emperor didn’t panic, and it was a testament to both the discipline of his troops and the faith they had in his orders, that they managed to avoid the pylons and remain in formation. After the eighth pylon had dropped, the mole people stared upward, wondering when the next pylon would fall. When no other pylons appeared, cheers rang out. The mole people were naturally wary of the pylons, but their confidence returned as the glowing symbols on each pylon faded. Clearly, this was a desperate gamble on the part of the spider people, and thanks to their excellent discipline and leadership, the gamble had failed.

They were right about it being a gamble – but they were very wrong about it failing.

“Gerald,” Timmy’s voice came through the communication sphere. “Take out the zombie thunder salamander and get as far away as you can. I’ll do the rest.”

Gerald yanked the zombie thunder salamander out of storage, and the massive zombie hung in the air for a moment before the harness they’d fitted onto it fired grappling hooks up into the roof of the cavern to hold it aloft. It made for a ludicrous sight, and Gerald could only imagine what the mole people were thinking.

“Get us out of here,” Gerald said to Iras. “The further, the better.”

“You did well. The rest can be left to others now.”

The truth was that the pylons were not designed to attack the mole people. Their size, combined with their ability to cut through the mole people’s defensive magic was certainly menacing. However, they were never going to kill all the mole people by dropping the pylons on them.

What the mole people didn’t know – and what they were about to find out – was that the runes and seals they’d seen so far weren’t the true danger. No. The true danger was the runes and seals that were only now flaring to life.

According to the spider people, the mole people were weak to electricity. Timmy had confirmed that by running tests of his own on corpses and captured mole people. The problem was that lightning magic wasn’t great for area-of-effect attacks. Instead, it excelled at dealing massive amounts of damage to single targets. That was why lightning mages were often tasked with eliminating key targets rather than attacking large numbers of weaker opponents. That was a task better left to fire mages. That wasn’t to say that lightning magic couldn’t be used to attack large groups, but it was rarely the best option.

Even a zombie thunder salamander enhanced with all the necromantic power that Timmy, a Grand Necromancer, could muster would never have been able to attack all of the mole people at the same time. That was where the pylons came in. Each pylon was designed to absorb lightning magic – and then amplify it while radiating it outward, essentially creating a field of lightning around itself. Gerald was no expert in the behaviour of electricity or runes and seals, so he had asked Timmy why this sort of tactic wasn’t seen more often.

The answer was simple. Even with the help of the pylons, the amount of lightning magic required to blanket the battlefield was enormous, far beyond what any normal lightning mage was capable of. There were likely only a handful of people in the world with the power to pull it off. Moreover, lightning magic disliked being spread evenly, which meant the pylons had to make use of incredibly complex and delicate runes and seals. In addition, the pylons themselves were made of an alloy whose cost was… exorbitant, to put it mildly. To make matters worse, the pylons were unlikely to make it through the battle. The sheer amount of lightning magic involved, along with the runes and seals, would see each pylon either explode or crumble away.

In essence, they were throwing huge piles of money away to make lightning do what they wanted. It was a tactic so insanely expensive that only a kingdom on the verge of annihilation would ever have approved it. Moreover, actually making the pylons in time had required commandeering every capable craftsman, expert, and artisan they could find.

“Are you clear?” Timmy asked.

Gerald dragged in a rapid breath. “I don’t know. Iras?”

“We are clear,” Iras boomed. “Strike true, necromancer.”

“Don’t worry. I will. Just sit back and enjoy the show.”

The zombie thunder salamander’s scales lit up, and its eyes glowed an unearthly blue. Magic crystals filled with lightning magic were imbedded all along its body. For days now, Timmy had been having the zombie thunder salamander empty its lightning magic into those crystals, all so it could wield more power than normal for a few short moments. The zombie gave a ponderous groan and called upon all of its magic and all the magic inside the crystals. Lightning enveloped its form, and every hair on Gerald’s body stood on end despite the distance Iras had put between them. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, and the zombie’s groan turned into a gurgle. Timmy was pushing the zombie far beyond its limits. The only reason it hadn’t exploded or turned to ash was because of all the necromantic magic he was pumping into it.

Thrashing in its harness, the zombie thunder salamander pointed all of that power – the power of a storm and then some – at the eight pylons.

There was a flash of light followed by the loudest thunder Gerald had ever heard. The whole cavern shook, and Gerald clung onto Iras. The pylons lit up, and for a split-second, a wave of raging, devastating lightning enveloped the battlefield.

ZAP.

* * *

Avraniel could barely breathe, she was laughing so hard.

“I can’t believe that actually worked.” She wheezed. “The idiot is a damn genius.”

The idiot’s plan had worked almost perfectly. The mole bastards hadn’t realised the danger until it was too late, and now they were paying the price. Instead of trying to hit them all with bolts of lightning from the thunder salamander – an impossible task – the idiot had used the pylons to transform the zombie’s lightning into a wave of electricity that had momentarily covered the battlefield.

It hadn’t been easy. By overloading the zombie thunder salamander so badly, the idiot had reduced the creature to a smouldering wreck that hung limply in its specially made harness. Damn. He’d probably have to dunk it into another pit full of hydra parts to fix it up. But that was fine. The zombie had done its part.

She was now watching upward of a hundred thousand mole people convulse like puppets on strings – except the puppeteer was clearly having a seizure. Some of them were smoking, their bodies burning from within as the lightning raged through them. It was hilarious. Her brows furrowed. She’d have to check on the idiot later. He’d used a lot of power to let the zombie thunder salamander do its thing. Unlike her, his reserves weren’t practically bottomless. He should be fine. He wasn’t suicidal, and the twerp was with him. He could chug down a bunch of potions. He’d feel like crap later, but he’d live.

She wasn’t sure how many of the mole people were dead, but plenty of them had fallen down and weren’t moving. Oh wait. They’d started to twitch. Never mind. They were weak to lightning, but it wasn’t as if they were completely helpless against it. Still, it would take a while for the shock to wear off, and once they could move, they wouldn’t be able to move properly. She and the others would have plenty of time to do their thing –

BOOM.

She blinked. Huh. The pylons were exploding. Imagine that. Shards of metal flew through the air, impaling mole people and scattering their ranks.

“Now!” the idiot shouted through a communication sphere. “Avraniel, attack!”

She didn’t have to be told twice. She was up in a tower that gave her a perfect view of the battlefield, and she dragged herself back to her feet. It was time to stop laughing and time to get to work. She raised the Bow of the Sun. What she needed now was heat – the kind of heat that could melt through anything, the kind that could kill the mole emperor in a single shot despite all the fancy armour and charms he was wearing. It was a pity. His armour would have fetched an excellent price, and those charms would have looked really nice on Chomp. However, they needed him dead, and they needed him dead right now, before he could rally his troops and regain control of the situation.

With the vast majority of the mole people stunned and in disarray, this was their best chance to kill him. He and several of his senior officers had not been as badly affected by the attack thanks to their own powers and their defensive equipment. However, they were no longer focused on their surroundings. Instead, they were trying to get the rest of the mole people back onto their feet and into some semblance of order. Already, spider people were beginning to form up. Every soldier they could muster, every mage, every arachnoid who could fight – all had been called into service for this moment.

Avraniel smirked. They weren’t bad for a bunch of overgrown spiders. She aimed, and her magic flared – and then a beam of pure heat struck the mole emperor square in the head. In the wake of her impossibly fast projectile, there were seven distinct flashes of light – the remnants of the defensive barriers created by his armour and charms. Not bad, but not nearly enough. That beam had the power to pierce through the barrier of a damn dreadnought and blow a hole right through it. The mole emperor’s chances of surviving it were precisely zero.

The mole emperor died without ever realising he was under attack, and the beam turned into an explosion, reducing him and everyone around him to less than ash. The sheer heat of the attack created a shockwave of thunder as the super-heated air left in its wake exploded outward. Mole people were tossed aside. Those closest were incinerated whilst those further away were reduced to burnt, bloody pulps.

Avraniel smirked. The matron had scolded her the first time she’d discovered she could make thunder with her flames. She’d deserved it too. It had been the middle of the night. Nowadays, she rarely bothered. Thunder could be intimidating, but so was reducing her enemies to ash.

The explosion was still rippling outward when Avraniel fired her next shot, followed by another and another. She was aiming for the officers and the mages – anyone who could either rally the mole people or muster a proper defence. She was soon joined by what remained of the spider people’s siege weaponry, projectile weapons, and mages. It wasn’t the most orderly display, but the point was to kill as many of the mole people as possible and sow chaos in their ranks. If the idiot and the arachnoids’ earth mages had done their part right, the tunnels leading into the cavern should be sealed shut. The mole people would have to fight and win if they wanted to leave, but that seemed less and less likely with each passing moment. The spider people were in high spirits. This was their chance to strike down their enemies after losing so many battles.

At her side, Spot whined and thumped the floor with his tail. When can I go and fight? He beat his wings, and his tail wagged adorably. How cute. Her son wanted to go out and murder their enemies. Don’t kill them all! Leave some for me!

“Don’t worry,” she said. The mole people were in terrible shape now. Their leaders and mages were dead or dying, and the spider people were closing in. “You’re about to be very busy.”

* * *

“We’ve set the table for you as best we can,” Timmy said. “Are you ready to take the field?”

General Argus’s entire body shook with excitement. The plan had worked. The enemy were largely leaderless and in total disarray. He would never have a better chance than this. “Yes!” He brandished his claws and weapons. “All forces, prepare to advance! We finish this today!”

Timmy spoke to Gerald. “Get yourself back to the city, Gerald. Once you’re on the walls, start taking out zombies. Big ones first and then follow up with the smaller ones. After that… you might want to head into the city. I doubt you want to watch what happens next, and I can call you when it’s over.”

Timmy could hear the bureaucrat gulp. “Ah. Right. Of course.”

Timmy watched Argus charge off to lead his troops and then sagged against the wall behind him. He had a splitting headache from using so much magic on the zombie thunder salamander. Without him reinforcing its body with his magic, it would never have been able to handle so much power. Despite the damage it had suffered, he was fairly confident he could salvage it, which was fortunate since he had no idea when he’d be able to get another.

He took out a handful of potions and chugged them down. Magic replenishment potions always tasted dreadful. It was similar to chewing on hot metal. Spot might have found that pleasant, but he was a dragon. Timmy was not. He grimaced and took a sip of water to wash the taste out of his mouth. He could feel a headache building, but that was fine. He could find somewhere quiet to pass out later. Right now, he needed magic.

“Stay here with me,” he said to Katie. “There’s no need to risk yourself out there. We can control our zombies from here.”

She settled beside him with a dubious expression before making a bed out of shadows for him to slump onto. Ah, what a loyal apprentice he had. “You shouldn’t have pushed yourself so hard.”

“This was our best shot at winning. I had to make the most of it.” Timmy gestured vaguely in the direction of the battlefield. His eyes were closed, but he could see through the eyes of his zombies. “It’s a lot easier to heal after winning and living than it is after losing and dying.”

“True.” He heard her wince as she observed the details of the battle through their zombies. The spider people were tearing into the mole people as their monstrous zombies waded into the fray to devastating effect. More projectiles from Avraniel and the spider people rained down on the mole people as they struggled to muster their own magic or coordinate. It was a side effect of lightning magic, one which was often overlooked due to how fatal lightning magic usually was. Lightning magic could not only disrupt people’s ability to move or think but also their ability to use magic. It took great power, discipline, or tolerance to pain to push through. “This is going to be a massacre, isn’t it?”

“Yes. The mole people never offered quarter, so I doubt the spider people will.”

She sighed. “I guess that means more corpses for us.”

“I did ask them to keep the corpses in decent condition if possible, especially the war beasts, but they’ve gotten quite excited.” Timmy watched through the eyes of a zombie as General Argus grabbed one of the few surviving senior officers amongst the mole people and ripped him limb from limb. “We might not get as many corpses as we’d hoped.”

Despite outnumbering them – and that was changing as Timmy’s zombies poured onto the battlefield – the mole people were in no condition to fight back. Most of their leaders were dead, and they were struggling to overcome the lingering effects of the lightning. They were under constant bombardment too, with spider people on the ceiling firing conventional projectiles or using magic to heave chunks of stone down on them. With the tunnels sealed behind them, and their mages in no condition to break through, the mole people had nowhere to go. This was going to be a truly decisive battle – just not in the way the mole people had anticipated.

A roar shook the air, and Timmy smiled as Spot took wing. The dragon sounded larger than he already was, and Timmy wondered how he’d sound when he was all grown up. Demolition rats were riding on Spot’s back, and they gleefully dropped explosives into the panicked ranks of mole people as Spot bathed the battlefield in flame. The mole people were finished. It was now simply a matter of how long they could hold on and how many useable corpses he and Katie would get out of the battle. Hopefully, Spot wouldn’t get too hungry and eat all of the war beasts. The dragon had been especially hopeful about having a giant meerkat for lunch.

Despite the casualties they’d be inflicting today, Timmy knew this couldn’t be all the mole people. As far as he could tell, almost all of the mole people here were male. That meant their women and children were elsewhere, and they must have left troops back to defend them. However, this army was undoubtedly the bulk of their military might.

Victory here would allow the spider people to reclaim their territory and track down the mole people’s settlements. They should be able to force the mole people out of the mountains and back into whatever tunnels or caverns they had come from.

The spider people would need to develop better tactics and strategies if the mole people returned, but losses of this scale would take the mole people a very long time to recover from. Based on what he’d learned of the mole people’s society and physiology, it would be centuries before they could again pose a serious threat to the spider people. The prospect of future battles should also make it easier for Timmy to secure stronger diplomatic ties.

There was no way the spider people would be willing to enter the war against the Eternal Empire directly. However, they might be willing to cut them better deals on war materials. Moreover, Queen Arachne would likely be more amenable to a proper alliance once she started seeing the benefits of forming closer ties with Everton.

Closer ties with Everton would mean more trade, and more trade meant increased prosperity and access to a broader selection of goods, expertise, technology, and magic. Working with Everton would also give her a chance to secure territory for her daughters, which would be wise if their ambitions continued to grow. He could think of several locations that would serve as good buffer zones with the empire that were ideal for spider people but not suitable for humans.

His head pounded, and he took another sip of water. He had a lot to think about, and it was hard with all the screaming coming from the mole people.

* * *

Spot skipped across the battlefield. The battle was over, and the spider people were roaming around to make sure all the mole people were dead. It was a good idea. There had been bad goblins who pretended to be dead, so they could ambush the dwarves once they let their guard down. The mole people might try the same thing. He wasn’t worried about himself. The mole people couldn’t hide from his keen senses or his astral sight. He knew if they were dead or not. It was other people he was worried about.

The others were helping too. The twerp had joined in when the battle was nearly over, and she’d eaten some mole people with her shadows. It was strange to watch, and her shadows acted as if they were alive and hungry. However, the bodies just disappeared although her shadows could spit out shadow copies of what they’d eaten. He wondered if her shadows got hungry if they hadn’t eaten for a while, and whether they got stronger or weaker when they were hungry. Most importantly, she didn’t eat too many mole people with her shadows. There were plenty left for him.

His brows furrowed. The twerp’s magic had changed a lot recently. Was that normal? Maybe. His mother said that people’s magic often did weird things when they were young. It was similar to how Spot didn’t look like a proper dragon yet. His wings and head were still a bit too big, and his tail was still a bit too short. But that was changing. More and more, he was looking like he should, and he’d noticed that although his wings had originally appeared kind of tattered, they were now sleeker, sharper, and more refined. He was happy to see his reflection each day and know that he was growing into a proper dragon. Maybe that was what the twerp’s magic was doing. Her shadows felt more solid, and they were definitely stronger and quicker than before. He hoped they didn’t get any hungrier. Otherwise, he’d have to start worrying about his food.

Spot had asked the spider people to save mole people corpses for him. He’d eaten plenty of them during the fight, and they had tasted great. He wasn’t sure how they’d taste once they were properly cooked and seasoned, but he was eager to find out. If only they were back in Mercatia. He bet Luca, the chef, could make something amazingly tasty out of mole people!

Not everybody wanted to eat the mole people. The twerp and the others all said they were too smart for them to eat. Spot didn’t know what being smart had to do with anything. He’d eaten plenty of smart people. The only thing that mattered was if someone was his prey or his enemy. If they were, then as long as he didn’t need them alive, he was happy to eat them. Of course, since he was a good dragon, he didn’t just go around eating people. He usually asked if it was okay first unless somebody did something stupid. For example, if somebody tried to hurt Tabitha, he wouldn’t bother asking for permission. He’d eat them right away.

It wouldn’t do to eat somebody they needed, and not all of their enemies were truly bad people who deserved to be eaten. Some were being forced to do bad things by people who were stronger than them. That was why Spot usually checked with the others first. He was getting smarter every day, but he had a long way to go. The idiot always knew who deserved to be eaten. Oh well. If nobody wanted to eat the mole people, that meant more for him. His only real competition was the spider people. They were already discussing proper ways to prepare the mole people. Hmm… he’d have to try their cooking. There was no harm in trying something new, and he might even enjoy it. Yes. It would be truly foolish to rule out the possibility of tasty food without trying it first.

Stabby – the girl with the sword – had asked him how the mole people tasted. She hadn’t wanted to eat them, but she’d been curious. It was akin to how Spot was curious about how different vegetables tasted to Little Spot although he didn’t want to eat any. To Spot, the mole people tasted similar to pork although they were tougher, not that it mattered. Spot was a dragon. His teeth could tear through rock and metal with ease. The mole people had strong fur and tough flesh, but they couldn’t stand up to his teeth. He only cared because it might affect others who tried eating them.

If the twerp wanted to eat a mole person, they’d have to tenderise the meat and cook it properly. Otherwise, her jaw would hurt from all the chewing. Personally, Spot thought the mole people would go nicely with apple vinegar after being properly smoked. He almost drooled at the thought. They should be able to do that with all the stuff the paper pusher had stored away. But what kind of wood should they use to smoke them? Maple would be nice, but what about hickory? Or did the spider people have special wood that wasn’t available on the surface? If so, they should try that too.

Nearby one of the mole people was still alive. He was doing his best to play dead, but Spot could see his soul and hear his heartbeat. He walked over and brought his claw down to cave in his chest. As the mole man screamed and went limp, Spot took a bite out of him and began to chew. Now that he thought about it, the mole people weren’t all the same colour. According to the idiot, it was related to the minerals they ate. Could that explain why certain mole people tasted different? Hmm… this mole man definitely had more silver in him than the others Spot had eaten. It must have been high-quality silver too since the taste was clear and pleasant. He’d have to find mole people who’d eaten gold or platinum. He was sure they’d be extra tasty.

When Spot had first met Stabby, he hadn’t liked her. She’d thrown swords at him and tried to chop him with her big sword. But the idiot had beaten her up, and Old Man had too, and she’d ended up joining them. He’d kept a close eye on her, just in case she turned out to be evil, but the others were smart. He doubted she’d be able to trick all of them – but if she did, he’d be ready and waiting… plus, he was sure her big sword would be tasty. It definitely smelled nice.

She’d turned out to be a good person. She was teaching the twerp and the paper pusher about her language, and Spot was learning too. It was strange since he could read her thoughts, but the idiot had said that learning a language normally instead of relying solely on telepathy was good practice. Besides, what would Spot do if he had to communicate with a golem or creature that lacked a proper mind? His telepathy might not work then. And what if he had to learn a language, but the person he was trying to learn from had a fragile mind? He didn’t want to accidentally hurt them.

It was fun too. He’d never noticed it, but learning a language the normal way meant he could hear her words but not understand what they meant. That didn’t normally happen to him because he could listen to people’s thoughts and their words at the same time. Doing things the normal way was harder but fun. It became a game, similar to a puzzle. If he needed to, he could always listen to her thoughts to check if he was understanding her correctly. He could also check if she couldn’t find the right word in their language. That was another interesting thing. Different languages not only had different words for things but there were also cases where one language had a word for something but another language didn’t.

Of course, although he could learn to understand words, that didn’t mean he could say them himself. It was frustrating, but the idiot had explained that dragons usually didn’t speak with their mouths since they could find it hard to make the correct sounds. Instead, when they could be bothered to speak, they used telepathy. A lot of the time, dragons didn’t speak to other people. They ate them.

Perhaps with practice, Spot could learn to speak normally. It was possible. The idiot had never heard a dragon speak normally, but the people eater had. It might be similar to how his hands were changing. His hands were getting better and better at holding things, so maybe dragons got better at speaking normally as they got older. He could also try using magic to speak. Fire could make sounds, and his mother could make thunder with her flame. Could his fire speak for him if he learned to control it properly? Hmm… that was a good idea. He’d have to practice with his mother. Her control was better than his. Together, they could work it out.

Stabby had also joined his lessons with the twerp, and she was learning how to read and write their language. He could tell she was nervous, and he didn’t blame her. Reading wasn’t always easy. When he’d first started, all the letters had been weird squiggles, but he’d worked hard. Now, he could read, but he didn’t know all the words yet, and he was a lot slower than the twerp. But practicing made him happy. He got better each time, and he enjoyed the stories they read.

The twerp had explained it to him. The world was a big, big place. Nobody, not even a dragon, could hope to see and experience everything. But people wrote about the world and their experiences. If he could read, then he could see and experience more of the world, including things he’d never seen himself. It wouldn’t be the same as going everywhere himself, but it was better than nothing. Every book was another world, and he wanted to explore all of them. The idea of there being whole other worlds out there was exciting, and the thought of being locked out of those worlds made him sad. He wanted to read. He wanted to learn and experience everything he could. Why should he only collect treasure? He was a dragon. His ambitions should be large. He could add knowledge, wisdom, and experiences to his hoard too!

Stabby tried to hide how she felt, but he could feel how happy reading made her. When it came to her own language, Spot had noticed she couldn’t read it as easily as the twerp could read their language. He’d wanted to ask about it, but she always got so sad when she made a mistake.

Did she have a problem with reading? She might. She seemed smart when it came to everything else. Was it an old injury that had never healed properly, or was it similar to how people were often better with one hand than the other? The twerp had told him to leave it and that Stabby would tell him about it if she wanted to. Spot had started to like Stabby. She took lessons with him, taught him things, and made tasty food for him. She had even fought beside him. She had lots of interesting stories to tell too. If she had a problem, then they should help her, right? She was part of the group now, wasn’t she?

When he’d said that, the twerp had patted him on the head and told him he was very kind. That made him smile. He was a good dragon, and good dragons were kind to their friends. She and the paper pusher were already trying to help Stabby, so he’d leave it to them. He was young, but he already understood that people had their own strengths and weaknesses. Rather than getting in the way – like the time he’d tried to help the paper pusher organise his paperwork – he would let them handle it.

As he continued to munch on the mole man, Spot’s thoughts turned to the battle. As he’d gotten older and bigger, his thoughts had grown quicker and clearer. His mother’s order to pay attention when the idiot explained things like the plan made more and more sense. Spot was a dragon. One day, he’d be so big and strong that he could only lose if someone tricked him or outsmarted him. The idiot was really tricky and smart. Spot needed to keep learning from him, so that when he grew up, nobody could beat him.

He also found planning interesting. The spider people had lost battle after battle fighting the same way – but those methods had worked for centuries. Doing things differently had let them win this battle easily, and very few of the spider people had died while almost all of the mole people had been killed. The mole people left alive were the ones they’d captured to interrogate later.

The idiot had explained it well. It was all about knowing their own strengths and weaknesses – and the strengths and weaknesses of their enemies. It was also important to know how the enemy leaders thought. If the idiot knew all of that, he could manipulate battles to go the way he wanted and beat people a lot stronger than him. Spot admired that. Flying in and burning everything was fun, but watching the mole people fall into their trap had been exciting too. They’d won, and it had felt so easy. Tough battles were fine. They helped him grow stronger. But if Spot had to protect people, then he wanted those battles to be easy. What was the point of fighting to protect people if they got hurt or killed during the fighting?

“How do they taste?” Spot glanced up. It was the people eater, and she was wearing new clothes. Spot chuffed and nudged her with his head, careful to keep his bloody jaws from touching her clothes. She gave him a flat stare. Even without using her telepathy, she knew what he was thinking. Well, he wasn’t going to tease her like his mother did. She could be pretty scary when she glared, but it was funny how she always ruined her clothes when they fought. “They do not taste particularly good or bad to me although I suppose that is to be expected. Their blood is not foul. Instead, I would say that it is rather bland.” She shrugged, and blood rose from the corpses nearby to form a wall of blades around her before collapsing into several spheres that spun through the air around her in lazy but intricate orbits. “However, I can still use their blood perfectly well for weaponry.”

Similar to pork. Spot watched as the paper pusher made his way across the battlefield with the idiot and the twerp. They were turning mole people into zombies and then having the paper pusher put them away. They were also gathering the corpses of war beasts. Spot had never eaten a giant meerkat before, and regular meerkats were too small to bother with. They had said he could have one. It didn’t matter if it was mangled. He was interested in how it tasted, and they needed the intact ones to turn into zombies. If it was delicious, he might ask for another. He was a dragon, after all, and a dragon’s stomach was never full for long.

I still think beef tastes better, but the mole people taste good. I haven’t eaten any cooked yet. They might taste better once they’re cooked. Spot pitied dragons who only ate their meat raw or roasted with their fire. Raw meat was nice, as was meat roasted with his flame, and there was a certain pleasure that could only be experienced in eating something he’d killed right after he’d killed it. It was difficult to explain to the others. They weren’t dragons. The blood, the battle, the fury – all added to the flavour.

However, meat cooked with herbs, spices, and other seasonings could taste amazing. Most dragons didn’t get to eat such nice food because they were mean and nobody wanted to cook for them. What a waste. His mother had told him to always be nice to the cooks. As she’d said, pissing off the people who handled their food was a great way to get poisoned, not that Spot would be easy to poison. He was part corruption dragon.

“There were certainly a lot of them.” The people eater sighed, and several spheres of blood raced outward and turned into spears. Like him, she could easily tell which mole people were truly dead and which were faking. “According to the spider people, this should be the vast majority of their fighting strength. The remainder should be manageable.” Her eyes gleamed crimson. “In a single battle, we eradicated the mole people as a fighting force, along with most of their leadership. The mole emperor must have successors, but I doubt they will be as proficient as he is. Even if they are, they have very little to work with.” Her lips curled. “Children rarely live up to their illustrious parents although part of that is simple regression to the mean. At the very least, the spider people will be able to reclaim their territory, drive out the mole people, and rebuild.”

Is the war over? Spot didn’t know a lot about how wars were fought despite fighting in one. It was still difficult for him to consider the situation beyond whatever battle he was in, but he was beginning to grasp the differences between tactics and strategy. His mother had told him not to worry. He was young. He would grow and learn, and he had many good friends and teachers to help him.

“For now. Regardless of what the spider people do, the casualties the mole people took will set them back for centuries. Timmy has also been talking to their generals. There are steps they can take that will make it a lot harder for this to happen again.”

What now? Spot glanced over to where his mother was examining the loot they’d gathered with Chomp standing guard. His eyes widened, and he trotted toward her. Some of the loot looked really shiny and important. He’d have to examine it carefully. If they were going to divide the loot, then he needed to stake his claim before all the best stuff got taken.

“With the mole people out of the way, we should be able to get what we need. There are bound to be stragglers, but I am certain the spider people can handle them.”

Spot smiled. More food for me!


Chapter Twenty-One

“It was nice seeing you again.” Aroth grinned. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think you killed more people this time than the last time we met.”

Avraniel snickered. She hadn’t been keeping count, but he was probably right. “They were asking for it.” Her gaze skimmed over him and the other dark elves. They were all packed and ready to move. “They’re sending you back out?”

The spider people were a pragmatic bunch. They had held a feast the day after the battle after scouring the area for stragglers before getting right back to work. They were clearing their tunnels of mole people and sending troops out to secure the most important routes and sites. Aroth and his group had been asked to search the fringes of their territory for mole people settlements.

It shouldn’t take them long to find them. She’d seen him and the other dark elves in action, and they weren’t half bad. Sure, she could still kick their asses, but she could kick almost anyone’s ass with minimal effort. More importantly, they moved quickly and were skilled at tracking. Thanks to a bit of interrogation – of both living and dead mole people – they had a decent idea of where the mole people’s settlements were. It was likely the remaining mole people had already fled, but she was betting Aroth and the other dark elves would be able to pick up their trail.

As for her and the others, the spider people had something they wanted to show them as thanks for helping them. It was supposed to be closely connected to the materials they wanted, but the queen insisted on keeping it a secret. Avraniel scowled. She hated cloak and dagger crap, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d met royalty who spoke plainly. Oh well. As royalty went, Queen Arachne wasn’t too bad.

“Yes. They want us to track down the remaining mole people. If we’re lucky, they won’t have gotten too far.”

“You mean if the mole people are stupid.”

“You could put it that way.” Aroth’s expression grew sombre. “The mole emperor wasn’t a fool. I’m sure he was in constant contact with their settlements. The lack of contact alone should already have led to suspicion that their army has been defeated. There are tunnels and caverns that span the breadth of the world. If the remaining mole people are smart, they’ll retreat back into those until they’ve gathered the strength to make trouble again. We could follow them… but nothing good comes from delving too deeply into those places.”

“Those annoying bastards.” Her lips curled. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll all get eaten by monsters in there although, knowing our luck, we’ll have to fight whatever ate them.”

“If nothing else, we can demolish any settlements we find and seal up as many tunnels as possible. We can also use magic and regular patrols to deter any further incursions. That’s what my people did after you left, and it’s worked so far.”

“Has anyone tried to clear out those deeper tunnels?” Avraniel asked. “And is there any treasure in there?”

Because if there was treasure, then perhaps she and Spot should give it a try. Then again, neither of them were at their best underground. Maybe they could have the idiot rip a few extra entrances with his magic. In her experience, monsters that lived underground usually sucked once they were aboveground. Strangely, the idiot had never mentioned having any weird tunnels in his territory. Given how careful he was about security, he must have searched for them with his magic. Were there none there, or had Sam and his fellow horrors cleared them out? She could definitely see that happening. Eldritch abominations were troublesome at the best of times. They’d be an absolute nightmare to fight underground.

“People have tried from time to time.” He shrugged. “According to our legends, our home caverns were originally claimed by beasts that dwelt deep beneath the earth. Our ancestors were somehow able to drive them out and take those caverns for themselves. Over the millennia, there have been several major expeditions into the deeper tunnels and caverns. All of them have failed.” He grimaced. “Most of them never returned, but some of them… came back different.”

“Different? How?”

“Insane and badly corrupted by strange magics.” Aroth shuddered. “After how badly those expeditions went, we’ve made a point of only expanding when we’re absolutely sure we can hold our ground and have checked to make sure there isn’t anything strange nearby. As of now, we don’t send large-scale expeditions into the deeper tunnels and caverns. Instead, we send an explorer or two every now and then.”

“I bet it’s more eldritch crap.” Avraniel slapped him over the back. “Take care, vampire. It would be a hassle if I had to come save you again. I’m pretty busy these days.”

He chuckled. “I’ll be careful.” He turned to leave and then paused. “Wait… I thought you should know. My sister wasn’t the only person to name their daughter after you.”

She blinked. “What? Are you serious?” She couldn’t help but smirk. There were kids named after her? Hah! All those jerks who’d made fun of her could shove it. And she couldn’t wait until the elves back in the forest found out. They’d be so pissed off. “Wait.” She’d almost forgotten to give him something. It was a good thing she’d remembered, or the people eater would never have let her hear the end of it. The vampire might act all sophisticated, but she could be unbearably smug when she put her mind to it. She was just better at hiding her jerkiness behind politeness. It made Avraniel want to punch her in the face, especially since she knew she could take it. “Here. Take these. Since you’re always getting into trouble, I figured you could use them.”

She handed him three arrows. Each had been crafted by the spider people’s finest craftsmen with help from the beardy. The dwarf was a grouch, but he knew how to work with crystal. Each arrow had a crystal arrowhead that shone like a miniature star. It was fitting, considering the power they held.

“What are these?” he asked.

“They’ll help you out if you get into trouble. I put my power into them. They won’t be as strong as the attack I used to kill the mole emperor, but I can guarantee they’ll get anybody’s attention.” She scoffed. “I wanted to make them stronger, but they told me they’d explode if I tried to stuff more power into them.”

Aroth carefully put the arrows into his quiver. “Thank you. I hope I never have to use them, but I know I’ll be glad to have them if I do.” He offered his arm, and they clasped arms in the way of warriors. She bit back a laugh. She could still remember when he’d been nothing more than a pouty kid with no idea of how the world actually worked. “When the war is over, you and your friends should come and visit.”

“We might.” The dark elves were on the way to the Eternal Wood, and she had business with the darkness that lingered there. She might not be able to remember a lot about her sister, but the feeling of love she’d gotten from the few memories she did have was unmistakable. The Dread Abyss had screwed her over, and Avraniel was going to return the favour, one way or another.

Spot padded over and nudged her with his head. He’d been enjoying regular meals made out of mole people. He’d come to enjoy the way the spider people cooked them, not that Avraniel could comment on the taste. She had no problems blasting the mole people, but she wasn’t about to eat them.

“What is it?”

The others said to get you. We’re ready to leave now.

“Safe travels,” Aroth said.

“Safe? I’m fighting a war against the Eternal Empire.”

“Then how about good luck?”

“I’ll take that.” Avraniel grinned. “See you around, vampire.”

* * *

Katie’s shadows allowed her to move through the tunnels easily although it had taken her a while to get the hang of it. The trick was to stop thinking like a human. The tunnels weren’t made for humans although they could navigate them with some difficulty. They had been made by spider people for spider people, and there was nothing stopping her from using her shadows to emulate their movements.

To be fair, she had been leery of creating a spider-like body made of shadows around herself, but actually talking to the spider people regularly had reduced her initial… unease. It was still hard to look at some of the more inhuman ones, but speaking to them had made it clear they were not the same as regular spiders. They were highly intelligent and had their own distinct personalities and quirks. As long as she focused on what separated them from regular spiders and less on what made them similar, she was fine. It helped that they had plenty to teach her, and studying had always been an easy way for her to occupy her mind. She’d even gotten several chances to watch the younger spider people learning. It was oddly endearing, and she would almost call them adorable if not for how many legs they had and their tendency to skitter everywhere.

Her shadows had always been able to alter their physical properties. It was how she could use them to make wings, slice through objects, bludgeon her enemies, pick up books, or create walls. Each task required that her shadows take on different shapes and different physical properties. Wings needed to be light and thin yet strong while bludgeons had to be hard, heavy, and thick. After her shadows had started eating things, she’d noticed that her ability to modify the physical properties of her shadows had grown. What they’d eaten had also started to affect that aspect of her magic too.

She hadn’t thought about eating any of the dead spider people – they were her allies – but the queen had insisted.

“They served the kingdom in life,” Queen Arachne had told her. “You and your fellows have saved the kingdom. Their souls have returned to our ancestors and shall wait with them until they are reborn. Their bodies are nought but empty shells now. If consuming them can aid you, then I shall allow it.”

She had been startled by the seeming indifference, but she had come to understand it better as they travelled. The queen’s Speaker – a spider woman tasked with serving as her representative since the queen could not leave the capital – had also explained it to her.

“We spider people do not reproduce as you humans do.” The Speaker had two voices. One was her own, but the other belonged to the queen. Katie’s master suspected it was a highly advanced form of species-specific telepathy that allowed the queen to puppet the Speaker’s body when required. It was telling that the Speaker had no name, only a title. Katie thought that was sad, but the Speaker seemed happy with her duty, and she was afforded every courtesy and respect by the others. “Almost all of us are directly descended from the queen. For that reason, our loyalties are not torn between family, crown, and kingdom. To us, they are one and the same. The exceptions to that are the queen’s daughters and their followers. They are queens-in-waiting, so it is natural that they seek a certain level of… independence.” The Speaker smiled. Similar to the queen, her upper half was almost completely human in appearance. “When we die, the spirts of those who have served loyally join our ancestors, waiting until they can return and serve loyally again. We are creatures of flesh and blood. Only the soul is eternal. Our flesh is fleeting. In the end, what happens to our flesh matters little.” It was the queen who spoke the next words. “If we are to die, why not allow our flesh to serve one last time?”

“Is that why you don’t bury your dead?” Katie asked. Her shadows had formed an arachnoid shell around her. She found that keeping her shadows close to the general shape of the arachnoids made it easier to mimic their movements.

“Yes.” It was the Speaker’s voice again, not the queen’s. “When we die, our bodies are cast into great pits beneath the city. There, they can be recycled and used to nourish those who remain. The minerals and other special resources we use to enhance ourselves can be extracted and used once more.” She smiled. “The future is built upon the past – in every sense of the word.”

Katie had seen the strange, underground farms that grew all manner of fungi and plants that did not appear on the surface. The farms ranged from vast caverns cut into the rock to niches and grottos carved into the walls. The fungi and plants were given water and other nutrients and carefully cultivated. Given their stance on bodies, it was a safe bet that fertiliser was never in short supply.

After a lot of trial and error, Katie had learned how to copy not only the appearance and movements of the spider people’s limbs but also their ability to climb up vertical surfaces and hang upside down. She’d even learned to create shadow silk that could make shadow webs that had similar properties to arachnoid silk. Queen Arachne had found the entire process fascinating and had lamented their lack of shadow mages. She had also taken to calling Katie ‘Little Queen’, much to Old Man’s amusement. The swordsman still referred to her as ‘Little Miss’ from time to time.

Katie still preferred flying – it was hard to beat that feeling of freedom – but making shadowy copies of the spider people’s limbs had proven to be incredibly useful. It was a lot faster than running, and she could cross rugged terrain with ease. Thankfully, it didn’t take a lot of power to maintain either since their destination was supposed to be a few days away from the capital.

Apart from their views on death, the Speaker, and occasionally the queen, had been happy to speak of their history, especially after Katie, her master, and Gerald had expressed an interest in it. The spider people were not happy that other people often viewed them as savage arachnids, little better than the animalistic giant spiders who menaced travellers in dark forests across the world. They were proud of their civilisation and its long history, and they saw themselves as equal to or better than any nation on the surface.

Her master saw it as a chance to satisfy his curiosity and acquire knowledge that might make the spider people more amenable to trade and other links with the surface. He had always had a nose for business, and playing the part of middleman could be very profitable. The Council might be willing to give the spider people a chance, but she could easily imagine the average merchant baulking at the prospect of dealing with an arachnoid almost three times the height of a normal man.

“Do you know what happened to the goblin empire?” her master asked as they crossed a vast chasm on a slender bridge that had been crafted out of silk and other materials. It had the sheen of chitin, but it was not the same as the spider people’s carapaces. Had they grown it, or had it been harvested from another arthropod?

The Speaker nodded. “We do.” Her gaze shifted to Gunter, and it was the queen who spoke next. “Old friend, we have not told you the full tale because we knew it would grieve you to hear it. Yet, by bringing these surface dwellers to us, you have done us a great service. If you wish, I can share the tale although I must warn you. It is not pleasant.”

The old goblin was riding behind Katie on her shadows. Thanks to her ability to alter their properties, she could give him the smoothest ride possible. He had handled the trip well so far despite his advanced age, and their victory had put a spring in his step.

“I will not deny that I am curious,” Gunter said. “But the tale must be truly tragic, given your reluctance to share it. However, I still want to know.” He glanced back. Karl was riding on Spot, and he was caught up in his own conversation with the dragon and Meixing. “The truth can be cruel, but no lie lasts forever. If nothing else, knowing will allow us to avoid repeating the same mistakes.”

“True.” Coming from the Speaker, Queen Arachne’s voice was sombre. The Speaker’s mannerisms had also changed, growing more regal. Hmm… now that Katie really looked at her, the Speaker resembled the queen’s daughters. Was she one of them, albeit with certain abilities stripped away or added to let her act as the queen’s voice? “Long ago, there was a great goblin empire. It covered much of the coast, and they had many other colonies scattered across the world. They were curious folk, you see, eager to explore the world and experience new things. Their courage was matched only by their ingenuity, so it was not surprising that they spread far and wide. There was conflict between them, the dwarves, and ourselves from time to time, but those conflicts rarely lasted long. In truth, they were closer to skirmishes, and there was more posturing than actual fighting. In time, we all came to understand that peace was better for all of us than war.

“Eventually, the goblins came to understand their limits. They were masters of runes and seals, and much of what we spider people know today was first learned from them. They had a keen grasp of ritual magic as well, particularly in how it could be used to spread and amplify their magic. However, they were not a belligerent people. Their empire was built through exploration and settlement in areas that others did not wish to claim. They could fight – and they were skilled when they did – but battle did not come to them as naturally as it did to us or the dwarves.”

“Do you know this from your memories?” Katie asked. They were passing over the chasm, and Katie glanced down to see a river of glowing liquid beneath them. It pulsed, akin to a living thing, and she resolved to ask about it later. There was a low hum, and the liquid turned from bright green to radiant blue.

“Oh?” the queen asked. “What do you know of my memories?”

Her master answered for her. “I heard from a colleague of mine that the queens of your people can pass memories down to each other.”

The queen chuckled. “You are more knowledgeable than I expected. Yes. A queen may pass on certain memories to her daughters. It allows us to rule more wisely.” She paused. “This might explain our strong adherence to tradition. However, there is a limit to how much can be passed on. As such, only the most important memories are preserved for generation after generation. My mother – and her mother and her mother, stretching all the way back to the beginning – made sure to pass down certain memories. I do not possess complete memories from those days, but my ancestors made sure to preserve certain key memories.” She smiled. “We queens can live as long as elves, sometimes longer, so a single generation for a queen is many, many generations to a goblin.”

The Speaker’s gaze grew distant, and more of Arachne’s mannerisms bled into her posture. “In that ancient era, there was no Eternal Empire. The human nations were much smaller and far more numerous. To our knowledge, there were no great kings amongst them, merely chieftains and their ilk. None possessed the power to challenge us, and their dealings with the dwarves and goblins were largely peaceful – not surprising, given the might the dwarves and goblins possessed in those days. The goblins had many cities then, and they were all different, for they loved to customise them to suit local conditions and traditions.” She sighed wistfully. “The memories I have of that time… the splendour of the goblin cities was no less than the glory of the dwarves or our own. Yet there was something the goblins craved with all their hearts, and it would prove to be their undoing.”

“What was it?” Katie asked. She did her best not to be greedy since there were plenty of cautionary tales about the perils of greed, but it could be hard. When she’d seen the corpses of all the mole people and their war beasts, she’d felt very greedy indeed.

“Life.” Arachne’s voice was sad, and the Speaker’s whole body sagged. “A queen such as myself may outlive even an elf. My senior advisors and their ilk typically live several times as long as a human. The dwarves, as you know, also live longer than humans although not as long as elves. In those days, however, a goblin would consider themselves truly lucky to reach forty, and a significant portion did not make it past thirty. A goblin was considered an adult at seven, would typically have a family by ten, and would be viewed as elderly by their mid-twenties,

“What?” Katie gasped. “That’s…” She tried to imagine living for such a short time. It was terrifying.

“Keep in mind that the goblins of that era were as intelligent as you or I. They matured more quickly, but they were fully able to understand their plight. Even the humans back then lived much longer lives than they did. It clawed at them, their mortality, and none of their great accomplishments, their shining cities, or their grand expeditions could ever change their fate. They searched far and wide for a way to extend their lives. Who wouldn’t? Thirty years? Forty? A pittance compared to us or the dwarves. Who wouldn’t grow envious? Who would not wish for more time? We sympathised, but had we known what they planned, we would have counselled against it. Alas, they kept their plans a secret from us. By the time we realised, it was too late. Tell me, are you familiar with the ruins along the coast?”

“I am,” her master said. “They’re often found in the more hospitable areas although little remains of them, and they are often overrun by monsters. The architecture doesn’t match yours or the dwarves although some scholars have argued that they are dwarven ruins since whoever built them was clearly of short stature. From what you’ve said, I’m going to guess the goblins built them.”

“They did – and there are other ruins scattered across the world. They are all that remains of the once glorious goblin empire.”

Katie almost tripped over. She hadn’t visited those ruins. There was nothing there worth the risk. However, she’d seen pictures of them and read dozens of accounts from adventurers and scholars eager to unearth their secrets. The largest of them was a city, half of which was built upon a coastal plain with the other half built into the mountains behind it. It was colossal, comparable to the largest cities in Everton and the Eternal Empire. It was most famous for the ruins of a titanic tower that was believed to have soared almost a mile into the air. No one had ever discovered what the tower was for, nor had the city ever been fully explored. The monsters there were too strong and too numerous, so the best scholars could do was make a few hasty sketches before fleeing for their lives. There were also long-standing rumours of curses, magical contamination, and all manner of other horrors.

There might well be treasure hidden there, but as her master was fond of saying, treasure wasn’t worth anything if you died trying to get it.

“Amongst those ruins, you will find remnants of towers. Those towers were built to amplify and spread the effects of the grand magic they carried out in their capital.”

“And what happened to their capital?” Katie’s master asked.

“Ash and dust.” Arachne’s voice was grim. “It was looted by the goblins themselves in the madness that followed, but my people took steps to completely destroy it to ensure there could be no repeat of what happened.” The Speaker’s expression hardened. “You have my most sincere thanks for saving my kingdom, but I cannot tell you or anyone else where their capital was. The other queens would say the same. The fewer who know of it, the better.”

Gunter was silent. Dead silent. He might have suspected this. He had the intelligence to read between the lines of his people’s legends, but to have his worst fears confirmed must have hurt. “What did they do?” he asked.

They had crossed the chasm and moved into a cavern illuminated by large insectoid creatures. Their bodies radiated pale, golden light, and spider people were hard at work harvesting a strange, glowing fluid that dripped from their bodies.

“In their quest to extend their lives, they reached out to powers beyond this world. They managed to make contact with a dragon lord – an empyreal dragon who held within her a tiny spark of the Flame of Creation.” The queen’s voice grew reverent. “In the beginning, there was only the Void. It was the Flame that burned away the Void and birthed Creation. The goblins put their trust in the dragon. They believed that with her help, they could achieve the impossible and extend their lives. She promised that if they followed her instructions, she would be able to extend not only their lives but also the lives of all their descendants.”

The Speaker scowled, but the expression belonged to Queen Arachne. “That dragon lord – that accursed and wretched creature – had been barred from our world by another dragon lord, so she could only reach into our world with the barest sliver of her power. Yet that mere sliver would be enough if the goblins followed her instructions. They were to craft a grand seal and carry out an elaborate ritual to spread her power through the towers to all of their people. And that is what they did. They were moved by her promises and her seeming pity for their cruel fate, for the dragon was a wondrous being, forged of light and fire and glory. Blinded by the prospect of salvation, they never saw the darkness in her heart, the cunning malice that preyed upon their fear and doubt. The goblins did as she asked. They built great towers in all their cities and smaller towers in all of their settlements.

“The emperor of the goblins told his people that the towers would help them live longer lives. They were overjoyed. Who wouldn’t be? No longer would they have to live such short, fleeting lives. They rejoiced, and rumours reached my ancestors. At the time, we believed that the goblins had made a breakthrough. We were happy for them because it meant we would be able to spend more time with our friends.” The Speaker’s scowl deepened. “We hoped for their success – but our hopes would soon turn to ashes.”

“There was a catch, right?” Avraniel snorted. “Nobody ever offers a deal that good without a catch.”

“The dragon wanted them to weave magic into the ritual to break the barrier that prevented her from entering this world.” Arachne’s voice was grim. “They agreed. After all, she was their saviour. Of course, they wanted to meet her. You see, she had filled their minds with lies, painting herself as a benevolent figure who had been unjustly cast from this world by her cruel kin. She claimed that her sister, who had cast her out, saw others as prey whereas she viewed other creatures as treasured friends and companions. In her absence, there was no telling what sort of evil her sister might accomplish.” The queen gave a low, rumbling growl. “We only learned of this afterward when one of the emperor’s advisors managed to flee to our lands. There was no saving him, but he managed to share the tale before we were forced to end him as a mercy.”

“Yeah. I’m going to say it because we’re all thinking it. That bitch totally betrayed them, didn’t she?” Avraniel glared. “I hate people like that. They’ll be all sweet and nice to your face and then hire a bunch of assassins to stab you in the back the second you’re not looking. If you’re going to kill somebody, don’t be shy about it. Have the guts to tell them to their face and then stare them in the eye while you drive the dagger in.”

That, Katie thought, was an oddly specific complaint – and exactly the sort of thing that might have happened to Avraniel in the past. The elf was so powerful that treachery was the least dangerous way to go after her.

“Unknown to the goblins, the dragon intended to weave a terrible magic into them. Apart from living longer lives, they would be utterly obedient and beholden to her, slaves bound to her will for all time. She would return to our world and have an empire at her beck and call. I cannot say what she would have done then, but it would not have been good. By the time the goblins realised what she had planned, it was too late. They had already started the ritual.

“In desperation, they sabotaged the grand seal they had prepared and ceased the ritual. The resulting backlash kept them from being enslaved and reinforced the magic protecting this world from the dragon, but it also inflicted long-lasting, fundamental damage to the goblins themselves. It was, you could say, a manifestation of the dragon’s evil intentions. Almost all of the goblins not only lost the extra life they had gained but were also driven completely insane. They transformed into cruel, savage beasts who lived solely to inflict suffering and misery upon others. True, the greatest amongst them might eventually regain their wits, but their cruelty would sharpen, their natural intelligence and cunning driven to ever greater levels of malice. These evil goblins turned on the others, those who had, by chance alone, kept both their wits and the gift of extra years. They swarmed over their benevolent kin like a plague. In a single day of bloodshed and horror, the goblin empire collapsed. A few survivors fled after doing their best to destroy all the knowledge of what they had done, so nobody could ever repeat their mistake. Over time, Gunter, your people either forgot the truth or chose to let it pass into ancient memory.” Arachne sighed. “I cannot blame them.”

“That’s… that’s awful.” Katie swallowed thickly. To think that the current state of the goblins was due to a mistake made by their leadership so long ago. “It’s not fair.”

“No,” Gunter said at last. “It is not. But it happened. Weeping over it now will change nothing. But my people survived, and the coming years may be kinder to us. If Everton wins this war, then we can start forging new links with the rest of the world. The goblin empire is long gone, but we might finally be able to found a proper nation of our own.” His gaze grew wistful. “We have spent so long in these mountains, clinging grimly to life and hoping for a better tomorrow. That is why we latched onto the empire’s offer so eagerly. We thought… we thought they could give us that tomorrow.” He smiled faintly. “They lied to us, but we have another chance. Timmy, if you and your group are anything to go by, then Everton is different from the empire and that dragon.”

“We are.” Katie’s master smiled. “We’ve all made mistakes. Nobody is perfect. It’s time for you and your people to step into the sun again, Gunter. It may take a while, but there are people who will give you a chance.” He chuckled. “I’m only one man, but I do have some influence.”

Some influence? Katie fought the urge to snort the way Avraniel had. Her master was a Grand Necromancer. That alone counted for a lot. He had his own lands and castle, and he was extremely wealthy – and that wealth continued to grow. He was also best friends with the Supreme Cleric, and Katie didn’t think that was all the woman wanted. How her master hadn’t noticed yet boggled her mind, but as he’d said, nobody was perfect. Everybody had their blind spots. The trick was to keep those blind spots from being fatal. Still, it wouldn’t surprise her at all if she found herself playing the part of big sister to a few children in the next several years. All of that aside, Everton had a long history of rewarding its allies appropriately. At the very least, the goblins could expect formal recognition and a trade deal if Everton won the war.

“Where are we going?” Avraniel asked. She was riding on a zombie lizard with Gerald. The bureaucrat had been inordinately grateful to avoid the worst of the fighting, and he had opted to ride with Avraniel. If they ran into any mole people, the elf could be trusted to handle them with extreme prejudice.

“We should reach it tomorrow.” Arachne began to relinquish her control over the Speaker. “It is part of why I chose to tell you of the evil dragon. She was also involved in what you will see.”

They stopped for the day soon after. The zombie lizards were tireless, but the Speaker insisted on it. Wherever they were going, it was exposed to the sky, and she wanted them to see it during the day. She also mentioned that venturing there at night would be unwise.

“Those insects we saw earlier,” Katie said. “What kind of liquid were they secreting?”

“Those?” The Speaker was eating meat. Spot had tried it, and he’d said it tasted good. Katie had been about to try it herself before remembering to ask where it came from. Nope. She was not eating meat that came from an animal with so many legs. “It is similar to the honey that bees on the surface provide. It is used to flavour certain foods and drinks we enjoy, and it has a variety of health benefits. The insects use it to feed their young, but when kept properly, they will produce far more than they need. The mole people did not slay them because they too wished to make use of them.”

The next day, they set off again. Katie’s brows furrowed as they passed through several heavily fortified checkpoints. Contrary to the checkpoints they’d passed earlier, these were manned by not only Queen Arachne’s people but also spider people from other kingdoms. Those spider people had different appearances, as though the spiders they resembled were different. The Speaker explained at each checkpoint, providing documentation and allowing Queen Arachne to speak through her. Even so, it was plain to see that the other spider people were shocked that outsiders had been brought this far although they regarded Gunter and Karl with less suspicion.

“Did the mole people attack this area too?” Katie asked.

“No,” the Speaker replied. “Where we are going is sacred ground to all spider people. The mole emperor was confident of defeating our kingdom but not so confident as to enrage all the other kingdoms at the same time.”

“This place we’re going must be incredibly important,” Katie said.

“It is perhaps the holiest place in the world for all spider people. Normally, any outsiders who tried to reach it would be killed on sight. Fortunately, Queen Arachne has deemed you worthy of this reward, and she has used her influence to ensure your safety. Be proud. You are the first outsiders in millennia to be afforded this privilege. It helps that during their flight from our forces, the remainder of the mole people have attacked neighbouring kingdoms. Those who doubted our claims as to their strength no longer do so. They inflicted serious casualties before fleeing into the deeper tunnels and caverns.”

“But the war is definitely over, right?” Katie was disappointed to hear that the mole people had escaped, but they’d killed lots of them. Surely, they wouldn’t be coming back any time soon.

“We believe so. However, there is always the possibility that the mole emperor’s forces were merely part of an even larger whole. We know that the mole people are fleeing from something although we were not able to discover what. Who is to say they all fled at the same time or in the same direction?”

“How many escaped?” her master asked.

“We are unsure of the exact number, but we know that most of them are women and children. However, their few remaining warriors must have fought desperately to clear a line of retreat for them because the other kingdoms they encountered suffered serious losses. It is tempting to pursue them further, but like the dark elves, we spider people know better than to venture too far into the tunnels and caverns that span the world. We shall have to keep watch, lest the mole people return – or whatever pursues them finally shows itself.”

“I would suggest coordinating with the other kingdoms,” Amanda said. “You know to be wary of them, but others may take them lightly and allow them to rebuild their numbers.”

“We are speaking to the other kingdoms about it.” The queen had taken over again. “But a decision has yet to be made.” She pointed ahead of them. “We are almost there. What you are about to see is the work of two dragon lords, one of whom we believe is the very same dragon lord that betrayed the goblins.”

They continued on until Katie glimpsed light at the end of the tunnel. They emerged from the tunnel, and Katie had to blink and shield her eyes, so they could adjust to the sudden brightness. For the first time in a while, they were beneath the open sky. When she could finally see properly, she gasped.

They stood on a ledge that overlooked a colossal lake. The open sky was above them, clear of clouds and wondrously blue. The lake was perfectly circular and filled with incredibly dense light, holy, and astral magic. The only place she’d ever felt higher levels of ambient light, holy, and astral magic was in the presence of the Supreme Cleric herself. Despite the bitter cold, there wasn’t a single piece of ice on the lake, and despite the howling winds, the surface of the lake remained perfectly tranquil, a mirror that flawlessly reflected the sky above. In the depths of the lake, trails of radiance and power coiled through the water while sunbursts of dazzling light flashed here and there. Beyond the crater the lake occupied – and it was unmistakably a crater of some kind – the clouds were thick and heavy, laden with snow and storms. Only the space above the crater was calm and clear, only there was the sky a wondrous blue.

On her shoulder, Rembrandt bristled, and the other ninja rats snapped to attention. This place could not possibly be natural, and she could scarcely imagine the sort of power needed to create it. The fact that the spider people hadn’t turned its power against the mole people suggested they didn’t have the ability to control it. Even if they hadn’t made it, simply harnessing its power would have let them end the war in a single day. Strategy and tactics could help, but the lake contained pure, overwhelming power, the kind that could obviate any strategy or tactic.

“This is the holiest place of our people,” Arachne’s voice was reverent. “You and your companions have earned the right to see it… and take water from it.”

“What is this place?” Katie whispered. It felt right to whisper. This place… nobody had to tell her it was hallowed ground. She could feel it.

Queen Arachne motioned for them to follow her, and they made their way toward the lakeshore via a series of stone steps that had been cut into the walls of the crater. “Long ago – long before the goblin empire, the great union of the dwarven clans, or the many kingdoms of my kind – we spider people lived in small groups, fighting within the mountains, scarcely better than the beasts whose appearance we share. One day, the mountains were torn open. We cowered in fear, for a dragon had come to enslave us. She was, we believe, the same dragon the goblins made their dark bargain with. We stood no chance against her, but we were saved. Her half-sister came, a celestial dragon against an empyreal dragon. They were two of the mightiest of their kind, both of them dragon lords. They waged a terrible battle against each other. It is said that the scars that still mar this land are a consequence of their struggle although time and weather have smoothened them somewhat.”

“I’m guessing this crater was also created during that battle.” Katie’s master eyed the lake warily. It was brimming with power antithetical to necromancy. It also gave her shadows a strange itching sensation. “And the reason Spot’s astral sight can’t see into the mountains is probably related to the battle too.”

“Yes. This lake was made when the celestial dragon flung her evil counterpart into the mountain and struck her with a mighty blow. The impact of that attack carved out this crater, and their combined power saturated it with light, holy, and astral magic. The two of them eventually moved their battle beyond this world and into the darkness between worlds. Later, the celestial dragon returned, having banished her sister. She then took our ancestors under her wing and taught them a better way to live. It was through her wisdom that we began to form kingdoms and live as more than beasts. It is why every kingdom has statues and other works of art commemorating her. The celestial dragon eventually departed, saying that our destiny was now in our own hands. Where she went, we cannot say, but the power in this lake remains. It is a magical nexus in its own right, and its waters are constantly purified and saturated with power. The materials needed to create glitter-steel originate from this place. They are created by soaking various substances in its waters until they take on special properties. While the mole people were besieging our kingdom, we were not able to travel here easily.”

“How much water can we take?” Avraniel asked. Katie doubted the elf needed any. Avraniel’s magic, especially now that she was awakening to her star maiden heritage, had begun to develop light and astral components. If they ever got anywhere close to her fire magic in power, the water would be useless to her. Then again, there was no harm in taking some water. Anything with that much light, holy, and astral magic in it had to be useful.

“A gourd each,” Queen Arachne said. “The waters of the lake are powerful. At the very least, they will instantly heal almost any wound.” Her gaze shifted to Meixing, and the swordswoman trembled. “I would caution you against using the water on your wound. It would heal your wound, but at the cost of scouring away much of who you are.”

The teenager’s fist clenched, and she bit her lip until it bled. Katie wanted to ask her more about her injuries, but her master had told her to leave it for now. What kind of wound had Meixing taken that even water from the lake couldn’t fix it without causing so much collateral damage?

“Amongst the materials you requested, there are several that require the lake’s power, which is why we were accompanied by my finest alchemists and smiths. They will prepare it during our stay here.” The queen’s gaze shifted to Spot. “But there is another reason I brought you here. Yes… I was not mistaken. He senses it too.”

Katie turned. Spot was staring at the water, utterly transfixed. The strange, almost living pulse of the light within the lake was being answered by a dim but steadily growing brightness around the dragon. His scales flickered from black to white and then back again, and a mantle of white flame rippled into existence around him. Almost mindlessly, he moved toward the lake’s edge.

“Spot, be careful!” she shouted. Falling into a lake with such high levels of ambient magic would be dangerous, even for a dragon.

“Katie,” her master’s voice snapped out. “Can’t you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

“His magic – and the lake’s.”

Katie focused on her magical senses and gasped. “They’re… they’re almost the same! But why would –”

“The two half-sisters possessed similar powers although they weren’t exactly the same because celestial dragons and empyreal dragons are closely related.” The queen motioned for her followers to move aside as Spot reached the water’s edge. The pulsing of the light within the lake and the crackling of Spot’s white flames were now perfectly synchronised. “Did you know that dragon lords live forever unless they are killed? Moreover, the magic that protects our world from the malevolent empyreal dragon is not perfect. If it was, the goblins would never have been able to contact her. It is possible that your friend is related to the sisters, most likely the empyreal dragon since only a descendant of such an evil creature would mate with a corruption dragon.”

“Related to the evil dragon?” Katie wanted to deny the possibility, but the queen was right. No benevolent dragon would want anything to do with Black Scales. He had been evil through and through. And if the magic keeping the evil dragon away wasn’t perfect, then perhaps it didn’t work on her descendants.

Katie’s gut clenched as she realised there was another possibility. The evil dragon’s power had been able to affect the goblins. What if she could take another dragon from their world and send them back later. Black Scales had disappeared for years at a time, only to seemingly reappear out of nowhere. What if he had left their world and mated with one of the evil dragon’s descendants… or the evil dragon herself?

They had never found out who Spot’s mother was although they were confident that Black Scales was his father. No. She had to be overthinking it. Spot could just be a distant relation. But his magic was so similar to the lake’s, which suggested a much closer bond. Not far away, her master and Amanda exchanged worried looks. The vampire caught her staring, and a thought slipped into her mind.

It is true that astral dragons are the type most famous for having blade-like leading edges on their wings similar to Spot. However, both celestial and empyreal dragons have those too. We didn’t consider them because they are far rarer. Both types would also be able to use white fire to heal since they share many of the same powers as astral dragons. The same goes for intangibility and astral sight. Indeed, several of the texts your master has reviewed believe that astral dragons are either a lesser form of the two others or, at minimum, closely related to them, similar to how lava dragons are related to both fire dragons and earth dragons. However, empyreal dragons are known for wielding overwhelming destructive power and being more closely aligned to fire than any other type of dragon except inferno dragons.

Katie thought of the way Spot had basked in Avraniel’s flames, of how greedily he had devoured them. Was that a dragon thing or a Spot thing? Empyreal dragons were supposed to be aligned with light, astral, and fire magic, and although Avraniel’s fire magic was overwhelmingly powerful, it had also started to develop aspects of light and astral magic since her awakening as a star maiden.

Her mind went back to a copy of an ancient text her master had purchased. It said that certain empyreal dragons were special, that they had managed to touch a primordial flame. That allowed them to do things that other dragons could never hope to accomplish – such as altering the lifespans of other creatures on a species-wide scale.

Katie clamped down on her thoughts. She knew where they led. But Spot wasn’t like his father. There was no reason he had to be like his mother either.

“Spot.” Avraniel walked forward. She must have connected the dots too. “Get away from the water.”

The dragon didn’t respond. Instead, he dove straight into the water.

“…” Queen Arachne blinked. “I… I was not expecting that.”

Katie gaped in disbelief. Her eyes widened in shock, and her mouth opened and closed. “What…?”

“Gerald,” her master sprang into motion. “Give me the strongest magic-resistance charms you’ve got and –”

“That’ll take too long.” Avraniel growled. “Something weird is happening.” She snarled and tossed her belongings to Katie. “Hold my stuff, twerp. Even with those charms, I doubt any of you would survive jumping in after him. I’ll go. Spot would be sad if any of you died trying to fish him out.”

* * *

Spot’s eyes drifted shut as he sank into the lake.

When he opened them again, he was no longer in the lake. He was watching a battle unfold. His blood and flame stirred. This was no ordinary battle. It was a battle between dragon lords.

Both of the dragons had white scales, and both were more than a thousand feet long. However, the scales of one dragon were a white so pale they would have been translucent if not for the radiance that blazed within her. The other dragon’s scales were seemingly wrought of living flame, a white so bright it burned. It was as if a white star was trying to sear its way out of her body. He knew who they were. He knew it as surely as he knew his own name. The pale-scaled dragon with golden eyes was the celestial dragon. The dragon who had a star within her had silver eyes, and she was the empyreal dragon.

The two dragons battled across the sky. Their blows shattered mountains, tore through the clouds, and carved out vast chasms until, at last, the star-like dragon was thrown down. She struck the top of a mountain and split it open before a barrage of light and astral magic thundered down on her. It was like watching rain fall – if each rain drop had the power to smash a continent. The fallen dragon roared, and a shield of brilliant flames swirled into existence above her.

Her magic pulsed, and Spot’s power pulsed in reply. The two dragons roared at each other, but he couldn’t follow their conversation. Despite the shield, the broken mountain gave way, and a huge crater was carved into the ruins. Then there was a flash of light as the two dragons vanished from the world and took their battle elsewhere. But just before she had disappeared, the evil dragon – the empyreal dragon with silver eyes that mirrored his – had looked straight at him…

And she had smiled.

She was his mother.

The realisation settled deep within his bones. It was true. He felt it as surely as he felt the fire within him. Her magic felt so similar to his own, and he had felt the magic of Black Scales in the bones he’d left behind. Spot’s own magic was a near-perfect combination of theirs although there was something else there too, something that was his and his alone.

Spot knew about Black Scales. He had asked. He knew that Black Scales had been a terrible dragon, but it turned out that his mother was worse. She had tried to enslave the spider people, and she had almost enslaved the goblins too. Most of the goblins had been driven evil and insane when they tried to stop her, and the rest had been outcasts for millennia. Unbidden, memories of his own battles flashed through his mind.

Was he any different from them?

Yes! He was!

He didn’t try to enslave others. He fought to keep himself and his friends safe. He couldn’t be the same as them!

He squeezed his eyes shut. Her smile reminded him so much of the smile he saw whenever he looked into a mirror. A growl came from deep within his chest. His power stirred, and the fire within him burned as hot and terrible as a star, its flames stoked by his growing fury. He didn’t want his father to be evil, and he didn’t want his mother to be evil either. Yet they were. But he was a good dragon. He wasn’t the same as them. But what if he changed, what if he turned evil? Would he hurt other people the way they had… would he hurt his friends?

The thought of his friends’ blood on his teeth and claws, of the home he had always known set ablaze by his fire… it was too horrible to imagine. The thought of them looking at him in fear and hate, of… of the twerp, or Tabitha, or Little Spot looking at him as if he was just another monster… his mother telling him that he wasn’t her son, that she couldn’t possibly have an evil monster for a son… no.

He closed his eyes. He refused to believe that would happen. He was a good dragon. He knew it –

He opened his eyes.

He was no longer in the mountains staring at the aftermath of a battle between dragon lords. He was in a hall. It was big… so big that each of the columns that soared upward seemed as wide as a world. The ceiling was so high that he couldn’t see it. Instead, he saw stars overhead, great, spiralling formations of stars. But each star appeared smaller than a grain of sand, so how large must those formations be, how many stars must each of them have?

His gaze was drawn to something in the distance.

It was a pillar of light and fire and… and… he struggled to find a word for it.

Potential.

Yes.

Potential. That light… that fire, it was everything that was, everything that had been, and everything that could ever be. It was all there. Spellbound, he moved toward it, yet no matter how quickly he ran or how swiftly he flew, he never got any closer. No. That wasn’t it. He was getting closer. It was just so huge and so far away that it felt as if he wasn’t getting any closer.

“Let me help you.” The unexpected voice belonged to a young woman. Her voice was kind and gentle but filled with implacable and immutable strength. The mountains could be ground to dust, the oceans could dry up, and all the stars in the sky could fade away, and still the owner of that voice would remain undaunted.

Suddenly, Spot was at the base of a set of stairs. The pillar of light and fire was at the top of the stairs, and its heat and power filled his body. The urge to clamber up the stairs and throw himself into it was almost overwhelming. At the same time, his instincts screamed at him to run, to flee this place and never come back. He was about to move – he wasn’t sure whether it was toward the fire or away from it – when a firm hand caught him by the shoulder. He turned. It was someone he’d seen before but never clearly. She was there, sometimes, in the corner of his eye, and there, fleetingly, amidst the hustle and bustle of battle. Yet she never lingered, and he was never sure if he’d really seen her at all. But there she stood, a young woman in a cloak blacker than the dead of night. From deep within the hood of her cloak, star-like eyes gazed down at him. He couldn’t see her face, but he was sure, somehow, that she was smiling kindly at him.

I’ve seen you before. Spot stared. No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t make out her features within her hood.

“Yes. I know.” Her voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It was at once new but also familiar. It was the voice of his mother, the twerp, the people eater, and so many others rolled into one, and it was none of them. It carried the finality of the earth being heaped upon a grave but also the hope of a newborn’s first cry. “You’re here a little early, Spot.”

Early? Spot tilted his head to the side. Here? Where are we?

The young woman patted the stairs and sat down. “Why don’t you sit here with me for a while? You can put your head in my lap.” Spot found himself doing exactly that. She scratched his scales, and her fingers were gentle and soothing. Yet he was certain that those slender fingers could rend worlds if she wished. “Do you enjoy stories, Spot?”

Yes! He wagged his tail excitedly. Do you know any good ones?

“I know the best story.” The young woman patted his head. “And I’m going to share it with you. However, it has to be told in a certain way. You see, Spot, words have power, and the words I am about to speak are amongst the oldest and most powerful of all.” She rubbed the patch of white scales on his snout and cleared her throat. When she spoke, the words echoed through his heart and etched themselves onto his soul. “Let me speak to you now of the beginning, the Void and the Flame, of the First Dawn and all the dawns still to follow. In the beginning, there was only the Void, the hungry darkness and chaos that permits no order or reason. And then there was the Flame of Creation, the spark that lit the First Dawn. The Flame burned away the Void, and from the ashes rose Creation. All that was, all that is, and all that shall ever be began at that moment. The oldest and greatest of the gods were born of the Flame, and together, they and their children drove back the Void and crafted Creation.”

Spot lifted his head from her lap and peered at the endless pillar of light and fire that stretched upward and outward into eternity and infinity. Is that the Flame?

“It is. Do you want to know how empyreal dragons become empyreal dragons?” the woman asked. “They catch a glimpse of the Flame. Just a glimpse is enough. But the mightiest of empyreal dragons go further. They touch it. However, the Flame is not like other fire. It creates, and it destroys. It heals, and it kills. But above all, it does not tolerate lies or deceit. Those who touch it are stripped of the illusions they carry about themselves. Your mother found the truth of her nature in the Flame, and you know what she became.”

Spot recoiled from the Flame.

“You are wise to be wary of it, Spot.” She patted his head again. “But the time is fast approaching when you will be tested by the Flame.”

Me? Spot shuddered. But… what if I become evil like my mother?

“The Flame does not change people. It simply reveals who they have always been.” The woman chuckled. “It seems we have company.”

Spot turned. His mother had appeared. She was dripping wet, and she glared ferociously before stomping toward them.

“What the hell is going on?” his mother hissed. “Who are you? Where are we? And what the hell is that thing behind you?”

The woman chuckled. “You know, I do believe you are the first person in at least several aeons to reach this place through sheer bloody-minded determination. Spot has an… invitation of sorts, but you, a fragment of a star who can scarcely remember who and what she is, are not supposed to be here.”

“I don’t give a damn if I’m supposed to be here or not,” his mother said. “I’m here for my son.” Her flames blazed to life, as bright and brilliant as any star. “Now hand him over… or else.”

Spot stared. Was his mother crazy? Couldn’t she tell how strong this woman was? Spot couldn’t sense her power at all, which was incredibly worrying, but she had made this place obey her, and when she spoke, the Flame pulsed in time to her words. His mother had power, but this woman was power.

“Your son?” the woman murmured. “Is that what you call him.”

“Damn straight, it is.”

“You are not a dragon. You did not lay his egg.”

Spot winced. The words hurt because they were true.

“Who gives a crap about that?” his mother growled. “You think that evil bitch is his mother just because she laid his egg and then handed him over to that psycho dragon? I was there when he hatched. I’m the one who’s been taking care of him. I’m the one he curls up to at night. I was the one who taught him how to use his flame. I’m his mother, not some crazy, evil dragon who probably doesn’t know or care that he hatched.”

Spot gasped.

“Yeah, you heard me, Spot.” His mother walked over and chopped him over the head with her hand. He grumbled and rubbed his head. “I don’t know what kind of crap you’ve been thinking, but you need to stop thinking so much. It’s simple. I’m your mother. You’re stuck with me.”

He found himself smiling and then remembered how similar that other dragon’s smile had been…

“Why did you stop smiling?” his mother asked.

My smile… it’s the same as… that dragon’s.

“So? I’m sure there are plenty of evil people out there who smile the same way as good people. Who cares? Besides, I don’t care about that dragon. You’re the only dragon I give a damn about.” She raised her hand, ready to chop him over the head again. “Your smile makes me happy, Spot, so keep smiling… or else.”

Spot couldn’t stop himself from smiling and laughing at the same time. You really are my mother!

“For someone who normally learns things so quickly, it took you long enough.” His mother huffed. “You’re stuck with me.” She glared at the woman. “So… who the hell are you?”

“Me?” Her eyes twinkled. “First of all, well said. I agree with everything you said to Spot. As for who I am, you might be more familiar with my father than me. He is rather famous.”

“I don’t care who your father –”

A terrible weight fell over the area, a presence so ominous and mighty that Spot wanted nothing more than to run and hide. Only his mother’s presence kept him from fleeing, but she was barely able to stay on her feet, swaying slightly as cold sweat broke out across her brow. A shadow stretched out behind the young woman, a huge cloaked figure with a scythe slung over his shoulder.

“Is that… death?” his mother whispered. Spot scrambled away from the woman and settled into position beside his mother.

“Death? Yes and no. He is not the god or force that governs death in your world. He is Death – the end of all things. He is the Death that presides over all of Creation. He is the Death that all lesser deaths must answer to, the firstborn and mightiest child of the two oldest and greatest gods in Creation.” The woman stood and sketched a bow. “I am his daughter. I go by Young Death.”

“Well, damn,” his mother said. “I probably should have been more polite.”

Young Death laughed. “Perhaps. But that is neither here nor there. Your audacity is impressive in its own right, but I’m more impressed by your ability to follow Spot here. It speaks well of the bond you share. However, it is time for you two to go.” She nodded at Spot. “We’ll be seeing each other again soon.”

“You better not,” his mother said. “Because Spot isn’t dying any time soon.” She hugged him. “You’re special, Spot. You never once looked down on me or hated me. You’ve always accepted me. Death himself could come for you, and I’d…”

“Death is the end of all things, but just because something ends doesn’t mean it has to die.” Young Death waved, and they began to disappear. “You two won’t remember this, not until later, not until Spot and I have met again, but those feelings you have now, I won’t take those away from you. Know that you are loved and love in return.”

They vanished…

Spot blinked. He was in the lake, but there was something on the edges of his awareness, a memory that was fading away…

Something grabbed him. It was his mother. She stared into his eyes, and he could see the confusion he felt reflected in her gaze. She shook herself and then gestured upward before dragging him out of the water and up onto the shore.

“What were you thinking?” She hugged him fiercely and then put him into a headlock. “Don’t scare me like that again!”

I… I won’t, mother.

“That’s right. I’m your mother, not some crazy dragon, and you’d better not forget that. You’re not like her. You’re a good dragon, a good son, a good… you’re just good, okay?”

The words were familiar… almost as if he’d heard them before. Something that wasn’t quite a memory flickered through Spot’s mind before slipping through his grasp. He shook his head and then relaxed as the idiot walked over and rubbed his scales.

“That’s not quite how I’d put it, but I agree.” The idiot smiled gently and then said something that Spot would always remember. “We are the choices we make, Spot. You didn’t get to choose who laid your egg or who sired you, but all the choices you’ve made since you hatched tell me who you are. You are a dragon who saves children from wolves, who makes friends with a lamb, and who gets into eating contests with a protoplasmic horror. You’ve been a true and loyal friend to each of us since you hatched. Our lives are better because you’re in them. Trust me, Spot. I know evil when I see it. You’re not evil. You’re good.”

His mother huffed. “Yeah. What he said.”

The others clustered around him, and their affection washed over him, a warmth that soothed his heart and soul. The spider people watched, and he felt a sort of calm acceptance radiating from them. This lake was their holiest place. Did falling into it and surviving mean he’d passed some kind of test?

You’re really smart. Spot nudged the idiot with his head. I should stop calling you idiot.

“By all means.”

I can call you shovel guy instead.

“Actually… just keep calling me idiot.”

* * *

Timmy considered the techniques he’d learned and exchanged with the spider people. The spider people made extensive use of their silk to make runes and seals. This granted them increased speed and flexibility in the field, but it also meant their seals often had lower power. Although their silk was an excellent conductor of magic, it simply couldn’t withstand the sheer amount of magic used in the strongest runes and seals. It was the opposite of the dwarves whose tendency to rely on rock and metal for their runes and seals made them much slower in the field but also more powerful when they were given adequate time to prepare. Timmy had seen multiple examples of runes and seals on dwarven armour and weaponry that were thousands of years old yet still perfectly functional.

This peculiarity, along with their isolationist stance, had led the spider people to explore runes and seals in a somewhat different manner to humans, elves, and dwarves, who had all had extensive contact with each other over the years. The three groups did not use the exact same methods, but they were much closer to each other than they were to the arachnoids. That wasn’t to say the spider people didn’t also use metal and stone for their runes and seals, but they had not explored it as deeply or in the same manner as the dwarves.

Timmy had been more than happy to learn from the spider people, and he had picked up the building blocks of their style fairly quickly. In general, the spider people preferred to imbue their silk with various properties before using it to create runes and seals. These runes and seals were closer to purely geometric formations, rather than the combination of characters and shapes often found amongst dwarves, humans, and elves. However, the underlying similarities – certain characters clearly resembled certain geometric features – strengthened Timmy’s belief that all runes and seals could be traced back to a small number of common ancestors, what scholars in the field referred to as primordial runes.

The way the spider people handled their silk meant that once their silk had been treated in a particular manner, it could only be used for select types of runes and seals. However, it also amplified the power and efficiency of those runes and seals. Their work had a wonderful artistry to it, and he realised it was how they controlled the temperature and humidity in the massive cavern that housed their capital city. The cavern was covered in silk, and each web fulfilled a specific purpose. Linking all of those webs together was a wonderful example of how an array made up of weaker runes and seals could be used to mimic the powers and functions of a greater seal formation.

After tinkering with the style and speaking with several skilled practitioners, he’d come to the tentative conclusion that it was not as efficient as the method he’d developed for himself, at least when he used it. After all, he was not a spider person. His magic was, in a very real sense, innately different from theirs. The spider people were also traditionalists, and they preferred to gradually increment rather than take larger risks in search of greater rewards. It was a sensible strategy for a species with a long lifespan that usually dealt with external threats easily. Why would they suddenly change how they did things if what they were doing had worked for millennia? In contrast, Timmy had needed to get powerful as quickly as possible, so he could fix his earth magic and deal with his master. It was understandable that he had skipped a few steps, discarding whatever hadn’t suited his needs while ruthlessly adopting and altering anything useful.

Their style also lacked the raw destructive power that Timmy was capable of, likely due to a combination of their focus on defence and stability and their tendency to use their silk as a medium. However, their speed was outstanding, as was their ability to adjust existing runes and seals.

In any case, they had many ideas that Timmy was interested in exploring further, as well as a variety of techniques that he could incorporate into his own style. The limited access he’d gained to their library of runes and seals was a magnificent reward in its own right, and he had happily discussed his ideas with the experts the queen had provided. Those discussions had allowed both him and the experts to clarify their own ideas and deepen their knowledge and understanding.

Naturally, Timmy had also shared some of his own runes and seals. The rune-weavers and seal-weavers had been pleased to learn anything that might prove useful against the mole people in the future. He also offered advice on their barrier since the style they used, while quite dependable, was archaic in a number of ways. In what might be a strange coincidence, a similar style had been popular in the Eternal Empire prior to the first war with Everton. That war had exposed flaws in that style, and it had been heavily revised. More modern barriers used a number of different styles although two could be considered descendants of that older style.

The spider people had yet to encounter a foe that could truly take advantage of its flaws, but Timmy had nevertheless pointed out what they should watch out for. In a way, their generally peaceful history worked against them. Barriers were essentially arms races between those who developed them and those who sought to break them. Since the spider people seldom engaged in full-scale war, they had not developed their barrier magic as extensively as Everton, which saw major conflict on a semi-regular basis, largely due to the empire’s machinations.

All in all, Timmy considered the whole exchange to be wonderfully productive. He had a variety of ideas that he was eager to try out when he wasn’t inside a mountain that might collapse if he made a mistake. The demolition rats were in a similar mood. They had secured promising new materials to work with, but they had been banned from conducting any further research until they were somewhere safe where an explosion wouldn’t mean death for the lot of them.

What Timmy wanted to try first was to soak arachnoid silk in a combination of ash and his own blood. Creepiness aside, he was fairly confident he would be able to control the web since the ash and blood mixture should, in theory, be controllable with a combination of eldritch sorcery and his earth magic. Normally, he wouldn’t be able to make complicated runes and seals with just ash and blood. He’d need more durable and dependable materials to put them on. However, with the silk, it might be possible – as long as he didn’t use too much power or try to keep the runes or seals active for too long.

He could already imagine potential combat applications. For example, a large-scale explosion seal that only remained operable for a minute was perfectly acceptable if he planned on detonating it right away. What mattered more in combat was being able to make the seal quickly enough and through opposing magic. In principle, he should be able to control the ash and blood faster than he could draw, so it should be sufficiently quick. He was also interested in creating traps with silk that had the runes and seals woven into the silk itself. That should make the traps harder to detect. It could also catch people off guard since trip wires were usually connected to traps that were separate from the wires themselves.

If the silk was durable enough, he could also leave behind explosive runes made of silk. People were always on the lookout for runes and seals in the form of markings on walls, floors, and ceilings. The probability of people being cautious around spider webs was lower, and the silk would be harder to see if it was spun as finely as possible.

He had other ideas, but those were the ideas he wanted to focus on first. With all the combat they were going to see in the near future, it was best to have an extra trick or two up his sleeve.

Katie had also been hard at work, using her shadows in more and more innovative ways. Right now, she was practicing nearby under the watchful eye of spider people who specialised in using their silk in combat. They were demonstrating techniques on zombies while Katie tried to mimic them.

It hadn’t escaped their notice that Katie’s shadows were now able to take on a larger variety of physical attributes. It was probably not a coincidence that this had only happened after Katie’s shadows had eaten some dead spider people at Queen Arachne’s insistence. Katie wasn’t the only one learning either. Katie had a very flexible mind. The better she understood her shadows’ new capabilities, the more tricks she came up with. At least a few of those had been intriguing enough for the combat weavers to ask about them. It was a positive feedback loop that allowed both sides to benefit from the shared experience.

Elsewhere, Timmy saw Spot waiting patiently for more mole people to finish cooking. Since none of them were comfortable eating mole people – except Chomp – the dragon had turned to the spider people for culinary advice. After a bit of experimentation and the addition of several ingredients that Chomp had initially been wary of, they had arrived at a recipe that met with everyone’s approval. Spot had feasted on mole people for the past few days, and he had commented that they made for a complete meal. Their meat was tasty and filling, and the minerals they ingested were the perfect seasoning.

The young dragon’s mood had also improved. For all that he was young, Spot wasn’t stupid. He could read between the lines, and he must have realised he was the child of two evil dragons. He had also seen something when he dove into the lake, but neither he nor Avraniel could recall what it was. Amanda had tried to help them recover the memories, but to no avail.

Spot had settled. He was a dragon, so perhaps it soothed him to know who or what he might have to fight in the future. The idea of fighting his mother might sound preposterous, but Spot’s power was growing incredibly quickly. It was entirely possible that he too would become a dragon lord, and if he continued to grow stronger at such an insane speed, it wasn’t inconceivable that he might someday be able to win. When the war was over, they needed to do some digging. Any information they could find about his mother would help since knowing the enemy was the first step to victory. They also needed to find out about his aunt. Based on the way she’d treated the spider people, she was a far more benevolent figure.

When Spot wasn’t with Avraniel, he spent his time hanging out with Chomp, Katie, Meixing, and Karl. The dog aside, they were the youngest people in the group, and the dragon was pleased to see that none of them treated him differently. The fact that the spider people – who had more reason than most to despise him – had recognised him as a good person must surely have eased his concerns too. That said, Timmy had noticed him clinging onto Avraniel more tightly at night. The elf hadn’t said anything about it, but she hadn’t tried to pry him off either.

If Spot became a dragon lord and left this world, then he would undoubtedly have to fight his mother, the empyreal dragon. It might seem impossible to win, given the huge disparity in age, but Spot was no normal dragon. It had taken Timmy a lot of money and effort to dig up more comprehensive records about the growth rates of young dragons. Few dragon researchers survived to document their work properly, so their research was not freely available. It took plenty of coin and influence to acquire it.

Spot’s growth was abnormally quick, even for a dragon, and not merely in size but especially in power and intelligence. He was roughly a quarter larger than a dragon his age should be, and the feats he’d demonstrated so far were well beyond what a dragon his age should be capable of. His skill in the air was already sufficient to impress an adult dragon, and Beaky himself had admitted he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to outfly Spot. Knowing how proud and skilled the ornery griffin was, that was no small compliment. Moreover, the rate at which Spot was learning was insanely fast. Dragons were highly intelligent, but Spot was currently learning how to read two different languages on top of all his other lessons. The dragon’s mind was like a sponge, and the only reason Katie hadn’t commented on it was because hers was the same.

But now it made more sense.

From what Timmy had been able to glean, draconic heritage was a case of the haves building greater and greater advantages over the have nots. It had taken a while to understand the sheer scale of those advantages since humans simply didn’t work that way, at least in a physical and mental sense. He was still trying to formulate a clear explanation for Spot and the others, but he needed to consider it more carefully. Bad information could be worse than no information.

Dragons were complex and powerful creatures. Like many species, they underwent changes as they grew and matured. What separated them from other species was that their maturation process wasn’t dependent solely on age. Yes, a dragon got bigger and stronger and more intelligent over time. However, dragons could also undergo qualitative changes as they grew stronger – and if other conditions were met.

That little nugget of information had been difficult to tease out and confirm since there were so many myths, legends, and speculations when it came to dragons – nor were dragons fond of explaining the intricacies of their physiology. However, the best sources he could find had all suggested the same thing to him. Certain types of dragons were not simply related to each other – they were direct evolutions of each other. For example, the most famous dragons in the world were red-scaled fired dragons. But how were fire dragons related to other fire-type dragons? There were flare dragons, blaze dragons, conflagration dragons, and inferno dragons. Those names were not merely labels that had been devised by researchers. On the few occasions those dragons had bothered to speak, they had used that nomenclature themselves.

The answer was simple but elusive, given the hideous mortality rates amongst dragon researchers and the need to keep track of a dragon across its lifespan. However, Timmy was nothing if not determined, and he had the resources to secure whatever records were available. Basically, a fire dragon could become a blaze dragon after it had acquired enough power and met certain conditions. A blaze dragon could then become a flare dragon, which could become a conflagration dragon, with inferno dragons representing the final and strongest stage of fire-type dragon. No one knew the exact conditions require to evolve from one stage to another. Well, dragons might know, but they’d never told anyone. It could also be that the requirements were idiosyncratic, with each individual dragon needing to achieve different things to reach a stronger form. It would explain why higher types of dragons were so rare.

This also meant that Timmy could no longer trust all of the reports he had. Many fire-type dragons were called fire dragons since fire dragons were the most well-known and numerous. Moreover, there was substantial aesthetic overlap between adjacent stages, making accurate identification difficult. He strongly suspected that another dragon would be able to instinctively notice the differences. However, Spot hadn’t met enough dragons for them to know if he could do that or not.

The next part was where the unfairness really kicked in.

When two dragons had a hatchling, there was a chance that the hatchling would not start off at the base level of its respective type. For example, two flare dragons might have a hatchling who was born as a blaze dragon, rather than as a fire dragon. This would explain why some dragons were abnormally powerful despite their youth and small size. But not only were higher forms of dragons more powerful but they also acquired power at a greater rate, or so a handful of texts Timmy had read suggested. In other words, such a dragon would be born with a huge advantage from the start. They would be stronger to begin with, and their faster growth would increase that advantage over time.

From what Timmy had been able to uncover, the odds of a hatchling starting off at the same level as its parents got lower as its parents grew more powerful. It was far more common for a hatchling to start off at the lowest level or a level or two below its weakest parent.

Spot was a living miracle.

Armed with more knowledge, Timmy had confirmed that Spot was indeed part corruption dragon – the highest level of that particular draconic lineage. There were aspects of his fire that only a corruption dragon would have, along with aspects of his appearance that suggested the same. Timmy hadn’t realised how impossibly rare that was at first since, like most people, he’d always assumed that a dragon’s children would be the same as their parents. The whole evolution idea was still not widely accepted amongst dragon researchers, and it was basically unknown to the wider public. To a normal person, an average dragon was already so powerful that there was no point in further classification. Both an adult fire dragon and an adult inferno dragon could obliterate a typical town with comical ease.

Conversely, they had thought that Spot was part astral dragon, which would have been remarkable in and of itself since astral dragons were not the base level of their type. Their suspicions were based on Spot’s powers and appearance, which shared similarities with accounts of astral dragons. Indeed, fame often played a large role in the confusion. Due to the esoteric and obscure nature of advanced dragon lore, many labelled dragons based on their similarity to famous dragons. For instance, it was common to label any big, scary, black dragon as a corruption dragon because of Black Scales. It took a truly determined/demented person to tease out the differences.

Yet now that they had reason to think that Spot’s mother was an empyreal dragon, Timmy had examined the young dragon more closely. Lore about empyreal dragons was incredibly rare since there weren’t any famous empyreal dragons in recent history. However, the spider people had learned about empyreal dragons, both through observation and from the benevolent celestial dragon. Timmy had taken all of that knowledge into account when examining Spot again.

If Timmy was right, their loveable, bottomless-pit-for-a-stomach friend had somehow managed to be born at the same level as both his parents, both of whom were at the very pinnacle of their respective types. He was part corruption dragon and part empyreal dragon. The only thing he hadn’t inherited was being a dragon lord, and Timmy suspected that was impossible. Whatever power allowed a dragon to ascend beyond mortality and wander from world to world, it had to be earned. It could not be given or inherited. In other words, Spot was about as powerful as a hatchling could be, and his power would only grow with increasing swiftness over time.

Timmy had been forced to sit down after realising all of that, but only after sending Spot off to go play with Katie, Chomp, Karl, and Meixing. Was this all planned by the empyreal dragon? What if they hadn’t found Spot? He’d have been raised by Black Scales, one of the cruellest, most evil dragons in history. Breaking the magic that protected the world from the evil dragon seemed impossible from the outside. Otherwise, the evil dragon wouldn’t have had to trick the goblins. However, that magic wasn’t perfect.

The benevolent empyreal dragon had seemingly traded generality – it mainly affected Spot’s mother – in favour of overwhelming power. But if Spot had been raised by Black Scales, it was all too easy to imagine him becoming strong enough to break that magic himself. Why rely on other people when the dragon lord could simply wait until her own offspring had the strength to help her? But that begged the question: why rely on a hatchling and not on an older child? It was possible that the magic barring her from the world would also affect any dragon related to her – but Spot had only been an egg.

But if that was the evil dragon’s plan, it hadn’t gone as she’d expected.

They’d killed Black Scales, and Avraniel had adopted Spot.

For all that Avraniel wasn’t exactly conventional, she nevertheless possessed a firm moral code, which she had done her best to impart to Spot. Combined with the rest of the group’s contributions, Spot was growing into a remarkably well-adjusted dragon, one who was far more likely to befriend random people than eat them. Sure, he was an absolute terror in combat, but outside of battle, he was cheerful and friendly.

For a moment, Timmy imagined titanic wings blotting out the sun over a city before a storm of white and black fire descended. The barrier over the city would shatter, and the city would burn. That was what Spot would be capable of one day, and much more besides. But Spot wasn’t that kind of dragon, not that horror out of a nightmare. He was a good person, as different from his sires as it was possible to be.

Spot needed a family, and they were his family. They just had to keep doing what they were already doing. By the time Spot had the strength to confront his mother, Timmy would be long dead. But he’d make sure that before he died, he’d given Spot every possible advantage, every weapon he could bring to bear, every scrap of knowledge or wisdom he could use – all so that when Spot finally fought her, he could win.

A startled cry caught his attention, and Timmy bit back a laugh as Katie fled from Spot while lobbing spheres of shadow at him. She had wanted to test out a new technique, and the dragon had eagerly volunteered. The spheres burst, unravelling into clouds of silken shadows that mimicked the webs the spider people used. Unfortunately for Katie, Spot had no problems with using his white flame to burn away the spheres. The dragon pounced on her with a cackle.

“Gah!” Katie wailed. “Don’t you dare lick my face – argh!”

Spot snickered and licked her face again before nuzzling her cheek. Twerp.

Timmy grinned again. Against almost anyone else, those spheres would be incredibly hard to deal with. Chomp had also participated in the game, but the big dog was barely able to move until he finally managed to wrench himself free. Given how strong the canine was, it was difficult to imagine a regular person ever getting free, and stronger opponents would still be slowed down substantially. If Katie could also alter the silk to take on razor sharpness and tighten, she would have an incredibly deadly weapon at her disposal.

“Don’t call me that!” Katie tried to put Spot in a headlock and failed miserably. “Don’t forget, I used to be bigger than you!”

Spot chuffed and flared his wings dramatically. Now who’s bigger?

Katie responded by trying to tackle him. She bounced off the dragon, and her eye twitched before she tackled him again, this time with the aid of her shadows. The pair rolled across the ground. “I’ll make you say uncle!”

Why would I say uncle? You’re not my uncle.

“That’s not what it means!”

* * *

Gunter gazed up at the Speaker. They had been accompanied back to the gate by a small but impressive party that included both the Speaker and General Argus. It was strange when Queen Arachne was in command of the Speaker’s body. His old friend’s mannerisms completely took over the Speaker. It was unsettling, but it was simply how the spider people were. It would be akin to calling Spot strange because he spoke with his mind instead of his mouth. That too was simply how dragons were.

“Thank you for your aid,” Gunter said.

Timmy inclined his head to the Speaker. “We greatly appreciate the aid you were able to give us. I don’t know who or what the empire are planning to incarnate into all that glitter-steel, but we’ve got a fighting chance of stopping it now. I’ll leave a few of my zombie fliers behind. If you can pass anything else on, they can bring it to the naval base.”

Gunter was not privy to all that Timmy had acquired, but what he had seen was impressive. Much of what he had asked for was materials suitable for fighting a titan made of glitter-steel, but he had also asked for more mundane materials. It was a reminder that Timmy wasn’t fighting a battle or two. He was fighting a war.

“You are most welcome. You and your companions saved my kingdom and my people.” Queen Arachne inclined her head, and the other spider people bowed low. “You also saved Gunter and the goblins.”

“They’re good people.” Timmy patted Gunter on the shoulder. “The world would be a better place with more people like them in it – and if this war goes the way we want, that will be the case.”

Gunter was excited. The prospect of not only being able to survive but also thrive was tantalising. He had dreamed of his people being viewed as the hard-working, honest folk they were instead of crazed savages bent on destruction. Now, as an old goblin, so much closer to the end of his life than the beginning, that dream was coming true. The past few winters had been hard. He had only managed to hold on because of Karl. But he had a new purpose now. He would live long enough to negotiate on behalf of his people and put his long years of experience to work. He would see them safely into the bright future that awaited them, a future where they could walk proudly on city streets, viewed not with suspicion and contempt but with welcoming eyes. Then he could die, an old, happy goblin in a warm bed, confident that he had given his all for his people. He could face his ancestors with pride and tell them that some small measure of the great burden they had carried since their people’s fall had been cast off. If he was lucky, he’d get to see Karl have children of his own. He could spoil them rotten and tell them embarrassing stories about Karl’s childhood.

What more could he ask for than the chance to give his people the brighter future they’d sought for so long?

“Where will you go now?” Queen Arachne asked.

“Back to the village and then back to the base on the coast,” Timmy said. “And from there? Back to war, I think.” His lips curled. “We’ll let you know if we win.”

“And if you lose?”

“Then someone else will have to let you know because if we lose, I’m pretty sure I’ll be dead.” Timmy shrugged. “But Everton has beaten the Eternal Empire before. We can do it again.”

“Then I wish you and your people good fortune, Timmy. May we meet again under more favourable circumstances.” She paused. “I have met many people in my life. However, your group might just be the most interesting.” She turned to Spot. “Spot…”

Yes?

“Your mother may have been evil, but your aunt saved my people. They were sisters. Never forget that you share blood with that most benevolent of dragons. And never forget that you are not your mother or your father. You are yourself. When that benevolent dragon left, she gave us one last piece of advice. We decide who we are.”

I know. Spot bared his teeth. And I am a good dragon.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The trip back to the village went smoothly, courtesy of their zombie drakes and the relatively clear weather. They probably had Fubuki’s influence to thank for that although the snow maiden wasn’t there to greet them. However, Timmy knew where she’d gone, and she’d done quite a bit to help them, so he wasn’t going to complain.

They stopped in the village to say their goodbyes to Gunter, Karl, and the other goblins. The headman seemed reenergised by their time with the spider people, and his handshake when he and Timmy parted ways belonged to a goblin decades younger. Spot and Karl exchanged their own goodbyes with the dragon promising to write and Karl promising to visit the castle one day. It wasn’t an idle promise either. Gunter had spoken of getting another village set up in Timmy’s territory. During their absence the other goblins had talked it over, and there were enough of them interested in the idea to make it worth trying. They would also be spreading the word to those they trusted amongst the other goblins villages. Timmy would have to review the candidates himself, but he trusted their judgement.

Timmy was looking forward to it. These goblins were decent people, and he was sure the villagers back in his territory would get used to them. If there were any problems, he’d deal with them. He wasn’t about to go around murdering people the way his master would have, but he was the Lord of Black Tower Castle. If he told the villagers to give the goblins a chance to prove themselves, they would. Once the villagers saw all the benefits the goblins could provide – and realised they weren’t murderous savages – they’d warm up to them.

The villagers could be wary of strangers, but they also tended to be pragmatic. Besides, they’d gotten used to Spot, and he was a dragon, which made him far scarier than any goblin. To make the goblins’ lives easier, Timmy left a few of his zombie fliers behind for them to use. It would also make travelling to the other goblin villages easier, and it wouldn’t be long before the more enterprising goblins used the fliers to visit the naval base and take stock of the changes. Having access to a port would be a huge boon for them.

The trip back to the base went similarly smoothly, and it was nice to see the changes that had been made to the base from the air. Yes, Timmy had zombies who could serve as his eyes and ears, but it was always refreshing to see the world with his own eyes. No matter how skilled he was, there would always be a certain… distance when he used the eyes of his zombies.

First and foremost, the base had abandoned any attempt at secrecy or subterfuge. The empire knew they’d taken the base. Trying to hide it or disguise it as a whaling station would achieve nothing. Instead, it was time to fight. Most of the repairs they’d been making had been completed. The base’s barrier was back to full strength, and the weapons along the docks and facing the sea had been repaired. Anyone trying to take the base by sea would be in for a shock. There were also more regular soldiers, along with marines and sailors.

Timmy could pick out barracks, armouries, and other facilities. Additional guard towers, walls, trenches, and other fortifications had also been added. The coastline near the base was now home to a number of watchtowers and weapon emplacements. They might not be able to stop a truly determined landing, but they would bleed whoever tried and make sure the base knew and had time to respond. Timmy could also see the remnants of a fierce battle. Wreckage from several imperial ships had been hauled out of the way while others had been brought to the docks for repair and salvage. The battle had occurred not long before they’d left the spider people, and he’d seen it through the eyes of his zombies. However, he wanted to speak to those involved himself.

Timmy signalled, and there was a flurry of activity below them before the barrier opened to let them through. They landed near the central building and were met by Jake and Fubuki. The snow maiden was doing her best to appear regal, and it seemed to be working based on the way Jake and the other soldiers treated her. However, Timmy hadn’t missed the crumbs on the corners of her lips. They had arrived shortly after lunch, and his zombies had caught her indulging in pastries. He motioned to her lips, and the spirit’s eyes widened before she hastily brushed the crumbs away. Avraniel snickered, and Fubuki glared. Avraniel’s smirk turned into a glare of her own, and Fubuki hurriedly hid behind Jake. The captain had zero intention of getting in Avraniel’s way and wisely stepped aside to let Fubuki face the elf’s glare alone. Smart man.

“It seems you’ve met the area’s resident snow maiden,” Timmy drawled.

Jake laughed. “I’ll admit I was terrified when she showed up. You sent us a message, but hearing about what she can do and seeing it are two very different things.”

Fubuki pouted. “The base was fine. The barrier kept the worst of the snow out.”

“She almost froze the harbour solid,” Jake said. “It gave us all quite a scare. But between your message and the authentication codes she gave us, we saw no reason to doubt her.”

“Memorising those was useful,” Fubuki said. “But did you have to give me such obnoxious ones? I sounded like a fool.”

Timmy had – in an act of supreme charity – forbidden Avraniel from devising the authentication codes. Otherwise, she would have had Fubuki swearing like a sailor while mocking herself. However, Timmy wasn’t a saint, so he’d given her a couple of the more humorous codes to work with. Telling the base about her was fine – if there was only one snow maiden. However, if other snow maidens appeared, using authentication codes would ensure that only Fubuki was allowed into the base. Moreover, illusionists were another possible danger. A skilled illusionist could easily impersonate her, but they wouldn’t be able to produce the right authentication codes.

What code had Fubuki used to convince the base of her identity?

Hamster-fish-drake-axolotl-crazy-frog-silly-goose-gerbil.

Given how many words existed – and how many different animals there were – guessing the code would be impossible. To be on the safe side, Timmy had also given her a special slip of paper that had his magic imprinted on it. Jake might not have powerful magic, but he’d met Timmy multiple times. He would be able to recognise his magic.

“I can’t wait to hear more about how you met, but first, tell me about the battle from your perspective.”

“As you know, we got reinforcements. It wasn’t as many as we wanted, but it was more than we expected,” Jake said. “They’ll have plenty of work to do since I know you can’t leave your zombies here forever. The Supreme Cleric also managed to wrangle a few experts in engineering and construction. After all, we don’t need to attack. Simply existing and threatening an attack will force the empire to divert resources to this area.”

“That’s Vicky for you. She’s never let me down.”

“A few days ago, the empire showed up in force. They must have scrounged up whatever they could for the attack. They hit us hard – ten ships in total, two of which were dreadnoughts. Thankfully, our own ships were nearby on patrol. The barrier held them off long enough for our ships to get back, and our land-based weapons more than earned their keep.” Jake handed Fubuki another pastry. She greedily devoured it. The way her cheeks bulged out reminded Timmy of a chipmunk. “I was getting worried they’d be able to force a proper landing, and we’d end up losing all those zombies you left us, but then Fubuki showed up. She made a mess on her way in, but she more than pulled her weight in the battle.”

“Don’t worry about my zombies,” Timmy said. “They’re here to die instead of you.”

“She covered the area in a blizzard. We could barely see a thing, and neither could the empire. Sure, we could guess where they were, but Fubuki was able to use that voice-on-the-wind trick to tell us where to aim. We picked them apart without taking too much damage. I won’t say it was the cleanest fight, and our accuracy wasn’t anything to write home about despite her help, but it worked.”

“In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. It doesn’t matter if your aim is bad if theirs is worse.” That matched what his zombies had observed although only the aquatic zombies had truly participated in that part of the battle. Based on what he’d seen from the air, the empire’s ships had only managed to hit a few guardhouses and other buildings, rather than the weapons that defended the base. It only took him a second to guess why.

“You had the weapon emplacements extinguish their lights, didn’t you?” Timmy asked. “And you had the guardhouses light up as many of theirs as they could to draw their attention.” Timmy’s control over his zombies had not been exacting at the time. Instead, he’d largely delegated them to Jake and the others since he’d been discussing important matters with the spider people.

Jake smirked. “It wasn’t my idea. It was the commander’s. He figured they’d get desperate and start shooting at anything they could see. It wasn’t nice losing those guardhouses and buildings, but it’s better than losing the weapons.”

“That was well done.”

“They still managed to make landfall,” Jake admitted. “Although not in force.”

“How do you think they managed that?” Timmy asked.

“Some crazy bastard on their side must have realised they couldn’t win. I’m guessing they managed to sneak boats into the water during an exchange before rowing like their lives depended on it. I don’t know how they hid themselves from Fubuki, but they had a skilled stealth mage with them.”

“He was very skilled,” Fubuki said. “Hiding from me in my own blizzard is no small feat.”

“Maybe half a dozen of their boats made it to shore, but your zombies were there to take the brunt of the assault.” Jake shrugged. “We lost a bunch of them, but they tired the bastards out, and we were able to beat them back. The mage cloaking them tried to lead a retreat, but we sank them.”

“How did you locate them?” Timmy asked.

“We blasted the area. We figured that he couldn’t cloak them and use defensive magic at the same time. Otherwise, we would have sensed it. It must have worked because wreckage appeared.”

“Is the stealth mage dead?” Timmy asked. The last thing they needed was a stealth mage wandering around stabbing people and sabotaging the base.

Jake shook his head. “Clever bastard managed to get himself onto another boat. He would have gotten away, but we clipped him with a stray shot in the fight between our ships. He surrendered as soon as we noticed him. Whatever he did, it must have taken a lot out of him. He was barely conscious and totally drained of magic. We’ve got him in magical restraints, and we’ve had eyes on him ever since. He’s sneaky and clever, which makes him dangerous. The men watching him have orders to kill him if they think he’s going to escape.”

“Good.” A skilled stealth mage could wreak absolute havoc if left unchecked. “A word of advice. Put sand in his cell and in the areas around it and remove anything that could be used to keep off the ground. I know we’ve got earth mages here. The sand will give away his position even if he turns invisible or conceals his presence.”

“We’ll do that.” Jake glanced out across the harbour. “They’ve backed off since the battle. I doubt they’ll be able to muster another force of similar size, but we’ve maintained our patrols – no sense in getting caught off guard again although I’d bet the only reason they snuck past us last time was because of that stealth mage. In the meantime, we’ve been repairing a few ships they were kind enough to donate. We don’t have the people to crew them, but at the very least, we can anchor them and point their weapons at the entrance to the harbour. Losing their ships also means they’ll have to be wary of a counterattack from us since they can’t patrol properly anymore.”

“That’s good to hear. If you can take any pressure off our forces elsewhere by threatening attacks from here, that would definitely help. What does the commander think?” Timmy asked. Although Jake wasn’t technically the highest-ranking naval officer around, his experience as a privateer who’d also worked for the empire lent his opinions greater weight. However, military decisions were ultimately up to the base’s commander. Timmy didn’t know the man as well as he knew Jake, but Vicky had recommended him thanks to his competence and ability to take risks when necessary.

"He’s already planning a raid or two. Nothing decisive – we don’t have the forces for a decisive attack – but definitely enough to keep the empire’s forces in this region on their toes.”

“Excellent.” Timmy’s attention shifted to a cat that was napping on a nearby wall. He had an eye for detail, and he couldn’t remember seeing that cat before. The feline, who was more than a bit scruffy, had the look of a male tabby, and he could make out old scars hidden amidst the cat’s fur.

His eyes narrowed. Those weren’t ordinary scars, the kind a cat got from fighting other cats. At least three of them should have been fatal. He had keen instincts, and right now, those instincts were telling him to pay attention to the cat. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something… off about it. The cat opened its eyes, yawned, and then stretched before settling back into the sunny spot it had occupied since Timmy had started talking to Jake – a position that allowed it to overhear every word they said.

Whose cat is that? Spot padded over and peered at the cat. I haven’t seen him before, and his soul is a lot brighter than a normal cat’s.

Timmy kept his expression calm and gave no sign that he’d heard Spot. All the same, he kept a watch on the feline with his earth magic. It was entirely possible that he and Spot were being paranoid, but animals were an excellent way for mages to gather intelligence. Setting aside creatures like the ninja rats, there were multiple forms of magic that could control animals, and plenty of mages had familiars. He turned to scratch Spot’s scales, and discretely traced a scrying rune in the air once he was confident that the cat wouldn’t be able to see it.

He frowned. The cat was definitely concealing its power – and the fact that it had enough power to make concealment worth it was worrying in its own right. The technique itself was impressive, something Timmy would have expected out of the ninja rats, not a seemingly random cat. Wait. Now that he thought about it, the technique was actually fairly similar to a presence concealment technique he’d seen Meixing use, except the cat was better at it.

Timmy motioned for the others to spread out and prepare themselves for battle as he raised his shovel. He wasn’t planning on killing the cat since capturing him shouldn’t be too hard with all of them here. Nearby, Meixing who had gone off to speak with one of the captives, a whaling captain from the empire, returned only to stop and stare. Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to speak, only to be cut off.

By the cat.

“You fool!” the cat boomed, his voice deep and powerful. He was no longer lounging about. Instead, he somehow managed to exude menace despite being no larger than an ordinary cat. “Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been?” With an angry yowl, the cat abandoned words and leapt past Timmy with remarkable speed.

The teenager blinked owlishly and tried to retreat. Timmy would have intervened, but Old Man saw the approaching cat and made no move to stop him. Had the cat been dangerous, Timmy was certain the swordsman would already have intervened.

The cat lunged toward Meixing and abandoned any attempt at concealing his power. An image of a massive tiger appeared behind him, one claw raised high. Timmy had seen similar things in the past – warriors whose fighting spirit burned so brightly it could actually become visible to others. Typically, though, fighting spirit manifested in a more nebulous sense, rather than as something so well defined. In any case, this was definitely the first time he'd seen a cat pull it off.

“Behold my righteous fury! For abandoning Sword Mountain and fleeing west, I, the Humble Claw of Ten Thousand Cuts, will have you kowtow a thousand times! Nay, for leaving without me, I shall have you kowtow ten thousand – erk!”

Old Man appeared beside the cat and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. “I do believe you are making a scene.” The swordsman’s power stirred, impossibly sharp and focused, and the tiger vanished. “Perhaps we should take this elsewhere.”

Timmy heard tinkling laughter and glanced up. He’d asked Vicky to meet them at the base to discuss what had happened with the spider people. It was too important to leave to communication spheres, no matter how secure they were supposed to be.

Naturally, her astral projection had arrived just in time to see Meixing accosted by an overly powerful cat. Honestly, Timmy would have been more perturbed if he hadn’t already met the ninja rats. If there were entire clans of ninja rats out there, who was to say there weren’t wandering cat warriors? Vicky’s astral projection met his gaze and grinned. She was definitely enjoying this. Wait. Vicky should have been able to sense the cat’s power long before any of them, given how much better her astral sight was than Spot’s. Had she decided to wait to see what would happen? That would be just like her, especially since she could always blast the cat into oblivion if necessary.

“Unhand me, villain!” The cat yowled and tried to claw at Old Man. The magic in his claws would have carved furrows into the earth, but he might as well have been trying to claw the wind for all the luck he had in trying to hit the swordsman.

“Claw?” Meixing stared at the cat. “How are you here? And do you know who you’re trying to claw? He is the Heavenly Sword.”

The cat – Claw – froze and then twisted until he could look Old Man in the eye. Whatever he saw must have convinced him because he somehow began to kowtow in apology despite being held by the scruff of his neck. Even for a cat, it was impressive. “Is that so? Then this humble cat thanks the legendary swordsman for taking care of his best friend, a foolish fool who needs to better consider the logistics of travel and the feelings of her friends.” The cat threw his paws up into the air and meowed pitifully, drawing a look of utter consternation from Meixing. “Oh, the trials and tribulations I have endured to find her! Truly, this humble cat must have offended the heavens themselves to be faced with such difficulties.” He cast a sideways glance at Meixing with his blue eyes. “As thanks, this humble cat will gladly share embarrassing stories with you! She will wish she had kowtowed ten thousand times rather than face my wrath!”

Meixing blushed furiously and then plucked Claw from Old Man’s grasp. The cat immediately slithered out of her hand and darted up onto her head, whereupon he began to gnaw on her skull. “Claw! Stop that!”

“Only after you admit your foolishness and explain why you did not seek me out before heading west!”

“I couldn’t find you after my parents sent you away!” Meixing tried to pull the cat off, but Claw wasn’t having it. Katie’s shadows stirred, ready to help, but Avraniel put one hand on Katie’s shoulder and smiled toothily. The elf wanted to see where this went.

“What? I left a message for you in the usual place,” Claw said. “You could not have missed it!”

Meixing froze. “You mean our tree? The one in the courtyard?”

“The very same! I hid it in the hollow we discovered amidst its upper branches.”

Meixing sagged. “My parents had it cut down after sending you away. They thought I was spending too much time staring at it.”

Claw’s eyes narrowed ominously, and a tiger appeared behind him again. “Those cretins!” He raised a claw skyward. “I swear upon these righteous claws of mine that I shall teach them the error of their ways!”

Timmy half expected a bolt of lightning to streak through the sky at the feline’s declaration. There was no bolt of lightning, but the cat’s words were accompanied by an impressive flash of light. He sighed. Judging from the impish smile on her face, that had been Vicky’s doing.

“Okay,” Timmy said. “Why don’t we take this inside? We’re making a scene.”

“Wise words.” Claw gave Meixing’s head an absentminded chop. “Hmm… your skull is as hard as ever, foolish girl who has the fortune of being my best friend.”

Jake shook his head. “Timmy, I have seen a lot of very strange things since I started working for you, but this might actually be the strangest.”

Fubuki giggled. “Can I come too? I want to know what happens next.”

* * *

Katie tried not to stare at the cat who was not only talking but who also had roughly the same amount of magic as her – and was better at controlling it. Old Man once again had the cat by the scruff of his neck after prying him off Meixing’s head. However, the cat wasn’t the least bit bothered. If anything, he seemed to consider it an honour.

His earlier displays had shown that he wasn’t simply amusing. The tiger he’d summoned with his fighting spirit and the blows he’d aimed at Old Man had been worthy of a seasoned warrior. It made her wonder what kind of life he’d lived. Setting aside the fact that he was a cat who could talk and fight, manifestations of power or fighting spirit were usually nebulous and indistinct. They tended to be clouds of energy that inundated the area and filled the opponent with dread.

Mages usually did their best to avoid creating them unless absolutely necessary since they consumed magic that could be used to fight. However, her master had told her many times that they could be useful for intimidating weaker opponents, so it was still worth learning how to do it. Katie’s own manifestation was still very much a work in progress, but a nest of writhing, blade-like shadows was already quite intimidating and far more cost effective.

“To think that I would be carried by the Heavenly Sword himself.” Claw nodded sagely and stroked his whiskers in a manner reminiscent of an old man stroking his beard. “Truly, the heavens have blessed me with good fortune.” He glanced at Meixing. “Has he been teaching you?”

Meixing nodded. Her eyes were puffy from barely concealed tears, but Katie was sure they were happy tears rather than sad ones. “He has.” She laughed shakily. “Only you would find being carried around in such a manner an honour, you silly cat. Now, swear to behave yourself, and I shall aid you. It will be hard to have a conversation if you are dangling around the entire time.”

The cat brought his paws together in a feline approximation of the fist-into-palm martial salute that was famous the world over. “This cat swears.”

Meixing bowed to Old Man. “If you could release Claw? He is a fool, but he is my fool, so to speak.”

The swordsman smiled. “So long as he behaves and does not gnaw on your head again.” His expression turned serious. “But, Claw, you are a cat of no small skill. Be mindful of your surroundings. If anyone were to be harmed by your… exuberance, I would be most displeased.”

The cat kowtowed again in another impressive display of agility. “You have my word, oh Heavenly Sword. This humble cat was merely excited at meeting his wayward friend once again. I shall be more mindful of my conduct.”

And with that, Old Man handed Claw to Meixing. The teen held him in her arm before the feline once again scrambled atop her head. Rather than gnawing on her skull, however, he settled upon her head like a hat. Katie giggled. Meixing now had a cat hat.

“Meixing,” Katie said. “You never told us much about your best friend, so I have to ask. Is Claw the best friend you mentioned?” One of the details about her past that Meixing had shared was her sorrow at being separated from her best friend, and Claw had complained strenuously about being left behind. Others might have found the idea of having a warrior cat for a best friend strange, but some of Katie’s best friends were ninja rats and a dragon.

Meixing nodded, and Claw preened. “Indeed. Despite his oddities, Claw is my dearest friend. He is also known as the Humble Claw of Ten Thousand Cuts although most call him Claw since it is easier to say.”

Claw patted Meixing’s head. “How aggravating! It took this humble cat years to earn a title, but nobody uses it. Hmm…” He moved back and forth. “I feel that your neck has gotten weaker in my absence. I shall have to sit upon your head more often to strengthen it.”

“Strengthen my neck? Admit it. You are simply lazy and wish to avoid walking,” Meixing replied. Despite the harshness of her words, she was smiling. “And stop poking my head. I will develop a bald spot.”

“Hah! Your hair is mighty. No one in your family suffers from baldness, so you shall not be afflicted either. Besides, should you start going bald, there are countless potions and tinctures that can help.”

Katie felt morally obligated to point out the truth. “Unfortunately, the overwhelming majority of purported cures for baldness don’t work. Nobody is entirely sure why, but baldness can be rather stubborn when it comes to treatment.” Her master had taught her about that as a way of illustrating how frustrating and strange magic could be. For reasons that had yet to be discovered, baldness was often harder to treat than a stab wound or chronic illness. That wasn’t to say it was impossible, but it was surprisingly difficult and expensive to deal with.

“Is that so?” Claw stroked his whiskers. “You are wise, little one.” Katie twitched. “It is truly rare to meet an eight-year-old with such keen insight.”

Katie glared as her master and Avraniel both bit back laughter. Seeing her outrage, Meixing managed to stifle a giggle before reaching up to poke Claw in the side. “You foolish cat. Katie is ten not eight.”

Claw tilted his head to the side. “But she’s so tiny –” The shadows around them suddenly solidified and lengthened into a forest of spectral claws. The cat’s eyes widened comically, and he began to kowtow atop Meixing’s head. “Forgive this humble cat! His eyes have been troubling him as of late. Truly, your mighty stature is only eclipsed by your merciful heart.”

Katie couldn’t help but snicker at his abrupt change in attitude. “Fine. You’re forgiven, but don’t make that mistake again.” Her shadows softened, so she could rub his back.

“Hmm… what splendid magic.” Claw purred and patted Meixing on the head again. “It is a pity that your swords cannot do that.”

“I could try again, but you’d only lose more fur.” There was a story there, and Katie would be sure to ask about it later.

“What a delightful cat.” The Supreme Cleric floated past. “I had thought you were a magical beast because of how powerful you are, but you’re not, are you? You’re a cat who managed to acquire power by employing more human methods.” She peered at him intently. “The structure of your magic closely resembles what I’ve observed in master warriors, particularly those from the east.”

“You possess keen insight, noble lady.” Claw drew himself up to his full height. “And you are correct. I am no spirit beast or magical creature. I did not acquire my strength by devouring others or gorging on magic. I am the Humble Claw of Ten Thousand Cuts! My beloved master allowed me to observe his training and teachings, and I eventually ascended from a mere house cat into the warrior I am today. Make no mistake, it was not easy! I have vomited blood many times and walked on the boundary of life and death!” He nodded sagely at Katie. “I am not speaking in metaphor, young one. To cultivate one’s magic in the manner of a martial artist is no easy thing for a cat. Indeed, the body of a house cat is ill suited to it. Had my master still been alive when I began to pursue it more seriously…” Something dark flashed in his eyes before he shook himself. “But that is neither here nor there. In a kinder world, I would have walked a different path. But greatness requires sacrifice – as does revenge.”

Katie was mildly horrified to realise that all of the ninja rats were making sympathetic sounds. She had seen the training they subjected themselves to on a regular basis, so she wasn’t shocked that they found the idea of training until they vomited blood to be a sign of dedication rather than madness. She also knew how vengeful they could be when properly motivated. On her shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked about how they should inquire about the cat’s methods. If they had worked for a cat, then perhaps the rats could also benefit.

Yet despite his fierce words and obvious power, Katie couldn’t help but find Claw adorable. He was an orange tabby with bright blue eyes. His right ear was floppy whilst the left remained stubbornly upright despite being quite ragged. There were also multiple scars beneath his fur that hinted at wounds that should have killed him. If she had to guess, he had likely acquired those while seeking revenge for his master.

But who could have treated them? Whoever they were, they must have possessed admirable skill. It also spoke to the cruelty of his foes. Although several of the scars were from injuries that should have been fatal, others were from blows that were meant to cripple rather than kill. What sort of person did that to a cat? Katie was curious to know more, but now was not the time.

They made their way into a conference room in the base’s headquarters before her master, Amanda, and the Supreme Cleric used a combination of their various abilities to seal the room and protect it from eavesdropping and other intrusions. Along the way, the base’s commander had joined them, and the man appeared equal parts baffled and amused by Claw’s antics.

“For obvious reasons,” her master said to Claw, who had settled onto the table in front of Meixing. “We need to know more about you. Meixing has joined our group and proven herself.” Meixing’s eyes widened in delight at having her efforts acknowledged. “However, we are currently involved in matters of a very sensitive nature. We need to know if you’re trustworthy. Loose lips sink ships and all that.”

Claw met his gaze evenly and licked his paws before nodding. “This humble cat would prefer to avoid speaking of his past, but he would be happy to swear any oath – magically binding or mundane – to reassure you of his intentions.” He bowed low in a display infinitely more earnest than his earlier kowtowing. “Meixing is my best friend, and this humble cat owes her his life many times over. If she has sworn to aid your cause, then I shall gladly do the same.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Amanda said. “I cannot sense any deception from him, and his mind is, frankly, an open book.” Her lips curled. “He has developed resistance to blunter mental intrusions but has little in the way of defences from a softer touch.” She paused. “Animals are generally more susceptible to certain kinds of mental manipulation. As long as Meixing is on our side, I have no doubt that Claw will be too.”

“Is that so?” The Supreme Cleric stared at Claw, and the room was suddenly filled with pressure. Katie reflexively flared her own magic to ease it, and Jake swallowed thickly and struggled to breathe before Spot wrapped a wing around the captain to shield him. Claw stared at the Supreme Cleric in a combination of awe and terror. “You will be swearing a binding oath of loyalty.” She shone with the brightness of a star. “Loyalty will be richly rewarded, but treachery will be severely punished.”

“I will swear an oath upon Meixing’s ancestral sword,” Claw said quickly. He took several deep breaths as the Supreme Cleric allowed her power to recede. “To think that I would glimpse the summit twice in one day! This cat is fortunate indeed!”

They waited for Claw to make his oath before introducing themselves. Afterward, Katie asked a question. “Claw, what do you mean by glimpsing the summit twice in one day?”

“Ah. A fine question. The Heavenly Sword is said to stand at the peak of swordsmen. He is said to be so skilled that beneath the heavens no swordsman, living or dead, can match him. Having felt the keenness of his presence, I am inclined to agree. As for the Supreme Cleric, she is only an astral projection, yet the power she can wield is mind-boggling. I can hardly imagine the strength her true body possesses.” Claw cast a canny eye toward Avraniel. “Although I might have glimpsed the summit a third time if she had chosen to do anything other than laugh at my predicament.”

Avraniel snorted. “The cat isn’t stupid, after all. I figured I’d let sparky do the threatening.” She shrugged. “This is a nice room, and we’ll probably have to use it again, so it would be a shame if it melted. Sparky’s light show isn’t too bad, as long as you don’t look straight at her.”

“Now that Claw has made his oath, we can continue although we will be talking more about your joint histories.” The Supreme Cleric’s voice softened. “I know this makes you uncomfortable, Meixing, but we need to know. Moreover, I suspect Claw is related to your injuries. They haven’t worsened too much since I last saw you, but I am still amazed you can function as well as you have been.”

Meixing nodded stiffly. “I am used to it.”

The Supreme Cleric gave her a flat stare in response. “You shouldn’t have to be used to it.”

Katie breathed a sigh of relief. Meixing’s missing arm had been troubling her more and more over the past few days. She had woken up the previous night to find the older girl thrashing around in her sleep. She had done her best to comfort her, but Meixing had been too caught up in her nightmare to remember afterward. They were friends now, so it hurt to see Meixing suffering. She had brought it up with her master and Old Man, but they had both said there wasn’t a lot they could do until they got to the base. Presumably, they were counting on the Supreme Cleric for help. If anyone could help, it was her.

“You are right,” Meixing conceded. “It has become… difficult.”

“Hmph.” Claw batted her face with his tail. “Such a brave but foolish girl. I have taken the measure of these people. They seem the reliable sort. It is said that no man is an island. It is not wrong to lean on others from time to time. If your injuries have worsened, then you must deal with them. Maybe they cannot help you, but perhaps they can.”

The Supreme Cleric smiled. “Listen to your cat.” She cleared her throat, and her magic flexed to create a map showing the progress of the war. Amanda could have made something better – her illusions were incredible – so she must be including information that the vampire wasn’t yet privy to. “I will begin by updating you on the present state of affairs. I know you’ve been busy here, but our enemies have not been slacking either.”

What followed was a concise but enlightening presentation regarding the current state of affairs. Katie wasn’t the strategic and tactical genius that her master was although she was doing her best to improve. She listened intently as the Supreme Cleric talked, with the others occasionally chiming in with their own observations and questions. Her master, Amanda, and Old Man were the most involved with Daerin and Avraniel occasionally offering their own opinions and questions too.

Daerin wanted to know more about what was going on with his kin and the sea dwarves while Avraniel wanted to know about the places where the empire had chosen to adopt a defensive posture instead of continuing to push forward. Katie was sure there were plenty of nuances that she had yet to catch, but the situation seemed relatively manageable.

The naval situation remained a stalemate. The Supreme Cleric’s destruction of the naval base had hampered the empire, especially in terms of logistics. However, the empire had called up every ship they could find to try to make the logistics work while pushing their allies to provide whatever support they could. As a result, the empire had managed to make landfall in several key areas, allowing it to pressure Everton’s allies. At the same time, however, they had not made landfall unscathed, so it was now a question of whether the success of their land forces could justify their naval losses.

From Everton’s perspective, any losses they could inflict upon the empire’s navy were good, provided they didn’t suffer worse losses themselves. The empire’s grand armada was advancing, and the empire hoped that it would ensure smoother landings in the future. However, the Shimmering Isles had been able to mount several daring raids in areas adjacent to the armada. The hope was that these attacks would either force the armada to slow down, so they could deal with the raiders, or better still, get them to split their forces. United, the armada was the greatest naval force in the world. If it split up, defeat in detail would become possible.

“You’re doing the right thing,” her master said. “In a straight up fight, we haven’t got a chance against the armada unless we gather every single ship we and our allies can muster. Even then, I’m doubtful it would be enough in a direct confrontation. Our biggest advantages right now are mobility and knowledge of the local waters. The armada is at its strongest when it is united, and the empire knows that. To stay together, it can only move as fast as its slowest ships. If we can force the armada to split up or spread its formation more widely, our superior mobility and knowledge will allow us to concentrate more strength at a single point than them. We can then deal with it piecemeal until it reaches a more manageable size.”

“Unfortunately, the armada’s commanders are not fools,” the Supreme Cleric said. “They know that they have the biggest, scariest naval stick in the world to hit us with, and they understand that defeat in detail is our best hope. Their objective is to maintain their cohesion and advance until they can force us to give battle in a time and place of their choosing. For example, if they were to lay siege to the capital of the Shimmering Isles, we would be forced to defend it. True, abandoning it might be the strategically superior option, but the Shimmering Isles would never do that, and we cannot win the naval war without them.”

“That is why the armada’s vanguard is crucial,” Katie’s master said. “As long as it can control the seas ahead of the armada and screen against raids and other threats, we will have a much harder time chipping away at the armada.”

“That’s why the Shimmering Isles launched those raids,” the Supreme Cleric replied. “And why I’ve been having our forces attack key supply lines and infrastructure. If we cannot face them head on, we either have to lure their vanguard out and destroy it or starve them of supplies and support until they can no longer fight effectively.”

Jake nodded solemnly. “A warship requires plenty of resources to function, especially if it sees frequent combat. Without the right support, all you’ve got is a floating coffin.” He growled. “That’s how the empire dealt with the survivors after they betrayed their privateers. We escaped, but they barred us from their ports and put prices on our heads. Without supplies, we didn’t stand a chance against them in a fair fight. We had to run and hope for the best.”

“It’s a tricky situation,” Old Man said. “Who wins will depend heavily on the skills of the respective commanders, as well as how much damage either side can absorb before being forced to change their course of action. If the armada is already sufficiently well supplied, they may ignore attacks elsewhere and focus solely on reaching their desired destination. Conversely, you have to evacuate territory while destroying or taking anything useful to avoid being forced to give battle in unfavourable circumstances.”

“I have been told that the sea dwarves have deployed their submarines,” the Supreme Cleric said. “Their success could prove crucial. Although they cannot match the firepower of a dreadnought, their stealth makes them ideal for attacking supply lines and other logistical targets.”

“They’re crazy bastards,” Daerin said. “But they’re dwarves. They’ll get the job done. If they’ve any sense, they’ll send a few submarines to ambush the vanguard too. Reduce their numbers, and the armada will either have to slow down or risk sailing blind. If nothing else, they’ll be more cautious until they work out how to detect the submarines.”

“It would be nice to coordinate with them more closely, but we’ve been informed that their submarines cannot communicate with us and maintain their stealth at the same time. However, any damage they do to the empire’s logistics helps. Since the existence of dwarven submarines is more rumour than fact, the success of their initial strikes is key. If the empire has to divert resources to find them, our own raids will become more effective.”

Her master made a face. It was an expression he rarely made and only ever when he was in a difficult position in a game of strategy and wasn’t trying to hide his emotions. It wasn’t an expression she inspired often. Not only was he almost never in a losing position against her – unless he’d deliberately put himself into one, usually as a trap – but he rarely gave his thoughts away when playing against her.

“If the armada cannot be made to turn around or split up, then we will need to make sacrifices.” He pointed to several areas of the map. “A defence in depth – several defensive lines where we can bleed them and then retreat when our position becomes untenable. It’s not the most common strategy at sea, but it could work. Of course, the ships covering each retreat would be put at significant risk.” He gestured broadly. “Assuming we evacuated those areas and stripped them of all resources, the armada would be stretched thin if they could be goaded into pursuing with speed and purpose. However, a staged retreat could easily turn into a rout followed by a rapid loss of territory. We would need to accept an elevated level of risk – and heightened casualties.”

“I spoke with my naval advisors before coming here,” the Supreme Cleric said. “Two suggested a similar course of action. Let us hope it does not come to that, but it cannot hurt to prepare. If we can eliminate their vanguard or inflict serious damage on their logistics, we may be able to avoid relying on such strategies.” She paused. “In that regard, would you and Katie be able to make more zombie whales? I believe they can fill a similar role to dwarven submarines.”

“Has Scar been busy?” Katie asked. She was dimly aware of his presence, but he was too far for her to truly grasp what he was doing. Her range was still improving.

Jake grinned. “Oh, he’s been busy. Let me tell you…”

It turned out that Scar’s grudge against the empire had grown to legendary proportions during their absence, and not just amongst the empire’s whalers. He had become something of a bogeyman amongst the empire’s navy in general. Before going to the goblin village, she had given Scar the freedom to act as he pleased as long as he helped fight the empire’s navy.

He had not disappointed.

In fact, he’d left a trail of devastation in his wake. She had noticed a drain on her reserves several times, which meant he’d taken damage that his hydra parts alone struggled to fix. It was a fascinating example of what her master called a distance mismatch. It rarely happened to Grand Necromancers since their range was enormous, but it was more common amongst lower-level necromancers. It occurred when a zombie remained operational outside of its creators ability to actively control or see through it. Katie could tell that stuff was happening to Scar, but she couldn’t tell what was happening.

During their absence, Scar had sunk every imperial whaling ship he could reach. It had gotten to the point that they refused to leave port if he’d been sighted nearby. With no whaling ships to attack, Scar had promptly turned his attention to other imperial vessels.

Warships were trickier prey, but Scar was a hunter through and through. He had learned from Jake, and one of his favourite tactics was to play the part of a normal whale, staying submerged and watching them until he learned their security measures. Once he knew their weaknesses and when they would be least attentive, he would strike. Barriers were typically designed to stop magic and other projectiles. They usually had to be recalibrated to stop ramming.

Scar would swim deep to avoid detection before using his massive horns to tear into the hulls of warships before they could recalibrate their barriers. He could rip a smaller warship in half, and even a dreadnought could be crippled or sunk if he got lucky. He could then dive, avoiding retaliation and outswimming his pursuers. He had been caught a few times early on – which was probably where her magic had gone – but he had become increasingly proficient at it, to the point that many of his targets had no idea of what had attacked them. He had also started working with Everton’s navy more closely. He would let their ships draw the enemy’s attention before striking once they were distracted. It was a stark reminder that for all of his curmudgeonly demeanour around her, he was a centuries-old apex predator.

“Wow.” Katie would have to give Scar a present the next time she saw him. He was more than pulling his own enormous weight. But what could she get a zombie whale? “He has been busy. How many ships has he sunk?”

“Twenty.” Jake shook his head in disbelief. “It’s insane. It makes me wonder why nobody has done this before.”

Katie hummed thoughtfully. “Necromancers aren’t that common, especially ones who can make a zombie as large and powerful as Scar without having it rebel. Most necromancers aren’t interested in naval matters either. Aquatic zombies are usually harder to make and maintain, and you generally have to keep them in water too. Sure, Roger is mostly fine on land, but he’s not a regular aquatic zombie. Without hydra parts, he’d be in real trouble since he's mostly shark. Nevertheless, he still spends as much time in water as he can. As for horned whales, I bet a big part of it is because of how valuable their corpses are. The majority of necromancers don’t want to pay too much for corpses because…”

“They’re cheapskates?” Her master chuckled. “Budgetary concerns are a serious issue for many necromancers. They’re more interested in cost effectiveness, so they won’t splurge on buying the corpse of a horned whale. For the majority of necromancers, a hydra corpse would be a far better investment.”

“The fact that Scar still has his soul is a big deal too,” Katie added. “Not only does that make him stronger but I also don’t have to control him. His mind is intact, and he can take advantage of all his experience. He knows more about fighting ships than I ever will.”

“Even if you can’t create any zombie whales as powerful as him, I still think that having more zombie whales would be useful,” the Supreme Cleric said.

“I agree,” her master said. “The cost would be high since we’d either have to catch our own whales – which I doubt Scar will be happy to hear about – or purchase them at market rates, which I think he’ll tolerate since they’re already dead. On the upside, they will immediately bolster our forces. I’ve got the range to control them, or we can delegate control to Scar.” He frowned. “I would have tried earlier, but we’ve been occupied, and there hasn’t been an abundance of whale corpses for us to work with. I doubt you’ve got any other Grand Necromancers laying around either.”

“Not just yet,” the Supreme Cleric replied.

“The quota system also means that spare corpses almost never come up on the market, and any whales that are found dead are hauled in and processed too. But if you can get the corpses, Katie and I can work through them although I’ll be doing the majority of the work.”

“Right.” Katie nodded. “Without their souls, they won’t be very smart.” As her master had already said, he would either have to control them himself, or they’d let Scar take command.

“Your range gets bigger every day, Katie. Give it a few years, and you should be able to manage it.”

Katie could make zombies without souls. In fact, that was standard practice. However, she had to control them because a zombie without a soul wasn’t very intelligent at all. Her master could do that across vast distances, but she couldn’t. Oh well. Based on the records she’d reviewed, necromancers often experienced rapid growth in their magic during puberty through to their early twenties. It was why an early start was important. A late start could mean missing out on that critical period of growth, which could severely limit a necromancer’s power in the long run.

“I’ll see what can be done,” the Supreme Cleric said. “Funds will not be an issue. We’ll find the money – I’ll use my own if necessary. It’s time that we need more of.”

They spent a bit longer discussing aquatic zombies and their potential uses before briefly discussing the role the base would be playing in the future. It would give them the strongest naval base in the area, so they could launch attacks not only by sea but also by air now that their aerial forces had a safe place to rest and deploy from.

“We could also use zombie whales for that,” her master pointed out.

“Yes!” Katie said excitedly. “The largest whales are big enough to let wyverns, griffins, and even drakes rest on them. It wouldn’t be as stable as a ship, but it would be mobile, and the empire would have a hard time finding them since they can travel below the surface.”

The Supreme Cleric’s lips curled. “They’d drive themselves mad searching for support ships, never realising that there were never any to begin with.”

From there, they moved on to discussing the straits. The situation there had continued to deteriorate, and the empire had continued to mass more and more troops in the area. It had taken them longer to move them by land than by sea, but it wouldn’t be long before they were able to launch a full-scale assault.

If the empire controlled the straits, they would have control over an important trade route and a potential land route for further conflicts, to say nothing of the pressure they could put on Everton’s territory in the area. If Everton won the war but lost the straits, their victory would be bitter at best. The land route from the straits was not short or easy, but none of the nations along it would be able to repel the empire if push came to shove. In the next war – and there would be another war unless Everton could win decisively – that route would give the empire a more direct way to attack Everton.

More worrying were reports of what could be yet another imperial naval base. Just how many did they have? Katie and the others had destroyed several themselves, and the Supreme Cleric had personally blown one up not too long ago. How could they still have more? Then again, the empire had been planning this war for a while. It made sense they’d have backup plans. But it was so aggravating. Of course, from the empire’s perspective, she and the others must be horrible to deal with. They went around blowing stuff up, and the empire was probably wondering when they’d finally run out of steam. Katie bit back a giggle. They were in for a rude awakening. They weren’t going to run out of steam any time soon, not with Spot and Avraniel on their side.

“As you can see, there has been a noticeable increase in naval traffic in this area.” The Supreme Cleric’s glow brightened until Katie’s master asked her to tone it down. “We discovered the cause when Councillor Taranis led a raiding force into the area. He encountered significant resistance but was able to catch sight of an island with multiple warships docked and what appeared to be a fortress and port facilities under construction. Despite his best efforts, however, he was forced back.”

Her master raised an eyebrow. “Councillor Taranis was forced back?”

“Yes. He sustained serious injuries before being forced to retreat. His wounds were so serious that I had to send an astral projection to aid in his recovery. I would have sent an astral projection to aid in the raid, but scrying magic revealed the presence of powerful anti-spirit and anti-astral measures around the island.” Her lips curled. “They were expecting me.”

“Is that really bad?” Katie asked. Obviously, any councillor being severely wounded was bad, but the expressions on the faces of her master, Avraniel, and Amanda were telling. Katie had not studied the Council as thoroughly as she could have. Instead, her master had given her a simple rule to follow. If he wasn’t around, then she should immediately retreat if she saw any of them unless it was Vicky or James. He doubted any of them would go out of their way to attack or harm a child, but he wouldn’t put it past some of them to try to arrest her for being a necromancer.

“Councillor Taranis was one of the councillors that my master tried to assassinate,” Katie’s master said. “Despite extensive planning and the benefit of surprise, my master barely managed to escape with his life. The councillor was old then – so he’s even older now – but he’s similar to the Supreme Necromancer in that nobody wants to challenge him for his spot since he very obviously has the strength to keep it, both in terms of combat ability and political acumen.”

“Oh.” Katie really needed to study the councillors more, but there wasn’t a lot of information available that wasn’t obviously propaganda or uselessly mundane. That was almost certainly deliberate. Everton wouldn’t want its enemies to know anything useful about its leaders. “What sort of magic does he have?”

“They call him the Lord of Thunder and Steel,” her master said. “He has the ability to generate and control massive quantities of lightning and the ability to control metal, especially wires, ropes, and similar constructs.”

Katie gulped. “That sounds terrifying.”

“It is. He is a specialist in hand-to-hand combat although he also uses metal wire extensively. He is exactly the kind of person who would try to shred a ship with lightning-infused wire if punching it in half doesn’t work. In his younger days, he was the most combat-capable member of the Council, and his arrival on a battlefield usually signalled the cessation of hostilities – either because the other side surrendered or because the other side died.”

The Supreme Cleric sighed. “Sadly, he is far past his prime. He is, of course, still a skilled commander and a deadly threat, but his decline over the past half a decade is obvious to anyone who knows him well. He would already have retired, but his successor isn’t ready yet, and he has no intention of handing his seat over to a political opponent.” She shrugged. “Politics, I’m afraid, are always an issue, even at times like this. The empire’s Lords of Magic were able to isolate his ship and mount a concerted attack. He was gravely wounded but managed to slay three of them and injure half a dozen more before withdrawing. However, his forces suffered major casualties covering his retreat. After I healed him, he wanted nothing more than to go back and avenge his troops. Yet with the majority of his forces lost and certain aspects of his injuries beyond my ability to heal over such a short period, we no longer have the naval strength to contest that island. Admittedly, it’s not in the most threatening location – it’s closer to the Mercantile Alliance – but the size and strength of the defensive force is concerning.”

“Why fight so hard to protect something unless it’s worth protecting, right?” Katie said.

“Precisely. If they were merely building a fortress and port on that island, they would not have devoted so many ships and Lords of Magic to defending it. There must be something important on that island, and taking it or destroying it will give the empire’s navy yet another thing to worry about while further exposing their supply lines.”

“I’m guessing that’s our next destination,” Katie’s master said.

“Correct. From what I’ve been told, the island used to be a fishing island, so we have no idea how the empire managed to start building a fortress and a port on it without anyone noticing. We can use Scar and whatever naval assets we can scrounge up to give you an opportunity to sneak in. If you can make landfall, I’m confident you can ruin their day.”

“We can give it a shot,” her master said. “But we need at least a few days off first, not only to resupply but also because of how busy we’ve been.”

He’d told Katie many times that the worst sort of fatigue was the kind you didn’t notice until it announced itself in the middle of an important battle. And real fatigue – the kind you couldn’t ignore or push through – was as much mental as physical.

“Of course. How did things go with the goblins and the spider people?”

They shared the story of what had transpired with first the goblins and then the spider people. Katie gave a few explanations of her own since she had spent more time with the arachnoids’ weavers than anyone else. They also left out certain information. She had a feeling that her master would be telling the Supreme Cleric about Spot’s heritage privately, away from Jake and the base’s officers. However, they gave a thorough accounting of anything relevant to the base, so they knew what to expect in the future.

“Outstanding work, all of you. I mean it.” The Supreme Cleric smiled warmly. “You have all done Everton a great service, and I have no doubt that your efforts will bear fruit both during this war and after it.”

“Does that mean we get a bonus?” Avraniel asked bluntly, drawing chuckles from the rest of the group who had grown used to her mercenary nature.

“Naturally.” The Supreme Cleric shifted her attention to Gerald. “How are you holding up?”

“Surprisingly well,” the bureaucrat replied to Katie’s relief. He’d been under a lot of pressure lately, but he’d handled it with admirable aplomb. Despite their menacing appearance, he had been thrilled to learn about the spider people’s bureaucratic structure. He’d later confessed that although he doubted an identical system would ever work for humans, there were aspects of it that could be adopted to improve overall efficiency, particularly amongst lower-level bureaucrats. “For the most part, I was able to stay safe while letting the zombies do all the fighting.”

“Excellent.” The Supreme Cleric tilted her head to the side. “You know, apart from pictures in books, I’ve never seen a mole person. Would you be able to show me one?”

“Yes, it would be good to see one,” the base’s commander added. “You said you dealt with them, but it doesn’t hurt to know what we’d be dealing with if more of them appear.”

“Certainly.”

The mole man that Gerald took out was typical of the ones they’d fought. He was a bit larger than the average human man but shorter due to hunching over. He resembled a humanoid mole with fur that had been stained crimson by whatever mineral he’d eaten to increase his resistance to heat. His most prominent features were his large, wickedly sharp claws and tough fur.

“He’s an imposing fellow, isn’t he?” The Supreme Cleric raised a hand. “May I?”

“As long as you put him back together afterward,” Katie’s master said.

The Supreme Cleric flicked her wrist, and a blade of light sliced the mole man in half. “Fascinating. His fur is comparable to chain mail, but there are layers of thick, fibrous tissue beneath it that offer further protection from both blunt-force trauma and bladed weaponry. He also has increased resistance to heat, not that it would help him against Avraniel.” The elf radiated smugness. “Those claws are no joke either. They would make short work of regular plate armour. How many did you say there were?”

“Their main force had over a hundred thousand troops.”

“No wonder the spider people struggled.” The Supreme Cleric used her magic to put the mole man back together. “It would be nice to examine one of their war beasts too, but from what you’ve said, they’re too large to take out here.” The commander of the base was interested too. Who wouldn’t want a giant mongoose in their army? Covered in armour and protected by magic, they would be devastating on the battlefield. “I will ensure that what you’ve negotiated is ratified as quickly as possible although I don’t anticipate any problems. Another source of war materials would be more than welcome. Based on what you’ve said, trade with them should be quite profitable in the future.”

“What about the goblins?” Katie asked. Spot crooned. He too was concerned on their behalf. The dragon had become good friends with Karl, and she knew he wanted the young goblin to live an easier, happier life.

“If you’re willing to vouch for them, I see no reason not to give them a chance. Daerin?”

The dwarf nodded crisply. “Aye. I’m a dwarf, so I know a thing or two about evil goblins. They’re decent folk. They’ll not give you any trouble.”

“For the time being, we can use the base here to establish a better rapport with them and get people used to interacting with them,” the Supreme Cleric said. “Their skills with runes and seals would also be welcome, but that will take time. I suspect they’ll be leery of any humans they don’t know after what happened with the empire.”

“Poor bastards,” Jake muttered. “They live their whole lives in the middle of nowhere with everyone confusing them with the evil goblins. They finally find humans who’re willing to give them a chance, and it’s all a pack of lies.”

The discussion continued, moving from topic to topic. Katie paid close attention, but she was already thinking about the short break they had ahead of them. They’d been so busy lately. A break would benefit all of them, even if it was only for a few days. She could experiment with her magic, and she knew the demolition rats had a backlog of experiments they wanted to catch up on, now that they didn’t have to worry about accidentally bringing a mountain down on them all.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Meixing woke to find her best friend curled up to her with his tail tickling her nose. It was a most pleasant and welcome surprise to have Claw with her again. In her heart of hearts, she had long feared that she would never see him again. She sat upright, and he grumbled before settling into a more comfortable position.

He was fully capable of sleeping on top of her head while she walked around, which was a testament to both his skill as a warrior and the laziness cats were known for. He was so very light, her friend, but he meant so much to her. He was still upset at being left behind, but at least she’d been able to explain why she’d never gotten his message.

Had her parents known about it? Maybe. They had undoubtedly wanted to separate her from Claw, but it was easy to imagine them destroying the tree out of spite, regardless of what they knew. Gently, she ran her fingers through his fur, pleased to find that he had not acquired any new scars in their time apart. The journey west could not have been easy.

“It will take more than that to cool my righteous fury.” He opened one eye and did his best to scowl while purring in contentment. “But that doesn’t mean you should stop. Hmph. This humble cat will demand your parents kowtow before him a thousand times the next time he sees them.”

“Please, don’t joke about that.” Her parents were far more likely to try skinning him although they might have no choice but to obey if he could convince her grandfather. Her grandfather might be old, but there were precious few in the entire empire who would dare to stand against him once his mind was set.

She eased Claw off her lap and got out of bed. It was time for her to wash her face and dress, so she could receive her morning instruction from her teacher. As always, the prospect of learning from the Heavenly Sword put a spring in her step. There was a saying that one should never meet their heroes, lest they fail to live up to the stories.

In his younger days, her grandfather had once idolised a warrior known as the Soaring Thunder Sword. That admiration had vanished after he’d met the man. By then, the former hero had become a corrupt, corpulent braggart who used his prior heroics to excuse his ever-worsening behaviour. Her grandfather had left him in the dust, choking on his own blood after seeing him accost an innkeeper.

The Heavenly Sword could not have been more different. He had more than lived up to his legend. If anything, the stories had understated his skill, power, and wisdom. No wonder her grandfather considered him his sworn brother. Any true warrior would have been proud to do so.

“I have lessons to attend,” she said.

“Ah.” Claw hopped onto his feet and stretched with the lazy ease that only cats could ever know. “The Heavenly Sword has been teaching you. Do his skills as an instructor match his prowess as a warrior?”

“I believe so.”

Meixing was no fool. What she had learned of the swordsmanship attributed to the Monk of the Empty Cup was nothing more than the basics. Others with lineage as noble as hers might have perceived that as a slight. She was, after all, the granddaughter of the Master of Flying Swords and the niece of the emperor. Yet she understood the importance of building upon a solid foundation.

She had lost an arm, and one of her eyes had to be covered at all times, to the point that she considered it lost as well. To fight in a conventional manner against a truly skilled opponent would mean death – as her battle against Lord Bolton had shown. Instead, she had to relearn how to use her jian, taking her injuries into account. The battles she had fought since joining the group had shown the effectiveness of what she’d learned. She trusted her teacher’s judgement, and she was certain her trust would not prove misplaced.

Once she had prepared herself, they walked to a part of the base that had been set aside for training. Claw had opted to walk alongside her instead of perching on her head, and the cat nodded approvingly at the soldiers and mages they passed. All were hard at work in their own ways, and those who slacked were soon scolded by their peers. With battle a constant danger, now was not the time to neglect their training.

“I was not present for the great battle, but I can see why they were victorious. They take their training seriously,” Claw said. It was easy to forget that for all his mischievous nature, the cat had seen no shortage of combat. He had witnessed the downfall of powerful martial sects and stood against foul demons. Cat or not, one could not question his courage.

“They face an old foe that has longed for their destruction for centuries,” Meixing said. “To be idle now would be foolish. Besides, their morale must be high. They have won a great victory. Their enemy, while imposing, is clearly not unbeatable.” She paused. “As my grandfather says, victory and desperation put fire in men’s bellies and can turn humble farmers into dragons.”

“The sight of the enemy’s blood does put steel into soldiers’ spines,” Claw said.

They passed Timmy and Katie, and Meixing waved to the younger girl. Katie waved back, and she and Claw paused for a few moments to watch. The blonde was eating things with her shadows before having them return as shadow creatures. The girl was getting faster and more efficient although the sheer size of her reserves never ceased to amaze Meixing. She had never seen a child with so much magic. Her reserves had been perhaps half that size at Katie’s age, and she had been rightfully hailed as a prodigy. Katie’s newest shadow creature was a squirrel. It was hardly the deadliest threat, but a squirrel could easily spy, scout ahead, or –

Oh.

The shadow squirrel erupted into a mass of shadowy blades before exploding into a cloud of shadow silk. The shadows quivered and tried to retake their squirrel form, but they were unable to. Instead, Katie could only sigh in disappointment and summon the squirrel again. Lord Bolton was pleased and ruffled her hair before leaning back to avoid the retaliatory swipe from her shadows that followed.

Katie had not been able to do that before. If she could do the same with all of her shadow creatures, then attempting to engage them in close combat would be incredibly risky. Meixing had faced the shadow silk Katie could make. She could cut through it, but it would be impossible for a normal soldier.

Katie and Lord Bolton exchanged what Meixing had been told was a ‘high five’ to celebrate her success. Meixing often did the same after doing well in her lessons with the younger girl, and she was glad that having only a single arm did not hinder her. Katie was insistent on it, and it was strangely fun. Even the Heavenly Sword participated from time to time, an expression of wry but fond amusement on his face. Spot also joined in, happy to be included but always mindful of his claws.

“The young shadow is a formidable child,” Claw noted as Katie summoned a shadow werewolf and began to experiment with how much she could alter its appearance before it collapsed. From the looks of it, she was trying to give it wings. If she could, would it be able to fly? Hmm… an interesting possibility and definitely worth exploring. “I daresay that few children from our homeland could challenge her.”

“She is clever, skilled, and powerful – a dangerous combination – and the rate at which she learns and improves is no less impressive. Lord Bolton possesses a keen understanding of her strengths and weaknesses and has worked tirelessly with her to bring out her full potential.”

Meixing’s smile was bittersweet. Her parents had also worked tirelessly to bring out her full potential, but there had been no warmth in their gazes, only ambition. Lord Bolton and Katie looked at each other with such fondness that it was no wonder people confused them for father and daughter. It was obvious that Lord Bolton wished for Katie’s success, not for his own prestige, but so she could live a prosperous and happy life.

“Katie has also been teaching me to read their language in exchange for lessons on ours,” Meixing said.

“I see. How is that going?” Claw asked gently. He was aware of her problems, and the feline had done his best to aid her in the privacy of her rooms before their parting. He might not be a dab hand with a brush, but he could carve characters as elegantly as any craftsman, and he could read their language as well as any scholar. Once he had shown the ability to learn, his master had insisted on teaching him. No member of his household was to be bereft of the benefits of reading and writing. Of course, as a kitten, Claw had been more interested in filling his stomach, so his master had motivated him by asking him to read cookbooks full of his favourite recipes.

“My problems are not as bad in their language, and she and Gerald have devised strategies to help me in our language. I would not say that my problems have been eliminated, but they have lessened.” Meixing had not been sure whether to laugh or cry when their strategies had proven effective. How much better would her life have been if her parents had acknowledged her problems and tried to address them instead of sweeping them under the rug?

“This humble cat is glad for you.” Claw glanced up. “The dragon is also quite active.”

Above them, Spot was racing through the air, faster than any arrow as he twisted, turned, and wove through the training course that Lady Amanda had devised with her illusions. She was also chasing him with more illusions while Lady Avraniel fired the occasional arrow to keep him on his toes. None had the strength to truly harm him, but they would still sting despite the strength of his scales. It seemed as though they wanted Spot to sense the attacks and dodge while counterattacking. His flames, so deadly to any normal foe, were no threat to the elf, and he was using his white flames to be extra safe.

It was truly impressive. Meixing had always been told that to face a dragon in the air meant death, but Spot was the first dragon she’d been able to observe at such close range. The others she’d glimpsed had been winged titans soaring through distant skies. Her grandmother had warned her to steer clear of such creatures. Adult dragons were closer to forces of nature than living things, and they would swat her out of the sky with scarcely a thought – and the majority were ornery enough to do precisely that, regardless of how little a threat she posed to them.

Spot took to the air better than a fish took to water. It was akin to watching a streak of darkness race through the sky. She had no other hatchlings to compare him to, but she could not help but think he was remarkable for his age. It made her wonder how their fight would have gone if Lord Bolton had not intervened. Given his flame and his undeniable superiority in the air, it would likely have ended with her either dead or seriously wounded.

Ahead of them was her teacher. He had been sparring with the soldiers, but he dismissed them as she drew near. The soldiers bowed, not in the way common to the west but in the way common to his homeland. It was a sign of the esteem they held him in – as well they should. He could teach a warrior more with a single sentence and movement than most instructors could manage in years. Those he had been training with whispered of his prowess as he departed, with several remarking on the speed of their own improvement despite the brief and casual nature of his tutelage. To be taught by such a man! For all the tribulations she had endured, this was a sign that she had not lost the favour of the heavens. The stars had not lied when they had told her to go west! She knew many who would have given everything they owned to learn from him.

“Good morning, teacher.” Meixing bowed politely. “I am ready to learn.”

“Still so formal?” He smiled warmly. “But that seems to be your nature, and it is better than being needlessly rude.” His gaze was gentle but keen. “Did you sleep properly last night?”

“Oh?” Claw scowled, and he would have gnawed on her skull again if they had been alone. “Has she been sleeping poorly?”

“We can discuss that later,” Meixing said quickly.

Her teacher mercifully changed the topic, but she could see Claw bristle. They would be having words later. “What you have learned so far are the basics of the Sword of the Empty Cup. Given your circumstances, it was essential that you learned how to move your body in a way that is more suitable to its new limitations. Trying to fight as though you are uninjured is both admirable and understandable, but it would have gotten you killed eventually. However, you have progressed far enough that although we will be continuing your training in the foundations of the style, you may now learn named techniques and forms.”

Meixing tried to stifle a gasp and failed. Named techniques and forms? Styles from her homeland typically consisted of named and unnamed techniques and forms. The unnamed ones were typically the basics, things so fundamental to a style that they were usually only numbered for convenience. It was assumed that any decent practitioner would be able to learn them in time. Named techniques and forms were different. They weren’t simply given names. They earned them through battle, and they were righty regarded as advanced parts of the style, taught only to those disciples who had been found worthy of them.

“I look forward to your instruction!”

“Good. Before we begin, I must tell you more about my master, the Monk of the Empty Cup.” Her teacher chuckled. “And, yes, I call him master. I was his better with a blade, but he taught me this style, and so, when teaching it, I shall refer to him as my master. Now, as you learn these techniques and forms, you may find yourself momentarily overtaken by feelings of sorrow and melancholy. Do not be alarmed. My master’s sword was one whose weight came from both remembrance and regret, and his techniques carry those feelings.” His gaze shifted to the horizon. “In truth, I do not think that anyone whose heart has never known sorrow or regret could ever learn this style. It is cruel, but your injuries make you an ideal candidate for this style. Yet I assure you that there is also joy to be found in this style although it took my master many years to find it.” He smiled sadly. “He died happy, you know, utterly sure that his life had not been in vain, that he had redeemed himself and that his sword – through me – would help put a good man upon the throne.”

“Please, tell me more, teacher.”

Meixing loved history, especially the history of the great masters of the past. It was how she had managed to get through all the training manuals her parents had forced her to study. Those texts had not only taught styles and techniques but also the histories and philosophies of their creators. In a childhood where she had possessed few, if any, true friends before meeting Claw, those masters had felt like her friends, and their words had shaped her. The Heavenly Sword had not left many writings behind before leaving the empire, but she had memorised all of them. In a way, she felt as though she had known her teacher before ever meeting him.

One of her fondest memories was the prize she’d earned after winning a prestigious tournament. That victory had shown her to be one of the most promising talents in the empire, and her grandfather had allowed her to read a text written in the Heavenly Sword’s own hand, a text her grandfather kept in his personal collection.

Meixing had handled the text with reverence. The text had contained no techniques or forms. Instead, it had contained her teacher’s meditations on a variety of different matters, from honour and how a warrior ought to conduct himself outside of battle to how to deal with love and loss. She had not been able to fully comprehend the text when she had first read it, but she had grown to treasure its advice after being injured. The text had been suffused with grief, but there had been a stoic nobility to it too. Her teacher was a man who had never allowed his losses to define him. Instead, he had stood strong despite the whole world seemingly turning against him. He was a man who lived his life by his principles, a man who could truly hold his head up high when he eventually went to meet his ancestors. Meixing wanted to be the same – a person who could weather the cruelties of life while still holding to her principles.

“What can you tell me about the Monk of the Empty Cup?” he asked.

He often asked her questions, but he was not disappointed if she could not offer a perfect answer. Instead, he wanted her to think and not simply parrot back everything she had been told. More than once, she had wished he could simply tell her what he thought, but she could see how this approach would benefit her. After all, a warrior who adhered too strictly to a style was bound by it, as if by chains, and the hardest chains to break were the those that were put on willingly.

“Hmm…” Her brows furrowed. Little was known about the Monk of the Empty Cup. In fact, although she knew her teacher had studied under him, the only proof people had was that he could use the same style. “He was a legendary warrior monk.” She paused. “That’s it.”

Beside her, Claw guffawed before a scowl had him raise a paw in apology. “My apologies. I will leave you to your lessons while I explore.” And with that he was gone, slinking off with feline grace. “I will be back in time for lunch.”

Her teacher laughed. “Cats – warriors or not – are often troublesome.” He cleared his throat. “What I am about to tell you should be kept to yourself. If you are to speak of it, then only share it with those who are following in the footsteps of my master. In other words, tell only those you intend to take as disciples for this style.” It was a sign of humility that he called the monk his master despite being far more skilled. However, as her teacher had said, the monk had taught him this style, so in that respect, it was right to call him master. “The truth is that the monk was not a commoner or a merchant’s son. He was the fourth son of a duke.”

“A duke?” Her eyes widened. A fourth son had little chance of inheriting, but he could expect a comfortable lifestyle with an honourable posting and a good marriage thanks to his family’s influence. “What happened to him? Why did he become a monk?”

“He was a great swordsman in his youth, one of the ten best in the empire. He won countless duels, yet his inability to inherit ate away at him. He was far more skilled than his older brothers, yet no matter his efforts, they would always be ahead of him in the succession. Had he been an evil man, he might have arranged ‘accidents’ for his kin. But he loved his brothers and would not raise his hand against them. As the years went by, he threw himself into his training… and his vices.”

“Oh.”

“I do not tell you this to besmirch his name. He himself told me of his misdeeds and urged me to remember them. He was not a perfect man, nor did he ever claim to be. He was as flawed as any other, and he wanted me to remember him as he was not as he wished to be. I will not give you the full details today. Perhaps when you are older. Suffice to say, he was right to be ashamed. He indulged in food, drink, women, and all manner of stupidity. He spent vast sums of coin on these vices, but he could afford it. He was a truly gifted duellist, and he would make wagers upon each of his bouts. But, as is so often the case, there eventually came a time when his vices got the better of him. He was goaded into a drunken duel against another great warrior. Had he been sober and thinking clearly, he would have won. Drunk and enraged? He stood no chance. Losing that duel cost him more than gold. It cost him his sword arm. The injury was inflicted in a way that meant it could not be healed.”

Meixing winced. “No wonder he was not keen to speak of his past.”

“He had made peace with it by the time we met, but he did not want anyone from his old family to find him. In his… period of vice, he did hurtful things, and he knew his supposed death, painful as it might have been, had also brought them peace of a sort. Without his sword arm, he lost everything. He was no longer a great warrior. He ran out of money, and those he thought were his friends deserted him. They had only ever been interested in his money and influence. In his despair, he lashed out at his family. He said and did cruel and thoughtless things before casting himself into a river. That day, the son of a duke died, or so the rest of the world believed.”

“But he lived.”

“Yes. He did. By the grace of the gods or perhaps simple good luck, he lived. A monk from Qilin Mountain fished him out of the river many leagues downstream. That monk belonged to an order that forsook names and adopted titles instead. He was called the Kindly Fisher Monk because he loved to fish and would kindly share his catch with the poor and unfortunate. According to my master, it was not the first or last time the monk fished out a man. He took my master back to the temple and nursed him back to health. There, my master witnessed the virtuous lives and deeds of the monks firsthand. They moved his broken heart, and he came to greatly admire them. In time, he also met the mighty qilin, who delivered sage words of advice. In the end, he decided to become a monk. To remind him of his past and to make clear his future, he took on the title of Monk of the Empty Cup and vowed to never again fall prey to his vices.”

“Do you know what the qilin said to him?” Meixing asked.

To receive advice from such a legendary creature! What an honour and privilege! Qilin were not gods, but they were held in the same esteem as dragons. Many were worshipped anyway, and the qilin of that mountain was known for his benevolence and wisdom. Following their coronation, it was tradition for emperors to visit him and seek his wisdom. Her uncle, the emperor, had never revealed what the qilin said to him, but he had often spoken of holding those words close to his heart.

“The qilin told him to stop wallowing in his past. He could either be a prisoner to his previous mistakes or overcome them and prove worthy of his second chance.” Her teacher smiled faintly. “As someone who has spoken to the qilin in question, I can say this. He is not one to mince words.”

“How interesting.” Qilin typically couched their wisdom in riddles and esoteric references. It generally required a scholar, sage, or oracle to decipher their true meaning. For such an august qilin to speak plainly was remarkable. She should have asked her grandfather if he had ever spoken to the qilin. What would such a creature have to say to her beloved grandfather, a man she admired above all others?

“For years, the Monk of the Empty Cup stayed at the monastery. Eventually, he took up the sword again, swearing to only ever wield it in defence of the innocent and oppressed. In time, he became known as a sword sage, for he would travel to those in need of aid and strike down those who preyed upon them. Countless bandits fell to his blade, along with all manner of evil sects, corrupt nobles, and cruel villains. When the war for the throne erupted, many fled to Qilin Mountain to seek shelter with the monks. Seeing the growing despair and suffering, the monk realised that he could no longer stay upon the mountain. He departed with the blessings of his fellow monks and the qilin although the great beast warned him that if he left, he would never return. The monk did not hesitate, only asking if he would die a worthy death. The qilin replied that his death would be worthy of story and song. Hearing that, the monk asked a final question. Would his death save anyone? And when the qilin told him that his death would save many, the monk left with a smile on his face.”

“Such resolve,” Meixing said. “And the qilin was not wrong. Although little is publicly known of the monk’s life, all know of his death – the monk who stood alone against the Venomous Blood Sect, the monk whose sword withstood the sabre that severed the sky.”

“The monk was a truly exceptional swordsman, the equal or better of almost any warrior in the empire in terms of skill, but he was already old then, far past his prime.” Her teacher’s brows furrowed, and old anger creased his features. “If… if he had been even ten years younger, he would not have perished. Alas, time comes for us all. Not long before meeting the monk, I encountered the secret founder and hidden ruler of the Venomous Blood Sect – an ancient vampire.”

“My grandfather told me of him – a foul creature who committed countless evil deeds and atrocities during the civil war.” Meixing shuddered. “The Venomous Blood Sect was considered one of the five most evil sects in the empire’s history, which is no small feat. They were destroyed during the civil war although people argue about who was responsible.”

“I was the one who destroyed them.” Her teacher’s voice was hard. “But in my first battle with the Venomous Blood Sect, they and their allies were able to separate me from your grandfather and the rest of our forces. I managed to slay their leader – or so I thought. In truth, he used dark sorcery to conceal his true nature. He just barely survived what I thought was a fatal blow and struck when I let my guard down. My right arm was wounded to the point it would be months before I could use it again, but I was able to escape. That was when I met the monk. He tended to my wounds and taught me his style. In the time we were together, I learned all of it, but I had yet to truly master it when the Venomous Blood Sect found us. We were badly outnumbered, and they had brought in their allies from other evil sects. We slew as many as we could before he made the decision to sacrifice himself to ensure my escape.”

Meixing bit her lip. Her teacher’s voice was calm, but his gaze was full of old pain. She could imagine the thoughts running through his head. If only he had not been injured, if only he had mastered the monk’s style more quickly, if only…

“I fled, and the last time I saw the monk was when the master of the Venomous Blood Sect unleashed his Sky-Severing Sabre technique.” Her teacher clenched his fists. “That technique… it was rightly named. It split the clouds and stopped the rain, a sword worthy of being called the mightiest in the empire… but still… but still it took four strikes to fell the monk. Four strikes he endured when even a single one would have scattered an army.”

Meixing bowed her head and murmured a prayer for the monk. “You avenged him.”

“I did.” Her teacher’s smile was cold. “I mastered his style and purged my body of the poisons and sorceries that had afflicted me. When I had recovered, I attacked the Venomous Blood Sect and their allies. I slew them – one and all – and I made sure to use the monk’s style to exterminate them. I wanted them to understand that if he had been younger, he could have won. After that, I re-joined your grandfather and the others, but I continued to favour the monk’s style through the war although I did use other styles from time to time. I wanted people to know how great it was – how great he was. At the same time, I always knew that his style had never been meant for me. Before he died, the monk told me that I would know who his style was meant for when I met them. Apparently, it was something the qilin had told him long before he met me. The monk would never meet his true student, but he would teach the one who would. I have kept his style all these years, never knowing who I was meant to give it to. When I met you, I knew. You are the one he was waiting for but would never meet. You are the one his style was meant for.”

Meixing felt tears prickle at the corners of her eyes, and she bowed low, both to show her respect and to hide them. “Thank you, teacher. I will do my best to honour you both.” She straightened. “What became of his sword and body?”

“Before I left the empire, I took his sword and body back to Qilin Mountain. The Venomous Blood Sect had kept both as trophies. The monks burned him in accordance with his wishes, and the qilin himself scattered his ashes and kept his sword. I spent several days there, and the qilin and the monks told me of the life my master had lived. I also left a scroll containing the monk’s style with the qilin for safe keeping, lest misfortune befall me and I pass before I could meet his successor.” Her teacher put one hand on her shoulder. “Now you understand why you might feel regret and sorrow. His sword was born of tragedy and his search for redemption. Yet there is joy in it too, for his sword never betrayed him or strayed from its true purpose. The duke’s son committed many mistakes, but the monk was faithful to the last. Did you know that he was laughing when he fell? I heard it on the wind. He wasn’t afraid because he saw a chance to die by the principles he had chosen to live by.” He beckoned her forward. “Watch closely. This is the first named technique. It is called Weaving the Winds, and it is a technique that will allow you to parry even the heaviest of blows, leaving your opponent open to counterattacks.”

“Wait…” She gasped. “Is this…?”

“It is the first technique in a series of techniques that culminates in the Reed That Bends Before the Might of the Heavens, the technique that withstood four blows from the Sky-Severing Sabre.”

It was hours before they stopped practicing, and Meixing had yet to glimpse the true nature of the technique. She was not disappointed. Indeed, she admired the simple yet complex nature of what she had managed to understand. The technique had a seemingly simple foundation, yet it also possessed infinite variations. If she could learn it, then she would possess an incredibly powerful defensive technique, far superior to any defensive technique she currently knew. It was also fitting that the first named technique of the monk’s style was defensive in nature. And although she had yet to learn the technique, she felt at peace, as though she was learning something that was meant for her.

“You have done well. This may be the first named technique, but in many ways it is the most important but most difficult to learn. To help, I have prepared a special exercise, which may also assist you in dealing with your reduced vision.” He motioned for her to sit, and several ninja rats appeared. Rembrandt was amongst them, and the eye-patch-wearing rodent nodded solemnly. It was rare to see him apart from Katie, and she wondered who had taken his place on the blonde’s shoulder. The rats had likely held a competition to determine who was worthy of the honour. “I cannot help you with your eye. I do know techniques that may help, but they are mostly for fighting blind. Rembrandt is better suited to helping you since he fights with only one eye. The other rats will assist. If you focus on their lessons and what you have understood of the technique, I believe the rest will become clear.”

Meixing stiffened as the rats chittered and readied an array of projectiles and other weapons. “When you say assist…?”

“I believe that part of Rembrandt’s lesson will involve pelting you with projectiles.”

“Oh.” Meixing nodded. This, at least, was an idea she was familiar with. In fact, her grandfather had often trained her by launching swords at her. To his credit he’d only used blunt weapons. “Then, by all means, proceed.”

* * *

Claw was content to leave Meixing in the capable hands of the Heavenly Sword. It was inspiring to be in the man’s presence – or lack thereof. He had not felt anything extraordinary next to the man. The swordsman felt the same as any regular old man. Yet the moment he took up his sword, Claw saw perfection. To have his best friend learn from such a legendary warrior, Claw could not have asked for more! In the meantime, he found himself drawn to where the young dragon was practicing techniques of his own amidst an assortment of mangled targets.

“Hello there.” Claw hopped off the wall and padded over to the dragon. Truly, the gods had blessed dragons with many gifts. This dragon was still young, merely a hatchling, and already his body was a finely honed weapon. Cords of powerful muscle rippled beneath nigh-impenetrable scales, and he had wings that could carry him faster and further than any bird’s. Power burned like a star within him, and each breath he took sent ripples through the currents of magic around them. “I see you are practicing with your claws. Might this humble cat offer a few pointers?” Claw grinned. “I may have learned a thing or two over the years.”

Spot turned to him and shrugged. Okay.

Claw blinked. He hadn’t expected Spot to accept so easily. He had spoken to several dragons over the years, and even the kindest of them had still been obnoxious and prideful – and that was saying something since he’d learned most of his skills at the feet of a spirit tiger renowned for being especially obnoxious and prideful. Indeed, the dragons who’d aided him had done so more for amusement than any sense of benevolence although Claw was not so foolish as to reject their gifts despite the less than ideal spirit they were offered in. After all, a cat could not be choosy when it came to instructors! However, this would be an excellent opportunity for him. Claw chuffed and puffed out his chest. How many cats could say they had taught a dragon?

“I see. Then watch closely! For although this humble cat has none of your natural advantages, he has still managed to make something of himself!” Claw focused his qi – what people here called magic – and called upon his claw intent. It was pure qi, honed through his will alone, but bereft of the transformations that another warrior might use to turn it into lightning or fire. Warriors used pure qi to reinforce their bodies and strikes whilst mages transformed it to work their sorcery. Few had worked to sharpen pure qi to the extent he had, but he was a cat. He needed all the help he could get! Once again, the outlines of an enormous tiger formed behind him, and the dragon was suitably impressed. Claw might have been small, but his fighting spirit was not!”

How do you do that? the dragon asked.

“It is a matter of honing pure magic,” Claw said, remembering to say magic instead of qi. “When your magic spills out of you, it influences your surroundings, right?”

Spot nodded. It gets hotter when my mother calls on her magic.

“Yes. That is because she converts her pure magic into fire magic. The transformation is instinctive for most people, and it is neither a good thing nor a bad thing. It simply is. However, to create a detailed construct out of your fighting spirit or magic, it will be easier if you keep your magic pure. Of course, you can also let your transformed magic leak out. You are a dragon. I am sure the effects will be suitably impressive.”

I can practice. Spot nodded at the tiger. I want to do that too, except I’ll have a big dragon instead of a tiger.

“It will benefit you in other ways. My magic has to do with cutting things. Without using pure magic, any magic I leaked into my surroundings would simply cut them up. That might be useful if I am surrounded by enemies, but the majority of the time, it would be troublesome. Few refine the construct created by their magic and fighting spirit to the extent I have, but there is a reason I went so far and was willing to puke blood for months. The tiger is an extension of me, and I can convert its pure magic into cutting magic at will. Behold!”

The tiger swiped at one of the targets, and the target, a solid lump of rock, was instantly cut in two. However, nothing else was harmed, and the cut was impossibly clean and smooth.

Spot cheered. I’ve never seen a cat cut something like that before!

“I would be surprised if you had. There are not many cats like me.” Claw’s gaze turned crafty. “But you are a dragon. Your eyes are keener than any cat’s. Were you able to perceive the technique? Our magic is not the same, but that particular strike held only a hint of cutting magic. The majority of its power came from pure magic. You should be able to attack in a similar manner.”

Spot nodded. I think so. Dragons were closer to warriors than mages in how they used their magic, so he was not surprised when Spot demonstrated a decent facsimile of the technique. The dragon must have encountered or devised a similar move in the past. I can also use my magic. He struck again, and white light flashed from his claws to cleave through another target. But your technique is more efficient than mine. If I can learn it…

What followed was a pleasant morning spent instructing the dragon on the finer points of using pure magic to enhance his techniques. In a roundabout way, Claw’s unique circumstances made him an ideal teacher. What warriors usually did instinctively, Claw had been forced to learn. Thus he was more than capable of explaining things to Spot. Moreover, although Spot’s different forms of magic were not the same as Claw’s cutting magic, they could be used to generate similar effects. However, Claw was a bit puzzled. Spot’s magic felt… strange, even for a dragon. He couldn’t put into words what was odd about it, but dragons were unique creatures to begin with. And it wasn’t as though Claw had any room to complain. If Spot was odd for a dragon, then Claw was downright bizarre for a cat.

Spot also relished the fine art of cutting without using magic. When Claw had only been able to enhance his strength but not cut directly with his magic, he had been forced to refine his technique to the point of near insanity. Spot had no need to do such a thing. He was a dragon. He possessed overwhelming physical advantages in the form of his claws and raw strength. Yet he took to Claw’s lessons eagerly. Each subtle change made his cuts deadlier, and Spot savoured each small success. Claw could not have asked for a better pupil.

As he continued to teach Spot, Claw gave a contented sigh. He had never found a cat worthy of his teachings. They had all seen the power he offered and had grasped for it greedily, never appreciating the beauty of the techniques themselves and all too eager to use their newfound power for their own gain. Yet this dragon, who already possessed more raw power than Claw would ever have, had seen his techniques and appreciated them. He wished to learn them not simply because they made him deadlier but also because he found them truly fascinating. Moreover, Spot did not seek power entirely for his own sake. True, the dragon clearly enjoyed fighting, but what he wanted most was the strength to protect his friends and family.

If Spot later dove into the sea and caught fish for them both, well, Claw was not going to complain. As a humble instructor, did he not deserve a fair reward? And fish freshly caught from the sea were delectable indeed. Spot even helped to cook them with his fire – a rare treat indeed, to have food cooked with dragon fire! The ninja rats, dependable and cunning rodents, had also helped cook, and they had offered a variety of spices and seasonings. Hmm… if only all rats were so civilised, then Claw and his feline brethren would not be so busy!

* * *

Meixing could not help but feel wary of the three people in front of her. She had only agreed to this examination because her dreams had been getting worse and because both her teacher and Claw were by her side. Just last night, she had woken Claw with her thrashing. She had been fortunate that her friend had used a silencing technique to keep her subsequent struggles from drawing further attention, but he had insisted they seek help. Her teacher had also noted her lack of sleep, and he had pressed the issue in that kind but implacable way of his. Not even the finest warrior could function properly without sleep, and she would not only be putting herself at risk but also the others. She would gladly bear the consequences of her own carelessness, but the guilt would be unbearable if anyone else suffered.

If she could not get a decent night’s sleep, she was going to get herself – and possibly others – killed. Already, she had been forced to delve into the techniques that allowed a warrior to forego sleep. However, those techniques were never meant for long-term use. They were stopgaps, meant for a day or two of use each month.

Whether she wanted it or not, she needed help, and these three were the best suited to provide it. She had asked for their aid, and she was now waiting for them to examine her in a room that had been protected and made private by all manner of magics. Claw was seated on her lap, and she held onto him the way a child might hold onto a beloved toy or blanket. Her teacher was a calm, unshakeable presence nearby. For all that he was old, he was still the Heavenly Sword. No harm would befall her while he was near. His words rang truer than the Iron Law of her homeland that no one – not even emperors – could change. Was he not the greatest sword in the world? Despite being far past his prime, she could not imagine him losing.

Lord Bolton was a Grand Necromancer. She had not understood the full scope of what that meant until her teacher had spoken the equivalent words in her language. To think that he was one of the Nation-Slaying Lords of the Dead! Everything made more sense now that she knew that. The Empire of Gold and Steel had a single Grand Necromancer within its borders, and he was rightly feared, a power that only the mightiest would challenge. However, the stories she had heard of him paled before what she had seen Lord Bolton do. He and Katie had turned thousands upon thousands of mole people into zombies, but he had done the majority of the work. Moreover, she had seen the abominations he commanded. They could give entire armies pause.

Meixing had seen others with more raw power than Lord Bolton. Both her grandparents had more magic, as did some of her uncles, aunts, and cousins. However, the things he did with his magic were terrifying. The frightening ease with which he could create and perfectly command thousands of zombies, to say nothing of his earth magic, his runes and seals, and his eldritch sorcery! She would not favour anyone in her family to beat him, save her grandfather, and she dreaded to think of how a fight between them would go if Lord Bolton were given time to prepare. More than anyone she’d ever met, Lord Bolton was a master of preparation and planning.

He was also an excellent teacher and father to Katie – regardless of how she addressed him, her friend clearly viewed him as her father – but she would never mistake his kindness for weakness. She had seen firsthand how he had manipulated events to orchestrate the annihilation of the mole people and how he had plotted the downfall of the naval base. Had he used his full array of skills against her in their battle, she would be dead, and her body would have been made into one of his zombies.

In some ways, Lady Amanda was even more terrifying. Meixing had heard of ancient vampires, but Lady Amanda was the first she had met. The older woman possessed inhuman strength and speed and was able to ignore blows that would have killed a strong warrior dozens of times over. Any wounds she suffered healed swiftly, and she fought with a combination of exquisite skill that had been honed over centuries and inhuman physical prowess. And the less Meixing thought of her blood magic, telepathy, and illusions, the better. Lady Amanda had employed blood magic against the mole people, and Meixing would never forget the sight of scores of mole people falling to spears made out of the blood of their fallen kinsmen.

And then there was the Supreme Cleric.

The woman was unfailingly polite, and she had been nothing but kind and generous in her dealings with Meixing. Her grandparents would have loved her because she was able to play the part of a perfect lady with ease while being mischievous and good humoured in private.

And Meixing had never met anyone scarier.

The astral projection she had sent to assist with the examination could have killed Meixing easily, and it was nothing more than a fragment of her power. Before they had left to aid the goblins, the Supreme Cleric had annihilated an entire island. Not flattened – no. The entire island was gone. It no longer existed, reduced to less than nothing all the way down to the sea floor – and they had seen the brilliance of the attack from hundreds of miles away. She had also participated in a few spars. Apart from her overwhelming power, she possessed outstanding skill in all the arts of battle. Lord Bolton had very candidly admitted that if he and the Supreme Cleric were ever in a fight to the death, his only option would be to flee and hope she wasn’t inclined to chase after him. Her teacher himself had said that of all the people he had met in Everton, only the Supreme Cleric’s talent for weapons came close to his.

Meixing was not used to feeling small and helpless. The Supreme Cleric made her feel that way without trying. Yet, if anything, she aimed for the opposite and did her best to appear less scary to others.

“I know you might be a bit uncomfortable,” Lord Bolton began. “But we need to know more about your arm and your eye before we can help. The fact that you’ve managed this long is commendable, but you’re clearly struggling now. Knowing about the past of your injuries can help us treat them in the present and perhaps cure them in the future. Now, when we’re in between missions, seems like the best time to address the matter.”

On her lap, Claw scrunched in on himself. He was ashamed although he had no reason to be. Her choices were her own, for better or for worse. He had not forced her to do a single thing. Everything that had happened – every mistake – had been of her own choosing. She ran her hand through his fur, rubbing at the old, half-hidden scars to ease the ache she knew he felt from time to time. He could have gotten those treated, but he ignored them, seeing the lingering ache as penance for his mistakes.

“I agree… which is why I asked for your help. I do not wish for my weakness to harm others.”

“It is not weakness to ask for help.” Lady Amanda’s smile was gentle, yet the pain of centuries of loss lurked within it. “Part of being in a group means sharing each other’s strengths and protecting each other’s weaknesses. A group is strongest when it is more than the sum of its parts.”

Meixing bowed. “You have my thanks.” She took a deep breath and paused, unable to find the right words. “I… I do not know where to begin.”

The Supreme Cleric’s light turned warm and soothing, and the incessant ache from her eye and missing arm dulled. It was a warm light, akin to sunshine on a spring afternoon, so different from the cold, almost cruel radiance that Meixing had seen lance down from the sky to smite the island. “It is usually best to begin at the beginning.”

Her teacher put a hand on her shoulder, and Meixing calmed. He was as solid as a mountain and as dependable as the dawn. “There is no need for courtly speech or pretty words here,” he said. “Simply say what comes to mind. If we have questions, we will ask. Whether or not you answer them is up to you.”

Meixing nodded, and Claw nuzzled her hand. She thanked the heavens again for her friend. What a sorry life she would have led without him. Better to lose an arm and an eye than to lose him or continue living as she had been.

“I come from the Empire of Gold and Steel, but many years ago, it was called the Land of the Nine Kingdoms. In those days, it was divided into nine warring kingdoms. However, two of those kingdoms united through marriage. From that union came the first emperor. It was he who united all the kingdoms beneath one rule.

“As you can imagine, the other kingdoms did not simply accept his rule. They fought, but all of them were eventually forced to swear fealty and surrender. They rebelled several times, but each time, they were defeated. During the reign of the twenty-seventh emperor, the imperial family was betrayed, and almost all of them were slain. The survivors chose to war amongst themselves for the suddenly vacant throne. Amidst the bloodshed, the strongest claim fell to a forgotten boy – a boy whose entire family was promptly wiped out by those who sought the throne for themselves. He was saved by his cunning and loyal attendants, and they would later meet my grandfather and the Heavenly Sword. With their help and the help of others, such as the man who became the leader of the Lotus Trading Company, the boy became the emperor.”

Her teacher chuckled. “Your grandfather challenged me to a duel after seeing me deal with a large group of bandits that were attacking a town. I believe he threw at least a thousand swords at me. When I won, he laughed and said I should join him. The empire needed a better ruler, and the future emperor was still a young boy with a pure heart. Better to help him become emperor and make sure he wasn’t corrupted by madmen at court than to put another tyrant on the throne. As for Chang, he was a humble merchant who let us hide in his caravan in exchange for protecting it from the bandits and marauders who were plentiful at the time.”

Meixing blinked. Chang, the leader of the august Lotus Trading Company, had been so desperate for guards that he had allowed complete strangers to accompany him? Truly, the history she had learned was different from the history her teacher had lived. She resolved to ask him more. Her grandfather had spoken of his adventures, but he had clearly left out some details. “The boy became the twenty-eighth emperor, and my grandfather became his champion and founded the Flying Sword Sect. The emperor’s reign has been one of peace, prosperity, and stability, and my grandfather’s sect has risen to prominence despite its youth.” She paused and held Claw close. His size meant she could hold him easily despite only having one arm. History was easy to speak of, but she was nearing matters of a more personal nature. “And perhaps that is why my life became difficult.”

Lady Amanda offered her a cup of tea. It was a soothing blend that her teacher preferred since it helped calm her mind after training, allowing her to better grasp his lessons. He had told her that true mastery required understanding her mistakes without dwelling on them. Wise words – words she wished she had heard sooner.

“To my people, honour and face are both very important. My grandfather is one of the emperor’s most trusted friends and advisors, as well as the swift and terrible sword that cuts down his enemies. My grandmother is a renowned warrior and alchemist, and my aunt became empress. All of my other aunts and uncles have also distinguished themselves. But my father…” Meixing sighed. “He was born much later than my uncles and aunts, and he was not able to distinguish himself to the same extent as my uncles and aunts. Make no mistake, however, my father is accomplished. In any other family, he would be considered a legend.”

“Feng would not have cared,” her teacher said quietly. “I knew your grandfather well. Unless fame and fortune have badly changed him, he would have loved your father all the same. He was an orphan – a man who grew up with nobody and nothing. What he wanted most in the world was a family. He considered himself beyond lucky that your grandmother’s parents saw the good in him and allowed him to court her in acknowledgement of his prowess despite his meagre origins. During our time together, I found him to be a reasonable man who judged others by their merits. He was not prone to holding things against others that were beyond their control. He could be boisterous at times, but he was not cruel despite being a rising star in the martial arts world.”

“He remains the same man,” Meixing replied. “He did not care that my father’s accomplishments were lesser than his siblings’. He celebrated each success and praised him for his hard work.” She sighed bitterly. “But my father… I think he saw his praise as pity, and he could not stop comparing himself to his older siblings.”

“Envy blinds us to what we have,” the Supreme Cleric murmured. “And it is poison for the heart.”

“When my grandfather helped my father obtain a post of high standing and arranged a favourable marriage for him, he saw it as mockery. His siblings had not required as much aid, so he felt slighted. But my grandfather only wished to do what was best for him. He even allowed him to choose who he married. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t helped my uncles and aunts. My aunt married the emperor largely as a result of his influence although they grew to love each other.”

“Even the wisest man can be led astray by his emotions,” Lady Amanda said. Her smile was sad and gentle and knowing. “And what we think is a kindness may be viewed as cruelty. I have seen it many times. We might think we are helping someone, but they might view it very differently. It can be hard for those inside a situation to view it objectively.

“My father loves my mother. I truly believe that. And there is much to love about her. She is beautiful, powerful, intelligent, and she also has rare magic. Yet, like my father, she carries bitterness in her heart. She too could not match the accomplishments of her siblings, but unlike my father’s parents, her mother never ceased to point out her shortcomings. When my parents married, they hoped that their children might surpass them and reach the heights they never could. But – and I say this with no malice in my heart – my older siblings could not meet their expectations. Then I was born.”

Meixing tried to continue, but the words were ashes in her mouth, and she almost choked on them. In the end, she tried to sip on her tea, but her hand was shaking so badly that it was a miracle she didn’t spill any. Claw spoke for her, and she set her tea down and stroked his fur. She could not ask for a more loyal friend!

“Meixing not only inherited her mother’s rare magic but she was also the most gifted of her siblings in martial arts – truly, a prodigy favoured by the heavens. Her grandfather also doted on her and personally taught her techniques since their magic was so similar. Her parents were immensely pleased by all this. Alas, this led to her older siblings resenting her. No matter how hard she tried to point out their successes or share her own triumphs with them, her parents never paid them any heed.”

“I blamed them when I was younger,” Meixing said quietly. “Yet… as I grew older, I came to see that I was wrong. We were all hurt by what my parents did. To have been treated so poorly while I was treated so well? Who would not have become bitter? Perhaps they should have tried to look past it, but they shouldn’t have had to.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Claw said. “You were only a child – are still only a child.” His gaze grew sad. “She grew up alone, with little to occupy her days except training and study. That pushed her to greater heights, which in turn fuelled further resentment from her siblings. Her cousins tried to befriend her, but her parents rarely gave her time to herself. Each day was to be devoted to improvement, to reaching the summit they had glimpsed but had never been able to reach. Then she met me.”

Claw stared at his paws, and she wondered if he was remembering all the blood he’d spilled to avenge the kind master who’d taken in a cat and trained him because the feline enjoyed watching him practice. “You see, I once belonged to a great and noble master, the Lord of the Peach Grove. In his youth, he was a legendary warrior, but he had long set aside the path of the blade in favour of becoming a wise and benevolent ruler of his lands. Thanks to his strength, his lands escaped the war for the throne relatively unscathed, and he became a trusted advisor to the emperor. However, there were those who envied his success. One day, they struck him down and framed his first and second sons for the crime when, in truth, it was his third son who had conspired with them. Although he had bestowed a handful of his teachings upon me, I was too weak to aid him. Yet how could I let his death go unavenged? I, a humble street cat, had been taken in, nursed back to health, and loved like a son! To let his killers escape unpunished? Unthinkable! That is how I got most of the scars I have. I wandered for years, learning from those who were willing to teach me and honing my skills until I was finally able to avenge him. I succeeded, or so I thought, but the effort nearly cost me my life.”

Claw nudged her hand. “That was when Meixing found me. I was all but dead – burnt, broken, and wounded. She nursed me back to health despite the censure of her parents, so I swore to stand by her side and aid her as best I could. I was happy to go to my death having avenged my master, but Meixing helped me to remember that he would have wanted me to live a long and happy life. I became her loyal friend and companion, and we were happy… until my foolishness brought us to ruin.”

Claw’s body tensed. “I found out that the third son’s machinations had been aided by foul creatures – demons. I do not know if they corrupted him, or if he merely summoned them for aid, but I could not allow them to escape. I slew the lesser creatures and confronted their leader. I… I was not strong enough. I should have died, but Meixing had followed me in secret. I should have noticed her, but I was too preoccupied with my thoughts of vengeance.

“This foolish cat… this foolish cat was her best friend, so she stayed when others would have fled. She fought when others would have run. We defeated the demon, but she paid the price instead of me. Instead of costing me my life, it cost her an arm and an eye. When her parents finally found us, they were enraged. They could not believe that she had thrown away her bright future for a cat. Upon seeing their dreams turn to ash, their love turned to hate. While Meixing was still delirious from her injuries, they banished me. I would have fought them, but I was still healing from my own wounds. I have no doubt they would have killed me if I had given them even the slightest excuse.” Claw lowered his head in shame. “I was chased from the city and exiled. I later heard that they were planning to exile Meixing as well.”

“That would have been most unwise.” Her teacher took a sip of his tea. His expression was calm, but his eyes were bitterly cold. “Feng would not have tolerated it. To him, abandoning a comrade was the height of dishonour. To abandon family would be even worse.”

“He was furious,” Meixing said. “When he arrived, he was so mad, he spat blood. I think he would have lashed out at my parents, but my grandmother, aunts, and uncles were able to drag him away before he could do anything he might regret. My grandparents took me in, but not even they could cure me.” Meixing tightened her hold on Claw. “I know what I did was foolish, but my grandparents understood. Claw was my first real friend. How could I forsake him? Had my parents not driven him off on pain of death, I know he would have stayed by my side. I lived with my grandparents on Sword Mountain until the stars, which had stayed silent since my injury, saw fit to speak to me again. They told me to go west, for I would find my destiny there.”

Lord Bolton nodded. “And here you are, so I can’t say the stars were wrong. What can you tell us about the demon you faced? We’ll have to examine you properly to know for sure, but anything you can tell us will help.”

* * *

Timmy grimaced as he examined Meixing’s shoulder intently. The girl had not lied when she said it was a terrible wound. She had been given a shoulder disarticulation. In other words, her entire arm had been removed from her shoulder. Given the resources her family could bring to bear, the wound must have been truly horrific and resistant to both mundane and magical healing. Otherwise, salvaging part of the arm or growing a new one should have been possible.

What Claw and Meixing had called a demon was not actually a demon. Amanda had been able to delve into their memories and show the creature to the rest of them. It was actually an extremely powerful type of corrupting astral parasite – a creature that attached itself to the souls of others and fed off them to survive. Whilst demons coveted the souls of others for the power they could provide, they did not use those souls in the same way. Therefore, it was not surprising that the anti-demonic measures Meixing’s family had tried had not worked. Moreover, astral parasites of this kind were exceedingly rare and difficult to kill, and Timmy had never seen one as powerful as the creature Meixing and Claw had faced. The fact that they had managed to defeat the creature was a testament to their skills, equipment, and good fortune.

Using her astral sight, Vicky had confirmed that the parasite had not been killed when Meixing and Claw defeated it. Instead, it had used her wounds and the corruption spread by the attack that had damaged her eye and taken her arm as entry points to entwine itself with her soul. The process had damaged her soul so badly that magical and mundane healing were unable to address her physical injuries. Meixing was strong, very, very strong. A weaker person would already have died or lost their body to the parasite. Had she been a little older or less badly wounded, she would have been able to fight off the parasite’s desperate manoeuvre. Unfortunately, the parasite had succeeded and had camouflaged itself well enough that nobody had noticed it until it was too deeply entrenched in her soul to deal with using conventional methods. Well, they could kill it, but killing it would also kill Meixing.

Over time, it would drain more and more energy from her soul. At the moment, her soul was still strong enough to offset the drain, but that was hardly cause for celebration. The glut of power had allowed the parasite to grow stronger, and it would eventually have the power to corrupt her and weaken her will. Her problems sleeping were simply one angle of attack it employed. Given sufficient time, it would have the strength to completely consume her weakening soul and take over her body. The fact that Meixing’s symptoms weren’t worse was a sign of her willpower and a credit to the work done by her family. They had done their best despite not knowing exactly what they were dealing with. There were perhaps only two dozen people in the world who would. Fortunately, three of them were in the room.

Unable to determine what they were fighting, her family had opted to adopt an aggressive approach. Her entire body was covered in protective formations designed to restrain the parasite’s influence and try to force it out. It had taken Timmy half an hour to understand how they worked. They were well intentioned, but they had no hope of succeeding, not with the parasite so deeply entrenched in her soul.

The best way to deal with such parasites was to remove them immediately, before they could dig in. That was why they’d developed so many ways to conceal themselves. Even if they were detected, you’d still need a powerful and skilled astral or light mage or someone versed in specific aspects of soul magic or eldritch sorcery. The formations – large groups of runes and seals – were aimed more at demons and other such creatures, and they had not been applied before the parasite could get its hooks into her. Applying more targeted seals at this point would do little to help. It would be the same as closing the barn door after the horses had already bolted.

At this point, removing the parasite forcefully would almost certainly kill her. Too much of her soul would be damaged if the parasite was forcibly extracted or exterminated. She would either die, go insane, or be crippled so badly that death would be a mercy, given the pain she’d have to endure for however long she managed to live. Their best option was to force the parasite to make an attempt at possession before having Meixing defeat it in an astral battle for her soul and body. If that happened, the parasite would die with a minimum of collateral damage, allowing them to heal the rest of her injuries in a more straightforward manner.

Honestly, Vicky could heal Meixing’s wounds right now if she forced it, but that would kill the parasite prematurely, and it would inflict horrendous damage in its death throes. Vicky could try to ameliorate that damage, but it would be incredibly risky and no sure thing despite her skill and power. It was entirely possible that the power needed to quell the damage would be fatal to Meixing. Had the girl been an astral or light mage, they might have been able to risk it by leaning on her innate tolerance toward those forms of magic. However, the closest form of magic she had was her stellar magic, which drew its power from the stars. Unfortunately, her stellar magic had gone dormant again since telling her to go west.

Similarly, the blunter methods available to Timmy thanks to his eldritch sorcery were also highly likely to end with Meixing either dead or crippled. Had he or Vicky been present when the parasite first latched onto Meixing, they could have dealt with it. However, too much time had passed, and there was no point in dwelling on those possibilities when they couldn’t change the past.

The problem with simply waiting for the parasite to make its move and then having Meixing defeat it was that the parasite would only attack once it was certain of victory – or if it had no choice. If left to its own devices, it would wait until Meixing was too weak to put up any real resistance. It would be a formality, not a fight.

“Is there nothing that can be done?” Meixing asked. “I do not blame you if there is not. My family hired the finest experts, but they could not find a solution either.” She paused, and Timmy was struck once again by how young she was. “But I don’t want to die. I want to live.”

It was Amanda who suggested a possible solution. “This thing is essentially a soul vampire – and the best way to deal with vampires you can’t kill directly is through starvation.”

He and Vicky shared a glance. They had both considered a similar idea. They briefly conferred with Amanda before presenting their plan. Timmy began by explaining the specifics of the problem to Meixing using terminology she could understand. Her expression remained calm despite the grim prognosis.

“Am I doomed then? If so, I shall try to help as many as I can in the time I have left. When the time comes, I only ask that you slay me swiftly. I do not wish to harm others, and I would prefer Claw be spared that particular duty.”

The cat looked stricken.

“Ideally, it won’t come to that. You’re a good kid, and you don’t deserve it. Besides, Katie and Spot would both be upset if something happened to you, and Gerald is a softie too,” Timmy said.

“I am the strongest light, astral, and holy mage alive,” Vicky said. “That is not a boast. It is a fact. Mages of my kind can sense each other in the astral plane. There is no one in the world who can match me.” The resolve in her voice seemed to reassure Meixing. “Had I been present when this happened, we would not be having this conversation. The parasite would be dead, and you would be healed. I cannot remove it now without severe, possibly fatal, consequences, but I can use my power to reduce the damage. Regular treatments will also help your soul stay strong.”

“Killing it now could kill you,” Timmy said. “Which is why we won’t be doing that. Instead, we’ll be adding additional runes and seals to further limit its progression and choke off its access to your soul. Over time, the parasite will begin to starve, allowing you to regain your strength while it weakens. If everything goes to plan, then it will eventually have no choice. It can either starve or try to take over you. By then, however, you will be a lot stronger, and it will be a lot weaker. The fight should be in your favour. If you win that fight, the parasite should die without causing severe collateral damage. We can then heal you properly. You’ll have your arm back and everything.”

“I see.” Meixing bowed as low as she could, but he could still see the tears falling from her eyes. “I can really be healed?”

“Yes. We would like to heal you now, but your injuries are tied to the parasite. As long as it remains, we cannot truly heal you. We could try getting you a prosthetic although I don’t know if that would work. Most prosthetics are controlled by magic, and the parasite makes it impossible for you to properly channel magic in the wounded areas,” Timmy said.

Meixing straightened and shook her head. “There is no need. They tried to give me a prosthetic after I lost my arm. Whatever the parasite did to me made it impossible for me to control one. I can wait until after the parasite is defeated to get my arm back, and my teacher has been instructing me in a style meant for someone with one arm. I must master it before I regain my arm. To do otherwise would be to shame the monk who created it.”

“The treatments we have planned will offer respite from the pain and exhaustion,” Vicky said. “You should be able to sleep properly.”

“That… is more than I ever expected.” Meixing almost reached up to touch her shoulder but thought better of it. “Every night, it has gotten worse. Any respite at all would be greatly appreciated.”

“There is also the matter of your eye,” Timmy said. “We all agree that if we handle things properly, there’s a chance you might be able to keep it with the changes intact although we could restore it to normal if you want. However, if you could learn to control it…”

“It is a powerful weapon.” Meixing’s expression grew thoughtful. “Although I keep it covered because I cannot properly control it yet.”

Meixing’s right eye wasn’t actually missing. Instead, it had mutated under the influence of the parasite. Rather than jade flecked with vivid specks of violet, it was a brilliant pool of azure with a spiral of indigo within it. From the testing they’d done, the eye could project a kind of ‘soul ice’ attack that could freeze physical objects and attack the souls of its targets. The parasite had used a similar attack against Meixing and Claw, and only a desperate, last-second evasion had allowed the girl to escape with her life.

The eye had also given her a strange form of astral sight. Meixing kept the eye closed and covered because using it fed energy from her soul straight to the parasite. Moreover, anything damaged or killed by the eye only strengthened the creature. If Meixing could keep it after they dealt with the parasite, it would be a potent weapon.

“We can worry about that after the parasite has been dealt with.” Timmy stood. “If you don’t mind, we can start adding the runes and seals now.”

“Please do.”

* * *

Gerald breathed a sigh of relief as he reviewed the list of things that he and the others had requested for their upcoming mission. Almost everything they had asked for had been obtained. The Supreme Cleric had not lied when she’d said she would get it by hook or by crook. Now, it was simply a matter of storing it all with his magic.

In his younger days, he used to have to check things individually before putting them away with his magic. But over time and thanks to his recent adventures with Timmy and the others, his magic had improved. It was odd for magic to develop so much at his age. However, he had the sneaking suspicion that his magic had already been able to do all those things. There had simply been no need for them. As Timmy occasionally said, there was nothing quite like potential death for motivation.

When he stored something with his magic he got a… sense for it, which was enough for him to judge its basic properties and tell if it was defective or not. He could store everything away and then take out the defective items. It was marvellously useful, and he was hoping that, as unlikely as it was, his magic might evolve to the point it could detect faulty paperwork. Conceptually, it wasn’t that big a leap, but he wasn’t going to get his hopes up. He was no expert in magical theory, but everyone knew that magic could work in weird and nonsensical ways.

That said, simply being able to replenish his supplies put a spring in his step. People generally enjoyed using their magic, and he was no exception. It was comforting peering into his magic and knowing that he had so many useful things at his fingertips. He did have rather more food than he knew what to do with courtesy of the spider people, a lot of which was of uncertain edibility for humans, but Spot seemed to like it, which was reason enough to bring it along. Plus, he could always drop it on their foes as a weapon or distraction if necessary. A giant slab of… meat from a colossal arthropod was bound to draw people’s attention – or crush them flat.

“It’s nice being able to do this, isn’t it?” Timmy said. “Mind passing me the list, so I can check?”

“It’s definitely nicer than having people trying to kill us although I suppose it won’t be long before that’s happening again.” Gerald handed Timmy the list and got started on the healing items. Although Spot could heal people, and both Katie and Timmy knew runes and seals for healing, their best option in terms of speed and combat efficiency was a diverse selection of high-quality healing potions. Spot couldn’t be everywhere, and healing runes and seals tended to be somewhat delicate. Avraniel’s powers had begun to expand, and Timmy was hopeful she’d pick up at least a few healing-related tricks. Amanda could also heal, but vampiric healing was not her speciality, and it was really only suitable for certain kinds of injuries.

Avraniel developing proper healing abilities was their best bet, followed by the more practical and quicker-acting runes and seals that Timmy was working on. Alas, that wasn’t a field with a long history. The standard approach was to take whoever was wounded out of the battle for safe treatment. Given their tendency to get into extended pitched battles, that wasn’t an option most of the time.

In general, healers and potions were so much more efficient and effective that other options had not been explored as thoroughly. True, surgery had been developed to a fairly high degree, but that was largely due to the fact that without access to magic or potions, surgery and other mundane methods were the only solutions available to the less wealthy and those who lived in isolated areas. And although those methods had developed considerably, if Gerald ever got stabbed – and he sincerely hoped he never did – he would rather have Spot use his healing fire, as opposed to having someone poke and prod him with knives and needles.

“Was there anything in particular that you were looking for?” Gerald asked. “The list is quite long, but if you tell me, I can tell you if it’s on there.”

Timmy chuckled and shook his head. “Not really. I’m just making sure that the demolition rats didn’t secretly slip anything onto the list after I reviewed it. It wouldn’t be the first time, and they can be surprisingly sneaky when they put their minds to it. You’re not as familiar with all of the potentially deadly substances they can use. I wouldn’t put it past them to use unusual names for things or to ask for common substances with alternate uses. For example, there are fertilisers that can, in the right circumstances, be used to create a powerful explosive.”

“Is that so?” Gerald hummed thoughtfully. That reminded him of something. “Ah. That would explain the regulations I’ve seen, wouldn’t it?”

Timmy nodded. “It has to have been at least a century, but there have been incidents in the past where incorrect storage and handling of those restricted fertilisers resulted in explosions comparable to what you’d see from a siege mage.”

Gerald blanched. He’d assumed it was closer to a house blowing up, but that was considerably worse. “Oh dear.”

“The reason you don’t see people use that sort of stuff in war is because there are a selection of magically reactive explosives that have the potential to create far larger explosions. There’s also the question of delivery. A mundane explosion has to be brought to the target somehow. Siege mages can launch their magic from a considerable distance with a decent level of accuracy.”

Gerald thought about the list. He had a good memory, so he’d already memorised both the final version and the earlier version. “I don’t think they added anything after you reviewed the list.”

Timmy flipped through the list. It could be seen as a waste of paper, but not everybody knew what Gerald had stored away. If the group was going to take full advantage of his magic, then they needed to know what he had access to. As for the supplies themselves, he wasn’t sure how they’d been able to gather them in time, but they had been smuggled in via a wonderfully stealthy and cunning smuggler under Lorenzo’s employ to ensure the empire wouldn’t detect them.

If Gerald had to guess, the supplies had been sent from the Mercantile Alliance. The Supreme Cleric’s wealth, power, and influence extended beyond Everton’s borders, and Timmy had a range of contacts, both legal and otherwise, that he could call upon. Between the two of them, and with Lorenzo pretending not to notice anything, they could manage it. And when it came to preparing for battle, Timmy was not averse to using gold or favours to ensure they had every possible advantage. Gerald fully agreed. Gold and favours were great, but they were useless if they got killed.

“It all seems to be in order.” Timmy grinned. “The demolition rats already have enough materials to level this base several times over, but I’m hoping they won’t need them. Have you seen their newest weapon?”

“Do you mean that thing they’ve been firing into the harbour?” Gerald asked.

It was an extraordinary device, similar to the cannons that used dwarven blasting powder to propel mundane projectiles. Those cannons didn’t have the range and power of magical weaponry, but they also didn’t require significant quantities of magic to use either.

The rats had been hard at work developing a better propellant with Daerin and Timmy’s help. Gerald was no expert in alchemy, but the new propellant was supposed to be much more powerful and far less prone to producing large quantities of smoke and other fouling.

It was the rats’ attempt to deal with the technical issues that plagued mundane cannons – issues that had seen magical cannons rise to a dominant position in warfare as their range, power, efficiency, and reliability grew ever more impressive. One approach they had devoted considerable time and effort to was the development of projectiles with inbuilt propellant to help them travel further. However, their earlier attempts required considerable resources to manufacture, and the projectiles had to be carefully calibrated and tested to ensure reasonable accuracy.

Improving the quality of the propellant that could be placed outside the projectile meant they could achieve greater ranges and accuracies without having to manufacture more complex projectiles. Naturally, though, the rats had continued to improve their projectiles anyway. Rather than simply heaving balls made of metal at their foes, the demolition rats had created ‘shells’, which were projectiles full of explosives. Gerald wasn’t entirely sure why the shells didn’t explode when they were fired, but Timmy had assured him that the idea was sound. The projectiles would only explode after they had been fired from the cannon and after they impacted a sufficiently hard surface, such as a wall, the ground, or a ship.

The end result of the demolition rats’ effort was a largely mundane cannon – they only used magic to reinforce the cannon’s components – that had far better range and power than its predecessors. The current model had a range of roughly a mile, which was incredibly impressive when compared to other mundane weapons.

Indeed, the new cannon had greater range than any mundane siege weapon although its accuracy was still a work in progress. They had been working hard with Timmy and Daerin to improve it, but Timmy had pointed out that they’d have plenty of chances to test their ideas the next time they were in a siege. Moreover, if they could make enough of these new cannons, along with the new propellant and shells, then lower accuracy wouldn’t necessarily be a devastating flaw. They could simply blanket the battlefield with explosive death.

At the moment, the big bottleneck was making the shells. They required far more effort than simply using solid metal projectiles. The cannons also needed to be carefully made and reinforced to prevent them from exploding during firing. This was a serious concern since a backfiring cannon was not only useless but also highly likely to injure whoever was operating it. Making the new propellant without compromising on safety or quality was another concern, at least while they were on the road. In a place with proper facilities, it was entirely manageable.

Naturally, Timmy had the rats supervising his zombies as he used the undead to make as much of the powder as possible. Unfortunately, making the shells and cannons required a defter touch, and Daerin had already requisitioned many of the base’s smiths and other craftsmen to help put together anti-glitter-steel weapons using the resources they’d gotten from the spider people. Nevertheless, Daerin had spared whatever time and personnel he could to help the rats make more cannons and shells. His dream was to miniaturise the cannons to the point they could be attached to his golems. In the meantime, the cannons were also exactly the sort of weapon his fellow dwarves would be interested in.

Timmy had said that the new cannons could – if they worked as intended – swing the tide of the war in their favour, but they needed to test them in battle first. At the moment, the new cannons had yet to see battle. They could not afford to commit further resources to them until they were sure they could perform properly in actual combat.

Magical cannons were the premier form of siege weaponry for a reason. They possessed greater destructive power and had far greater accuracy and range than mundane weapons. Moreover, magical cannons did not have to be powered by mages. They could also be powered by a variety of runes and seals that absorbed ambient magic or channelled it from other sources, such as magical crystals and ancient relics. Their main disadvantages were the cost and expertise required to make them.

Timmy envisioned these new cannons filling a different role. They were undoubtedly inferior in several ways, but they could be produced more quickly and more cheaply. Given the same amount of time and money, they could offer greater volumes of fire. Range definitely mattered in an exchange between siege weapons, but what if the enemy had to close in? In that case, greater volume of fire would matter more than greater range. Pairing these new cannons with magical cannons would keep the enemy from picking them off with their own magical cannons while turning any attempt to advance into a bloodbath.

“It will be interesting to see how they perform on our mission. I have a feeling they’ll be very busy,” Timmy said.

“I hope not.” Gerald would be ecstatic if the enemy took one look at them and surrendered. However, that wasn’t terribly likely. So far, the majority of their enemies had chosen to fight until they had no hope of victory.

In addition to the vast quantities of healing items that Gerald had received recently – to say nothing of the supplies he’d stockpiled over the years – they also had the lake water they’d received from the spider people. Each of them had a vial of the stuff while Gerald carried the rest. Short of instant death or some seriously powerful magic, a small sip of the stuff would heal anything. That only made Gerald more worried about Meixing since Queen Arachne had said the lake water wouldn’t be able to help her. The teen had recently been examined by Timmy, Amanda, and the Supreme Cleric. Although they hadn’t shared their diagnosis, Timmy had said that they were taking steps to address the problem.

Gerald shuddered. That was alarming. The Supreme Cleric was the strongest healer in the world and amongst the most skilled. If she couldn’t deal with the problem immediately, then it had to be horrible. Meixing refused to speak of it, and Gerald hadn’t pressed. He could hardly blame her for wanting to keep such an awful issue private, but he hoped she would confide in him if she needed someone to listen to her troubles. He might not have any solutions, but he could certainly lend a sympathetic ear.

Gerald was shaken from his thoughts as another explosion rocked the harbour. He looked over to find the demolition rats preparing for another shot. Timmy had said they were making a range table. Essentially, aiming the cannon was more difficult than aiming a magical cannon due to their inability to adjust the path of its projectiles using magic. To ensure proper accuracy, the rats needed to carefully experiment and draw up a table of results to guide their shots in combat. With night falling, they would only be able to fire a few more shots before having to stop for the day. The last thing they needed was to accidentally hit somebody because they couldn’t see them.

Apart from war materials, Gerald also had things like blood for Amanda, food for Spot, and other luxuries and necessities. And why not? He had basically limitless space. He’d even gotten in the habit of storing snow, seawater, and extra boulders. Ever since he’d witnessed the carnage against the mole people, Gerald had come to realise that controlling the battlefield was the key to success – and safety. He wouldn’t always have magical pylons and a zombie thunder salamander, but he could still cover the battlefield in snow, flood it with seawater, or litter it with boulders. As for the zombie thunder salamander, it was still undergoing repairs, but Timmy was confident it would be ready by the time they had to leave. Gerald was glad. It was powerful.

Timmy waited until he’d finished storing everything – which didn’t take all that long, considering how much there was – before gesturing with his shovel. They settled down on a nice stone bench with a good view of the harbour. Spot was soaring majestically over the water with Claw clinging onto his back. The cat appeared to be having the time of his life as he sent blades of cutting magic down to slice the water. The dragon was doing his best to copy the attack, and to Gerald’s untrained eye, he appeared to be doing well. Despite the difference in size, the feline had taken to the role of instructor eagerly, proudly boasting that he alone, out of all the cats in the world, could claim to have instructed a dragon. For someone who often referred to himself as a humble cat, Claw could be remarkably not-humble at times.

“We did all right with the goblins and the spider people,” Timmy drawled. “Not too many brushes with death.”

Gerald chuckled – and the fact that he could chuckle about their adventures and not have a panic attack was indicative of the progress he’d made. It was all about exposure. Desensitisation, some called it. After so many brushes with death, he was bound to get better at dealing with it – or go crazy.

The Gerald from before he’d met Timmy and the others would have been a gibbering wreck long before they’d reached the goblin village. The new and slightly braver Gerald was made of sterner stuff. It would take at least three or four brushes with death in one mission before he became a gibbering wreck.

“I think so. Attacking the naval base was scary, but I was able to avoid the worst of the fighting. The same goes for the goblins and the spider people.” Gerald shuddered. “I’ll admit I was afraid when I saw how numerous the mole people were, but it worked out for the best.”

Timmy grinned. “It did, didn’t it? Hey, do you want to see something interesting?”

“I’m almost afraid to agree, but okay.” Gerald shrugged. “What is – ah!”

He almost leapt into the air as the dirt beside them erupted to reveal a zombie mole man. Gerald stared in disbelief as the mole man gave him a crisp salute before burying himself back underground, leaving nary a sign he was there. “That is extremely freaky.”

Timmy’s grin widened. “The mole people have a species-wide affinity for digging. Combined with my earth magic, I can have them bury themselves underground in a way that is basically impossible to detect unless you’re already looking for them.”

“That would be great for ambushes,” Gerald said. Although Timmy had outwitted them, the mole people were fearsome warriors. The spider people could attest to that.

“It would. I’ve been experimenting, but I haven’t been able to combine them with larger zombies while still keeping the ability. I’ll get it eventually, though, and can you imagine a zombie hydra or something of similar size being able to burrow, move around, and then pop out like that?”

Gerald could, and it was terrifying. Not for the first time, he was inordinately glad that Timmy was on his side. “There are times when I almost pity our enemies.” He paused. “And then I remember how much they want to kill us, and I don’t feel so bad about it. Does that make me an awful person?”

“Not at all. It makes you a normal person. If somebody is trying to kill you, you don’t have to feel bad about killing them first.”

Gerald watched as Meixing took to the air on one of her swords to chase after Spot. From his position atop Spot’s back, Claw waved his paws at her and yelled a taunt. The teen tried to close the gap, but Spot was too quick and agile in the air. Katie joined her, and the two of them teamed up against Spot. Alas, the dragon was still more than a match for them, and Claw’s increasingly unsportsmanlike cackling filled the air. With the setting sun casting its orange light upon the scene, it made for quite a pretty picture.

“I’m the fastest cat alive,” Claw crowed. “You’ll never catch me!”

“I never thought I’d spend time in the mouth of a whale and live,” Gerald said. “I also never thought I’d see that same whale get turned into a zombie and get revenge on his enemies.”

“I can’t say I expected that either.” Timmy inclined his head. “And we didn’t run into any other werewolves.”

“That wasn’t your fault,” Gerald said. “I don’t think that anybody could have anticipated that the Accountant would be an ancient werewolf with a cadre of werewolves under his command and a way to conceal them from even eldritch sorcery.”

Timmy’s lips twitched. “Now that I’ve seen it, that trick won’t work again. Of course, that’s the sort of risk you take in our line of work. No matter how thoroughly you plan, the unexpected can happen. What you need is the ability to survive the unexpected, and we have that.”

“I’m just glad that the spider people were less evil than I’d heard. I know it’s not fair, but they do look rather frightful. However, they’re quite reasonable once you get to know them although the way the queen took over the Speaker’s body was unsettling.” Gerald smiled. “Thankfully, Katie was able to manage.”

They’d both been worried about how well Katie would cope.

“I won’t say that she is suddenly in love with all things arachnid, but I think being able to communicate with them made it easier to think of them as weirdly shaped people rather than giant spiders,” Timmy said.

“I’m glad we helped the goblins too,” Gerald said. “And I’m hoping we can keep helping them after the war.” He thought back to the story he’d heard, of how all they’d wanted was to have lives that weren’t so brutally short. Who wouldn’t want that? “What happened wasn’t fair.”

“Life seldom is, but they’re alive – and as long as they’re alive, they’ve got a fighting chance. I think that once people get to know them better, they’ll be okay.” Timmy’s gaze sobered. “It’s why you never – ever – make a deal with a super-powerful entity unless you know exactly how the deal is going to work in advance. Details, Gerald. Always get the details.” He laughed as Spot abruptly changed course, forcing Meixing and Katie to dodge as he zoomed toward them. “The things underneath the castle might be terrifying, but the laws that bind them are clear. That allows us to make use of them, provide we’re careful. At least, in this world.”

“And in other worlds?” Gerald asked.

“The things underneath the castle are the tiniest sliver of something greater. Here, they’re asleep. Elsewhere, they’re awake. I try not to think about that too much. It makes it easier to sleep at night. Even the least of them is as far beyond Sam as Sam is beyond a toddler.”

Gerald swallowed thickly. For all that Sam was usually a congenial fellow with an addiction to cake, Gerald had seen firsthand what he was capable of. “Forget I asked.”

The Supreme Cleric’s astral projection joined the chase, and Spot immediately focused on her. She was an incredible flier, far quicker and more agile in the air than either Katie or Meixing.

“Once this is all over, I’m going to splurge,” Gerald said.

“Oh?” Timmy raised an eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?”

“You would not believe how much time off I’ve accrued,” Gerald said. He puffed out his chest. “I’m going to take a whole month off.”

Timmy laughed. “A whole month off is your idea of splurging? I suppose that’s one way to look at it. You’ll be sticking around after the war, right? We’d be happy to have you.”

“Of course.” Gerald had already filed the paperwork needed to make his position at the castle permanent. “At this point, you’ve already earned your pardon, but they’re not going to give it to you until the war is over. You’ll be a proper noble, which will let you do a lot of things that you can’t right now. Town and city charters. Expanded and formalised trade links. Proper negotiations with various groups. You’ll need a bureaucrat for that.”

Gerald had come to view the castle as his home, and with Timmy recognised as a proper noble, there would be plenty for him to do. Of course, he’d be lying if he said the others didn’t also factor into his decision. They were his friends – no. They were more like part of his family. Who wouldn’t want to spend more time with their family? He had been worried that the Supreme Cleric would be reticent in approving his transfer. She had many bureaucrats under her control, but Gerald was the best. Instead, she’d smiled, promised to approve it after the war, and said that if things went according to plan, they’d be seeing plenty of each other around the castle anyway.

It had taken him a second to understand. If Gerald worked for Timmy and the Supreme Cleric married Timmy, well, nothing would really change, would it? That was assuming the Supreme Cleric succeeded, but Gerald had never known her to fail, and Katie was thoroughly of the opinion that her chances were good, and Katie knew Timmy better than anyone. Having Katie in her corner was also critical. It was difficult to imagine Timmy giving any woman the time of day if she didn’t get along with Katie.

Timmy would probably receive other rewards for his service, and the Supreme Cleric had mentioned he would be a good fit for the Council. His insight into a variety of matters, both military and otherwise, had allowed him to prosper, and she wanted that same prosperity for Everton as a whole. Plus, she’d said with a giggle, having him and James on the council at the same time would be hilarious.

“Great. It wouldn’t be the same without you.” Timmy’s smile faded as the Supreme Cleric’s astral projection suddenly froze in mid-flight. “What is it?”

“I’m afraid I have to go,” the Supreme Cleric said. “I’m about to be very busy.”

“What happened?” Timmy asked.

Gerald shared his concern. The last time the Supreme Cleric had said something like that, she’d obliterated an island so utterly that they’d been able to see the blast from hundreds of miles away. “My lady?”

“We’ve been wondering where the emperor is. Our spies in the capital lost track of him a while ago. It appears that he has joined the armada.”

“What?” Timmy shot to his feet. “He’s with the armada?”

“Yes. I have to go now. I have an emperor to deal with.”

Her astral projection vanished.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Vicky opened her eyes as she dispelled all of her astral projections. Each of her projections required a portion of her power, but their ability to use magic and interact with the physical world made them incredibly useful. None of them were as powerful as she was, but each was basically a weaker copy that effectively allowed her to be in multiple places at once. She had used them to bolster Everton’s forces, and she had made a conscious effort to deploy them wherever Everton and their allies were hard-pressed or her influence could prove pivotal.

Any decent astral mage could make an astral projection, but most astral projections were incapable of interacting with the physical world in a meaningful way. They were typically used for observation or to fight against spirits and other entities that could be harmed using astral magic. Vicky had spent years learning how to combine light and astral magic to create projections that were capable of much more.

She had studied dozens of different methods, and she could honestly say that her method was the best. A powerful astral mage could – with considerable effort – push somebody down the stairs with their astral projection. Vicky’s projections could punch through walls and tear through enemy troops. It was a pity that the empire had devoted considerable resources to developing countermeasures. Otherwise, she could have annihilated the armada with them.

Unfortunately, she had not been able to teach the complete version of her technique to anyone else. If she could, she’d have trained her siblings, cousins, and anyone else she could trust because her technique was an incredible force multiplier. However, her method required not only absurd levels of control over both astral and light magic but also tremendous raw power in both forms of magic as well.

By and large, astral and light mages tended to have excellent control but smaller reserves of magic. Attempts to artificially boost their power or draw on outside sources tended to end poorly. It was like trying to cram more water into a waterskin. At a certain point, the waterskin would stop bulging – and burst. With people, the results were messier… and fatal.

Even the oldest of her siblings – all of whom were younger than her – had less than a quarter of her reserves, and her younger sister had the second-largest reserves of any astral mage behind Vicky. That was how big the gap was. Yet despite having smaller reserves, her control was still poorer than Vicky’s, albeit exceptional by any other standard. The best she’d managed was a single combat-capable astral projection, and her range was limited to a hundred or so miles. Vicky could create multiple projections and control them from more than a thousand miles away.

Naturally, her technique was not without issues. The mental strain of having to maintain multiple perspectives at the same time was considerable, and the increase in mental load was not linear. However, Vicky had trained until managing that strain had become as instinctive to her as flying. Naturally, her training had driven her to the edge of death and insanity multiple times, but that was where her ability to heal herself and reinforce her mind, body, and soul entered the picture. As long as she wasn’t dead and had enough power, she could always fix herself.

Timmy was one of the few people in the world who understood how far she’d gone to develop her astral projections. Not only had he offered helpful advice – necromancy and eldritch sorcery had some very interesting ways to deal with mental strain – but he had also been there to watch over her. If things got out of hand, he could whack her over the head to break the connection to her projections.

Her family had not been pleased when they’d found out what her training involved although they had been awed by the technique itself. Vicky had pointed out that she’d taken calculated risks. She hadn’t been fumbling in the dark. Besides, if she’d told them beforehand, they would have tried to stop her.

Vicky knew she had to push herself. She’d known for years that war with the empire was coming, and Everton would need every advantage it could get to win. She had been blessed with gifts far beyond even the most talented of her peers, but what was the point of having them if she didn’t plan to hone and use them? She never wanted to find herself in a position where the people she cared about were at risk because she hadn’t bothered to develop her abilities to their fullest.

If she was going to fail one day, then she’d fail knowing that she’d done everything she could, that she’d brought every weapon in her arsenal to bear, that there wasn’t a single other thing she could have done. Failing would still hurt, but at least she’d be able to live with herself.

Now was not the time for astral projections. What she needed now was to gather all of her strength for battle. It would have been better to avoid confronting the emperor until she’d devised a suitable plan based on solid information about his capabilities, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Assuming she survived, she’d have to speak to their intelligence staff because the emperor joining the fleet was something they should have been aware of before he began to wreak havoc.

“Are you sure?” Vicky asked her attendants. Despite her wishes, there were no less than three members of her personal bodyguard with her at all times. They constrained her ability to act freely, but she could understand their concerns. With the war in full swing and her roles as commander, support, and frontline combatant growing increasingly important, they could not afford to lose her to assassins or an ambush.

Thankfully, they were personally sworn to her. She didn’t have to worry about politics or the constant scrabble for power when dealing with them. There had been a few questions about why she had to use one of her projections to talk to Timmy and the others, but communication spheres were so impersonal – and potentially insecure. Timmy also had a knack for concealing serious injuries. With a projection, she’d be able to notice and heal any injuries if required.

“Yes,” Daniel said. “It’s been confirmed. It’s him. The emperor has personally taken the field.”

Daniel had been part of her personal bodyguard since she was a child. In fact, he was one of her cousins, and her family had chosen him to protect her once her potential became clear. In a way, it was amusing. Even together, her bodyguards had no chance of defeating her, so anyone who could actually kill her would make short work of them. Somewhat less amusing was the reality of the situation. If she had to retreat, their duty was to lay down their lives to buy her the time she needed. She was hoping it never came to that – she quite liked them – but she also knew that they were precisely the sort of people who wouldn’t hesitate to do their duty.

“The reports from our observers in the fleet are clear,” Daniel continued. “The emperor obliterated their screening force and is rapidly approaching their position with ships of his own not far behind. He and the Lords of Magic with him are minutes, at most, from making contact. Based on how quickly he dealt with the screening force, the chances of the fleet surviving without your intervention are essentially zero.”

“I see.” The emperor was incredibly powerful. A magical signature as large as his would be unmistakable once he committed to battle. “Does the fleet have any assets capable of resisting him.” She wouldn’t ask if they could win. She already knew that was impossible.

“No.” Daniel shook his head. “Setting aside the possibility of victory, they don’t have anyone capable of offering real resistance. However, their assets are capable of occupying the Lords of Magic if you personally engage the emperor in combat.”

Vicky gave herself a moment to consider the situation. The fleet in question was the second-largest war fleet of the Shimmering Isles. Its commander had proven himself by launching a series of devastating raids on the armada’s flanks and supply lines while skilfully evading the empire’s vanguard and scouts.

The emperor must have taken exception to the continued attacks and had decided to intervene personally. She wasn’t sure how he’d joined the armada or how he’d tracked down the fleet, but now that he’d found them, they were in dire straits. They didn’t have anyone in the same magical weight class as the emperor. Without her aid, the entire fleet would be at the bottom of the sea within thirty minutes of the emperor’s arrival – and that was an optimistic estimate.

The loss of all those ships would be devastating to their overall plans and morale. War was so often about momentum, and destroying the fleet would give the empire the momentum it had been sorely lacking in the face of their carefully staggered retreats and continued attacks on the empire’s logistics. Without that fleet, the Shimmering Isles would also be badly exposed, making their hopes of a defence in depth fragile at best.

“It seems I’ll be busy today.” Vicky stood. “Only the fastest may travel with me. You have two minutes to gather anyone who can help and keep up.”

* * *

Charles had been an admiral for more than three decades. He had started his service under King Erasmus’s grandfather, and he had hoped to retire peacefully. Alas, fate had decreed otherwise, and he had instead found himself leveraging every iota of his skill and experience to get the Shimmering Isles through the largest war in its history.

When the empire had assembled its great armada, he had immediately realised that facing it head on would be suicide. They would be crushed by the sheer disparity in numbers and power. He had been relieved to discover that Everton’s leaders agreed. They had proposed a strategy based on defence in depth and attacking the empire’s logistics.

His part in the plan was simple but important: launch raids along the armada’s flanks to pick off stragglers, damage their logistics, and draw attention while avoiding their vanguard. If they were lucky, the armada would spread out, leaving itself vulnerable to defeat in detail. He had developed several plans, each of them tailored to a different scenario.

The empire’s sailors were good, and there were a lot of them. However, Charles was confident that, man for man, the sailors of the Shimmering Isles were superior. Moreover, he was confident that he could engineer situations where he was better able to concentrate his forces than the empire. Superior numbers only mattered if they could be brought to bear. Otherwise, all the empire was doing was giving him a bigger target.

Things had gone smoothly, and their raids had forced the armada to slow down as the vanguard did its best to secure their supply lines and scout ahead. Charles had even managed to ambush the vanguard, using his superior seamanship and cunning to isolate and attack smaller groups of ships. However, there were things that nobody could prepare for, no matter how hard they tried.

The emperor was one of them – and he had finally shown himself.

Gods! How had their intelligence services missed this? The emperor was supposed to be in the imperial capital, not with the armada. The man was an army unto himself, a force of nature capable of singlehandedly routing armies and shattering fleets. Charles would not have ventured so close to the armada’s flanks if he’d known the emperor was present.

“Barrier mages!” he boomed. “Divert all available magic to the barrier now!”

Not far away, there was a flash of prismatic light. A shimmering forcefield rippled into existence, a blooming flower of force made manifest. The forcefield sliced through a dreadnought, the ship’s barrier shattering like so much glass as the metal and wood of its decks parted as easily as paper before a sword. The forcefield quivered and transformed from a flat plane to a pair of cubes that surrounded the two halves of the ship. The cubes collapsed inward, and there was a dull boom. The forcefield vanished, and the crushed remains of the dreadnought and her crew sank beneath the waves.

Curses rang out around him. It was one thing for a ship and her crew to be sunk in battle, but that… that wasn’t a battle. It was a massacre. A barrage of attacks from the fleet lanced toward the emperor, but a curtain of coruscating radiance appeared to ward them off. Lords of Magic had accompanied the emperor, but they made no move to assist him. Instead, they were locked in battle with the fleet’s many mages.

It was a sight to behold. Elemental blasts lit up the night, along with a host of more esoteric energies. Clouds of acid rushed past, and hordes of summoned creatures streaked through the sea and sky. The near-constant roar of magic was deafening, a seemingly endless tumult fuelled by dozens of mages who would have reigned supreme on any other battlefield. Unfortunately, the empire’s Lords of Magic had the edge both in numbers and power. The sole reason the fleet hadn’t already been overrun was the presence of the kingdom’s greatest water mage. The man was badly outnumbered, but he was in his element, and he had turned the entire ocean around them into a weapon.

Towering waves that dwarfed buildings roared toward the empire’s forces, submerging and then crushing any person or ship they could reach. Spheres of liquid shot through the air and detonated with ship-shattering force. Even the pouring rain became a weapon as the water mage turned every drop of it into projectiles that could pierce armour, shear through metal, and flay flesh off the bone.

But for all his power, the water mage might as well have been throwing confetti for all the good it did against the emperor. The man had yet to move from his position above the imperial ships. A helical forcefield lanced through another dreadnought, and the emperor finally turned his attention to the water mage.

Water surged, and a titan of seawater rose up and launched itself at the emperor. The emperor hardly seemed to care. The titan broke on the emperor’s forcefields, and his reply instantly put the water mage on the defensive. A single forcefield sliced down like a great sword cast from the heavens, and the water mage had to scramble to get clear as the attack simply ignored the wall of water he’d thrown up to defend himself. More forcefields came crashing down, and the water mage danced across the surface of the sea, riding a jet of water as he evaded death by mere inches until suddenly he couldn’t.

It was a trap.

Below the water mage, a vast forcefield unfurled before rising up to trap him inside a cube that swiftly began to shrink. The water mage strained against the cube with every drop of water he could muster. He was slowing it down, but there was no stopping its inexorable collapse.

The kingdom’s greatest water mage had fought the emperor on the open sea, and the fight had been closer to an execution than a battle. How utterly ridiculous. The emperor was every bit the monster the rumours had whispered of.

Charles shouted another order as the barrier around his ship staggered beneath the weight of another forcefield. How many other ships had already gone down, and how many more were under attack? This was insane. The emperor wasn’t slowing down at all.

Above him, the barrier began to crack, and he cursed wildly. There was a reason that emperors rarely took the field. If they died, the war was over. However, the emperors of the Eternal Empire were different. Their power was so vast that their arrival usually heralded victory for the empire.

The water mage was almost out of time. The cube was now barely larger than a closet. The barrier around Charles’s ship gave way, and he bellowed for his men to aim every weapon they had at the emperor. They were almost certainly dead now that their barrier was broken, but if they could distract the emperor, then maybe the water mage could get free. As long as the water mage was alive, the rest of the fleet might be able to retreat. A magically intensified storm accompanied by fog could cover their retreat. The water mage was also the only person who’d lasted longer than ten seconds against the emperor.

Where was Everton? Had they not received the message? Or perhaps they had, and they were cutting their losses. If so, it was hard to blame them. In Everton, there was really only one person who stood a chance against the emperor in battle.

Suddenly, beams of light raced through the sky, brighter and more radiant than the sun. Beneath their blinding glow, the rain-streaked night gave way to dawn. They smashed through the forcefields that covered the battlefield, freeing the water mage and saving the fleet. More forcefields flared into existence, and the beams of light swerved crazily, twisting and turning through the air as they streaked toward the emperor. A massive barrier appeared in front of the emperor, and the beams shot past it only to turn and strike at his back – where they were promptly met by more forcefields.

The first forcefield shattered in an instant – as did the next and the next until finally, after seven forcefields, the eighth held. A single one of those forcefields had weathered a full broadside from Charles’s dreadnought. He could scarcely imagine the power it took to break through seven of them in quick succession. The explosion that followed obliterated the clouds overhead, killing the storm and sending every mage and flier in the sky other than the emperor reeling. They struggled to stay aloft, with dozens of them plunging straight into the sea. The sheer force of the blast thrust the ocean apart, and the two opposing forces were driven in opposite directions as the shockwave rippled outward. Charles had to look away and close his eyes, it was so bright, and even then, the image of the light-torn sky was burned into his eyelids, along with the image of the emperor’s eighth forcefield, a slowly rotating heptagonal shield.

A ragged cheer broke out. Reinforcements from Everton had arrived. They swooped in to engage the Lords of Magic and the empire’s other fliers, yet the emperor did nothing. Instead, all of his attention was focused on the figure who had appeared in the sky above Charles’s ship, wreathed in light, power, and glory. Bathed in her radiance, Charles felt his wavering resolve harden. His wounds began to heal, and the damage to his ship started to repair itself. There was a single person in the entire world whose mere presence could do so much. It was the one person in Everton who could face the emperor in single combat and hope to win instead of merely stalling for time.

The Supreme Cleric.

Charles forced himself to look upward. He’d met her before, and she was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. Hers was a warm beauty, kind and welcoming. Now, she was radiant, a shining, shimmering, brilliant being who was seemingly made entirely of light. The warm beauty was gone. In its place was an inhuman perfection, as if the light within her had burned away all that was unnecessary or imperfect. He felt tears prickle at the corner of his eyes, but he wasn’t sure if they were born of relief or terror.

As he watched, her radiance grew brighter still, the night beaten back by that splendid, overwhelming light that allowed her to rally men’s hearts and restore the tattered fleet. Certainty crept into his mind, a sudden surety that her presence alone didn’t simply make victory possible. It made it inevitable. Hers was the light of the dawn and the midday sun, a glorious, ineffable effulgence that banished wickedness and destroyed evil. Her expression was serene, her glowing, sun-bright eyes filled with unshakeable conviction and resolve. She had forgone her usual robes in favour of armour befitting a paladin. This wasn’t one of her astral projections. This was the woman herself, come in the flesh to face the emperor.

Despite the din of the battle raging around them, there was also an eerie hush, as though the world itself was watching and waiting. Of all the mages in the world, the Supreme Cleric was one of only a handful that the emperor could not be certain of beating. The emperor’s power stirred in earnest, and the air was filled with a haunting, unearthly vibration that grated on Charles’s nerves and made his teeth ache. The space around the emperor quivered as countless forcefields formed, ready to be unleashed at a moment’s notice. It was strangely beautiful, like watching a garden of glowing flowers bloom in the sky.

* * *

The emperor’s forcefields were truly fascinating, and under other circumstances, Vicky would have loved to examine them more closely. So many people thought that the emperor’s primary magic was telekinesis, but that was a misunderstanding. To move objects, he actually wrapped them in forcefields. Normally, however, the forcefields weren’t visible, which was why it was so easy to confuse his magic with telekinesis. But now that the emperor was no longer holding back, his forcefields were plain to see, and they were stronger for it.

The Deadly Rose – a title once bestowed upon the first empress in the empire’s history. A fitting title too, given the beauty of her forcefields, all of which were said to have resembled roses in full bloom. The emperor’s forcefields weren’t quite so breathtaking, being a mix of almost floral shapes and more geometric patterns, but they were still beautiful in their own right. It was a pity they belonged to someone so determined to conquer Everton.

“I almost expected your pet necromancer to show up,” the emperor drawled.

He did not shout, but his words carried clearly through the din around them. It was magic, perhaps courtesy of an artifact he wore. The empire did have a rather obnoxious supply of artifacts, many of which were ancient and many of which could only be wielded by the emperor or those of his bloodline. Layer after layer of glittering forcefields had wrapped around his body until he too appeared to be made of light. It was a defence equal to or greater than the eight forcefields he’d used to stop her earlier attack. It was a pity she hadn’t been able to hit him with anything stronger, but a more powerful attack would have given him more time to prepare – and more time to destroy the fleet.

“Instead, I get you, the Supreme Cleric herself. I’m not sure whether I should be disappointed that I don’t get the chance to kill the man who has been such a thorn in my side or pleased that I have a chance to end the war today.”

She smiled back at him, well aware that the expression on her face was sharp, verging on cruel. As Timmy would put it, she could be quite the icy beauty when the situation called for it. Honestly, though, she preferred comparisons to the sun. Sunlight was perfectly fine most of the time, quite pleasant really, but anyone who had been out in the desert for too long knew how cruel and unforgiving it could be.

“Funny. I was thinking the same thing.”

The emperor smiled. It was almost fond. Had he been looking forward to this? Perhaps. She knew better than anyone the loneliness that awaited those who stood at the summit of power. They were enemies, but there was a certain thrill at facing an opponent who stood on equal footing. His magic flared, and there was a flash of light.

A huge banner appeared in the sky behind him. Her lips curled. There it was – his secondary magic, the same magic that had been passed down through the imperial family for generations. It was called the Banner of Ascension because it was this magic that had allowed the emperor’s ancestors to go from chieftains of a middling clan to first kings and then emperors. Written on the gleaming banner were two sentences, simple in meaning but terrible in their effects. The script used was archaic, a language that had fallen out of use long ago. Yet all who looked upon the banner were able to understand the words upon it.

Follow me, and you will never fall.

Oppose me, and you shall be swept aside.

Within the banner’s area of effect, those the emperor considered his allies would have their abilities increased while those he considered his enemies would be weakened. It was an absurd magic that was arguably the most powerful of its kind in the world once the scope and scale of its effects were taken into account. The banner would make fighting the armada head on impossible as long as the emperor was alive.

Thankfully, the banner wasn’t without limitations. Its appearance wasn’t simply for show. Like an actual, physical banner, the emperor had to ‘plant’ it. And although how often the banner could be used varied from emperor to emperor, no emperor had ever shown the ability to use it more than once per day. Critically, the banner could not be moved after it had been planted without being dispelled, and the banner never lasted longer than an hour.

Yet for all those limitations, the banner was feared for a reason.

Already, she could see her forces and the Shimmering Isles’ fleet falling into disarray as their powers waned and the empire’s troops surged forward with renewed vigour. The banner’s presence could easily turn an equal fight into a one-sided massacre, but Vicky had no intention of letting the emperor have everything his own way.

“Do you know why my family bears the surname Winters?” Vicky asked. Her smile was colder than ice. “My ancestors came from brutally cold mountains where winter often meant the deaths of many. But they never broke. They never faltered. And they took on the name of their greatest nemesis, so they would never forget their origins or their resolve. Those mountains are gone, but we are still here. You are sorely mistaken if you think that banner of yours will win you this battle.”

Her light brightened, and she called on her holy magic. What she was about to do was dangerously close to brainwashing, but she absolutely could not allow the emperor’s banner to break the spirits of her allies. Holy radiance spilled out of her, and with it came unshakeable conviction, unwavering resolve, and unyielding determination.

Holy magic was the magic of judgement, and right now, her light was judging all of her allies worthy. The sure certainty that so often filled her when she called on her holy magic flooded into them, and whatever doubts or weaknesses they had were swept aside. As long as her holy light fell upon them, the banner would not be able to affect them. Likewise, her holy light also cast its judgement upon her enemies, nullifying the banner’s enhancement.

She had reset the situation, countering the emperor’s magic with her own. However, the emperor’s banner magic was specialised in enhancing his allies and weakening his enemies on a large scale. Her holy magic was not. To make up for that difference, she had to burn through a tremendous amount of magic. Normally, that wasn’t a problem. Her reserves were colossal. But against an opponent like the emperor, she could not afford to be careless. She might need every scrap of her power to win the battle.

Of course, dealing with the banner was merely the beginning. She still had the not inconsiderable task of dealing with the emperor himself. But one thing at a time.

The emperor was unmoved in the face of her holy light. Impressive. That light would have reduced the vast majority of her enemies to gibbering wrecks. “You were holding back during the battle for the Sky City,” he said. He held up one hand and let her holy light wash over it. “How interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever seen holy magic used on this scale before, certainly not as a means of countering my banner. If I wasn’t witnessing it firsthand, I wouldn’t have believed it was possible.”

“I had other matters on my mind during the battle for the Sky City,” Vicky replied. “And I’m not surprised you haven’t seen this before. I doubt there’s anyone else who can do it.”

“Is that so? I do hope that I am the only thing on your mind right now because it would be a shame if you died too easily, not that I’d complain. As much as I would appreciate a good fight, I’m a pragmatist. You dying easily would make ending this war so much easier.”

Her lips curled. “You could end this war right now if you wanted. Just turn around and go home.”

He chuckled, and his magic stirred again, a vast leviathan of raw power uncoiling and rising from the depths. Her own magic responded, and the combined weight of their power threatened to crush anyone weaker than them – which was everybody else. The fliers nearby struggled to stay aloft before retreating to continue their battles elsewhere. Even her bodyguards and his Lords of Magic were keeping their distance. Part of it was the need to keep each other in check, but they had also realised the simple truth of the matter. In this battle, they would only get in the way.

Far below her, she was aware of the admiral bellowing orders as he hastened to get his ships out of the line of fire. Good man. He knew she’d have to be cautious if they were nearby. Clearing the area would allow her to fight without reservations. Below the emperor, his forces were doing the same.

“How nice of them. We won’t have to worry about crushing them underfoot.” The emperor spread his arms invitingly. “Shall we?”

Her smile turned toothy. Who was she to ignore such a polite invitation?

The sky broke.

In an instant, hundreds of spears made of light raced toward the emperor. Any one of them would have been enough to sink a ship. At the same time, hundreds of forcefields burst into existence and shot toward her.

Both of their attacks failed.

Her spears exploded against more forcefields, and his forcefields shattered on gleaming barriers of light. Her scattered spears of light transformed into chains, ropes, and nets, all of them trying to pin the emperor in place. If she could tie him down, she’d be able to hit him with an attack capable of piercing through those forcefields of his. But the emperor was already moving. He shot through the air, jockeying with her for position as an intricate maze of forcefields bloomed in the sky. He was warding off her attacks and trying to box her in.

It wasn’t going to be that easy. She wove through the air, occasionally blasting through a forcefield when avoiding it would have given him the advantage. A foolish but opportunistic Lord of Magic tried to sneak an attack in, but Daniel slammed into him, and the pair spiralled off into the night. Vicky gestured, and the overflowing light around the emperor transformed into shining wires, each thinner than a human hair but stronger than adamant. His forcefields snapped into place, layer after layer, to hold off the attack. The wires sliced through the first two layers before the emperor’s magic shifted, and the broad forcefields turned into wires similar to her own.

The two sets of wires tangled together, and the air between them sang as they coiled around each other and then snapped. Shards of light and force flew off in all directions, and the emperor struggled to stay level, a great, heptagonal shield appearing to ward off the magical shrapnel. Vicky seized the opportunity and unleashed an awesome bombardment of light, astral, and holy magic that scorched the skies and evaporated great chunks of the sea below them. She tightened her hold on her magic, drawing it about herself like a cloak, and then spun, turning herself into a drill that pierced through the emperor’s defences and let her close the gap.

This was the closest they’d been throughout the battle, and his eyes widened. He jerked back in alarm as she clenched her right fist and heaved a punch filled with magic at his jaw.

It was a blow that would have cratered a castle several times over. Her punch hit with the sound of a mountain breaking, and the forcefields wrapped around him sang a single high, discordant note. Dozens of them shattered, and there was a sudden boom of thunder as the air split, and her punch hurled him down at the sea. He struck the surface of the sea, and the impact sent towering waves outward in all directions.

To his credit, the emperor didn’t panic. A barrage of needle-thin forcefields streaked toward her, expanding as they drew closer. She ran straight into one and smashed through it before batting another two aside. They weren’t easy to evade, and although she could weather the impact, they were slowing her down and giving the emperor the time he needed to regain altitude. At the same time, however, she aimed a barrage of her own his way, and his ascent turned almost reckless as he ploughed through the hail of magic pouring down on him in a bid to get to the relative safety of the open sky.

Anyone else would have died there, but his defences held firm. The rumours of his power were not exaggerated.

She closed the gap again, and rather than retreat any further, he chose to stand his ground. Her lips curled. Good. The next few moments passed by in a blur of superhuman hand-to-hand combat interspersed with salvos of magic that lit up the sky. Her brows furrowed. He was very well trained, and his instincts were good, but she could already tell that she had more experience than him. Had he not been allowed to fight in as many battles as he wanted because of his position, or had he fallen into the same trap as so many other mages and chosen to fight only in the manner he felt most comfortable?

They met in bursts of magically enhanced violence that sent shockwaves across the sky. Their limbs were supplemented by an assortment of weapons made using their magic. The emperor favoured swords and daggers made of his forcefields while Vicky used spears wrought of light, astral, and holy magic. They were burning through more power each second than most mages would have in their entire life, and she couldn’t help but wonder who would run out first. Both of them had reserves so huge that measuring them accurately would always involve guesswork.

Slowly but surely, she could feel herself pulling ahead. It was her experience, her ability to capitalise on the littlest of things to eke out tiny, incremental advantages. Put enough of those together, though, and those tiny, incremental advantages could grow into decisive moments. The emperor retreated, spiralling up into the sky, and she followed. They burst through the single cloud that had survived their battle, and her eyes narrowed. She was winning, but the battle wasn’t going as she’d hoped. Ideally, the emperor would have underestimated her, allowing her to strike a decisive blow.

He was aware of her participation in the battle for the Sky City, and she had hoped that he would base his strategy on her performance there. The power she had shown in that battle was not her full strength since the majority of her power was tied up in various rituals and other activities. Due to how long it had taken to find others who could take her place, at least temporarily, she had only recently divested herself of those burdens. Yet, for all of his apparent arrogance, the emperor had not taken her lightly. He was cautious despite his bold words and confident demeanour. What a pity. An arrogant fool would have been far easier to kill.

They clashed again, and Vicky landed a kick that sent the emperor spinning through the air. Her eyes narrowed. That kick should have caught him in the jaw. Instead, the forcefields around his shoulder had exploded in a brilliant display of defensive magic. Had she aimed poorly, or was he starting to see through her movements? It was hard to be sure. The main issue was their previous activities. The emperor was fresh and well rested. As far as she could tell, this was the first major battle he had participated in. In contrast, she had been plugging holes in Everton’s war effort for some time now to offset their disadvantages in numbers and position. Her reserves were fine, but there was a certain fatigue that came from extended combat, especially since she was making heavy use of astral projections. In a typical battle, it wouldn’t matter. Against an opponent like the emperor, it could be her undoing.

Moreover, she could tell that the emperor was also using a variety of artifacts to enhance his powers and shore up his defences. The empire had amassed countless treasures over the years, and he would undoubtedly have brought only the finest with him into battle. However, she did not have access to her full panoply. Many of the items she could have called on could only leave their reliquaries after careful preparation since they played important roles in maintaining key infrastructure. In theory, Everton’s intelligence services should have known where the emperor was, thereby allowing them to prepare those items for use. However, their inability to locate the emperor prior to his arrival had left her fighting without them.

Even so, she still held the advantage. Twice, she had landed solid blows although neither had broken through his forcefields whereas the emperor had yet to hit her cleanly. Whether it was due to inexperience or personal preferences, the emperor was definitely less comfortable at close range. He wasn’t bad. Indeed, he would have made short work of almost anyone else. But Vicky was someone who excelled at all aspects of combat.

A smile crossed her lips. She needed to speak to the councillor in charge of their intelligence services. The others would undoubtedly be giving him an earful when they got the chance, but she’d have to add her own words to the mix. Losing track of the emperor was a serious failure. However, he had done an excellent job apart from that, and it was entirely possible that the emperor had used a secret treasure to conceal his presence. Besides, there wasn’t anybody better who could replace him, and he was exactly the sort of person to redouble his efforts after making a mistake.

The emperor managed to eke out some distance as their constant exchange of projectiles continued. There were no longer any ships nearby. Anyone with a lick of common sense had already fled the area while anyone foolish enough to linger and watch had probably been vaporised in the crossfire. Vicky’s magic surged, and she closed in again. The thunder of blows echoed out alongside more explosions before the emperor finally managed to get some distance.

She was absolutely certain of it now. The emperor’s close combat skills lacked the cunning, creativity, and general nastiness of someone used to knock-down, drag-out fights. But something was wrong. She was winning their exchanges, but her margin of victory was getting slimmer and slimmer. The opposite should be happening. Now that she had a rough understanding of his strengths and weaknesses, her margin of victory should be growing. They clashed again, and she was finally able to put her finger on what bothered her.

The emperor’s astral signature – his soul – had been dimming, yet his forcefields and physical abilities had been growing stronger and stronger. Even the effects of his banner were growing, and her holy magic had to strain harder and harder to keep its effects from dominating the battlefield. Had the emperor been holding back all this time? She doubted it. It wasn’t her either. She had been burning through her magic at an incredible rate, but her reserves were hardly empty. Somehow, he was getting stronger.

Did he have a tertiary form of magic that used his soul as fuel to increase his power?

Tertiary magic was unusual but hardly unheard of. She, of all people, knew that. After all, she had light magic, astral magic, and holy magic. Although all three forms of her magic were related, they were nevertheless distinct. But the emperor? If this was his tertiary magic at work, it was drastically different from both his banner magic and his forcefields – and that would be very unusual.

But did it have to be a third form of magic? She’d sensed the presence of multiple artifacts during their exchanges, and at least two potentially decisive blows had been averted by flares of power that had not belonged to the emperor. There were plenty of artifacts that used a person’s soul to increase their power, but she’d never encountered one that could enhance someone of the emperor’s strength to this degree. The overwhelming majority of those artifacts were trinkets designed to empower weak mages to a middling level. Could he be receiving long-range support from another mage? No. There was no way she’d miss that.

Vicky shook her head. The exact mechanics weren’t important right now. What mattered were the effects.

Contrary to common belief, the soul was not an all or nothing affair. It was entirely possible for somebody to use a portion of its energy without losing the rest of it. Their soul would gradually replenish itself, provided it wasn’t too badly drained. It was similar to how the body could heal itself from minor cuts and bruises.

Drawing on the soul’s energy was painful, but the soul also contained an enormous amount of power, especially for individuals like her and the emperor. If the emperor had a way to directly convert his soul’s energy, he could unlock massive quantities of power and elevate his strength above even hers. She did have a similar technique, but she was in no hurry to use it until she had a better grasp of the situation. If the emperor was using his tertiary magic or a special artifact, then he would almost certainly be able to convert his soul’s energy more efficiently than her, meaning he would still have the upper hand.

If his power continued to increase at its present rate, then she wouldn’t be winning this battle. Her best course of action would be to hold him off and secure the fleet’s retreat. Despite his growing strength, she should be able to manage that thanks to her superior skill and experience –

Her eyes widened in disbelief as the emperor’s astral signature dimmed further. In response, his power roared to unbelievable heights. Was he truly willing to go that far? That was a significant chunk of his soul. It would take him weeks, possibly months, to recover unless he had yet another artifact to assist him or specialised mages who could aid in his recovery. His power was now more than double what it had been at the start of their battle, and it showed no signs of slowing down. What he was doing was incredibly risky, but if he could kill her and annihilate the fleet before it could escape…

His past actions had painted him as a cautious man. He would not be doing this unless he thought it would work. He had to know how important he was to the empire. There was no way he would bet his life on a long shot, not unless he was backed into a corner without any other options. The battle had been going in her favour, but he was far from cornered. He had to know that if he decided to retreat, it was highly unlikely that she would be able to stop him. And yet he had chosen to stand his ground and take extreme measures. This had to be something he’d considered.

They were still blasting away at each other with projectiles, but what had been a stalemate had changed. She was now almost entirely on the defensive, her shining attacks overwhelmed by a growing deluge of forcefields. His power had more than tripled. Forget winning the battle, she was no longer confident that she could protect the fleet if he chose to pursue it. Closing in wasn’t an option either. Given his current power, he’d be able to shrug off her attacks and bury her in forcefields.

Her jaw clenched. She wasn’t out of options just yet, but none of them were to her liking. Around them, the sky was utterly barren. Nothing remained of the storm that had dominated the area prior to their battle. The emperor must have worked incredibly hard to either conceal a third form of magic or hide whatever artifact or device he was using to boost his strength. He had to have practiced it before – using anything that consumed the soul recklessly was an excellent way to end up dead – but he must have only ever used it under the strictest secrecy, or as a finishing move since the dead could tell no tales… unless there were necromancers involved.

Her eyes narrowed. She could no longer fly freely because the sky was almost completely filled with forcefields. It was beautiful in a way, the night sky replaced by a seemingly endless cavalcade of geometric shapes and vaguely floral designs. If he wasn’t so determined to kill her, she might have taken a few moments to appreciate it all.

But there was still something she could do. He might have surprised her, but she had surprises of her own. Her lips curled. What she was about to do was a little mischievous, but why not? Everyone knew her as someone who rarely bluffed in battle. Her threats weren’t idle boasts. They were promises. So why not take advantage of that?

She cast aside any thoughts of counterattacking and shifted all of her efforts to defence. The emperor’s lips curled into a small smirk, and she replied with one of her own. Her magic sang, a glorious chorus of light, astral, and holy power filling the air with unearthly music. The words she was about to speak were a prayer, but not a prayer she’d ever learned from someone else. They appeared in no book. They were spoken in no church. They were not passed down by the god she served.

No.

On the day she’d awakened her magic, the prayer had been there, inscribed on her very soul. Vicky thrust one arm up at the sky. “In the beginning, there was only the Void. And from the Void came the Flame, and from the Flame came the Spear. No hands crafted it. No smith ever set hammer and anvil to work. The Spear is, was, and shall always be… and ever shall it come to worthy hands when called! Across all space and time! The Spear of the First Dawn! Of all Dawns!”

The sky above them gave way to brightness that put even her own radiance to shame. The countless forcefields that ruled the sky shattered. In their place, there was only fire and light that seemed to shine beyond even the ends of the world. She was but a candle, and now the sun itself had emerged in all its glory. The eerie but beautiful song of her magic was no longer alone. Countless voices joined it, woven of all the words in existence and the splendour of absolute silence. It was the Song of Many Worlds, the Hymn of the Uncounted Spheres, the Ballad of Creation itself.

The emperor cursed wildly and launched a barrage of forcefields at her. They never reached her. The blazing sky parted, and the forcefields vanished like mist on the breeze. The silhouette of a spear appeared above them, and Vicky smiled.

“Since you were kind enough to reveal your trump card, I thought I’d do the same.” The silhouette began to solidify as it descended toward her. “Tell me, do you think you can block an attack from this?”

The emperor’s face twisted into an expression of horrified disbelief. His power was still increasing, but there was a sense of inevitability in the air now, an inexorable certainty that could neither be explained nor contested. It was the Spear. He didn’t know what it was, but he could feel the sheer weight of its presence.

“This…” The emperor snarled. “This isn’t over.”

And then he fled, his own forces following in his wake.

Vicky let the silhouette of the Spear remain in the sky until she was certain the emperor and his forces were gone. The last lines of the prayer lingered on her lips, unfinished, and the Spear remained unnamed. She coughed wetly and allowed the Spear and the celestial light and fire that had accompanied it to vanish, along with the song that echoed as much in the soul as in the ear. Coughing again, she brought a hand up to her lips and sighed. Well, that was rather more blood than was healthy. Slowly, her magic dimmed, and the night sky returned to normal.

Despite the sudden ache that filled her body and the awful heaviness of her limbs, she smiled. It was a very, very good thing that only a handful of people in the entire world knew about the restrictions on the Spear. First and foremost, it wasn’t hers, not really. It belonged to everyone and no one. It had been birthed by the same Flame that birthed Creation, and it could only be used against enemies of Creation. In that role it was practically invincible – a weapon that could be called to anywhere at any time and that no enemy could withstand, provided certain conditions were met.

Creation was the sum total of all that existed, had ever existed, and could ever exist. It was also called the Many Worlds and the Uncounted Spheres. The chief restriction on the Spear was simple. It could only be used against targets that posed a threat to Creation itself.

The emperor wanted to kill her and conquer Everton, but that did not make him a threat to Creation. Had she finished calling the Spear, she would not have been able to use it against him. However, the emperor had no way of knowing that, so he had chosen to do the smart thing and flee the moment he’d realised how powerful it was. The only knowledge of the Spear that existed were rumours she’d spread herself and disjointed, nonsensical tales that had survived from ancient tomes of forgotten lore – and even those tales spoke of its power, not its limitations.

Vicky sighed. The Spear of the First Dawn was an excellent bluff, but she was already paying the price. She laughed. What a troublesome weapon.

As she descended toward the admiral’s ship, she took a moment to consider what she would do the next time she faced the emperor. Perhaps she should take the Spear of Judgement out of its reliquary. The Spear of Judgement had been forged millennia ago by smiths from a largely unknown civilisation. However, it was a holy artifact of tremendous power that was currently being used to purify a vast swathe of corrupted land. Taking it would slow down the purification process and allow all manner of evil nasties to re-emerge. Unfortunately, with the way the war was going, they might have no choice but to accept the lesser of two evils.

It wasn’t the Spear she had called for, but there was a good chance the emperor might confuse the two. Of course, the Spear of Judgement was also a much better weapon for fighting the emperor. It wasn’t limited to fighting the enemies of Creation, so she could totally stab the emperor with it.

* * *

Timmy reeled as every part of him that was attuned to eldritch sorcery screamed and then decided to punch him in his metaphorical face.

“Master?” Katie asked before staggering as something close to a seizure took hold of her. Despite the sudden, agonising pain in his head, he managed to catch her before she hit the ground. It was at times like this that he was glad she was so small. She wasn’t the only one affected either. Meixing, Amanda, Spot, and Avraniel were all in varying degrees of distress as well.

“What’s happening?” Katie had to wheeze the question out. He growled a word of eldritch power and hastily carved a series of protective runes and seals onto the ground with his shovel. “Master?”

Timmy shuddered. This power… what was Vicky thinking? Above them, the whole sky lit up, the night giving way to a celestial dawn. An unearthly song filled the air, and the silhouette of a spear burned its way into his eyes and soul. He knew that weapon. That was Daybreak, the Spear of the First Dawn, the Spear of All Dawns.

The three groups most likely to be deemed threats to Creation were beings born directly of the primordial Void, eldritch beings born from where the Void and Creation clashed, and malevolent entities from within Creation who wanted to fundamentally alter its nature for their own gain. Daybreak was Creation’s answer to those threats. It had not been forged by anyone mortal or divine. Instead, it had come into existence naturally, a weapon whose existence was as fundamental to Creation as the very laws that governed it.

Those laws could be fiddled with, modified, or even broken or changed under the right circumstances. Daybreak? It was said to be a weapon of supreme extermination, a weapon whose sole purpose was the absolute extirpation of threats to Creation. If the things beneath his castle ever broke free, then Daybreak would be able to kill every single one of them in an instant. Vicky’s connection to Daybreak, more than her awesome magical power, was the reason Sam had initially been so wary of her. As powerful as his friend was, he stood no chance whatsoever against the Spear. Its mere presence would be fatal even if it wasn’t aimed at him thanks to his kinship with the things beneath the castle.

This light… Vicky must have begun the prayer that called the Spear. If he and the others could all see it, then it was probably visible all over the world too. He had often wondered why Vicky, of all people, had the ability to call upon the Spear before realising that she was exactly the sort of person who might stumble across threats to Creation that needed killing. Moreover, she also had the raw power necessary to call the Spear and survive. But why would she call for it against the emperor? Sure, the emperor was a jerk who needed to be stabbed, but he wasn’t a threat to Creation. The Spear wouldn’t do anything against him, and she had to know that. More importantly, the Spear wasn’t something Vicky could call lightly. She had, maybe, one complete summoning in her every few years if she didn’t want to kill herself from the backlash.

There was zero chance Vicky would ever make such a huge mistake. The light above them began to recede, and the unearthly singing fell silent. The silhouette of the Spear vanished, and they were once more looking at the night sky with only swiftly fading motes of light to mark the near-miracle they had witnessed. Vicky hadn’t completed the prayer. She had stopped just short of naming Daybreak, an act that would have pulled the Spear from the empyrean and into her hands. Had something happened to her? No. If Vicky had been seriously wounded or killed, there would be shockwaves echoing through the astral plane. Even he – to say nothing of Spot or Avraniel – would have been able to feel them.

That meant Vicky had chosen to start the prayer only to stop before completing it. But why? Was… was it a bluff? Only a handful of people knew about the rules that governed the Spear, and he and James were the only people outside her family who knew. What was known to an incredibly small, but still wider, circle was the power of the Spear.

Vicky had been a child the first time she called for Daybreak. She and her sister had stumbled across an ancient ruin. Unfortunately, a band of adventurers had gotten there first, and they had inadvertently opened a portal that allowed a truly horrific entity – the kind that would have sent Sam running to his superiors for help – to enter their world. By all rights, the world should have ended that day, consumed by a power immeasurably beyond human understanding. But Vicky had called for Daybreak – and Daybreak had answered.

An impossible battle had ended in a single moment.

And it had taken Vicky weeks to regain consciousness, a fact that her family had ruthlessly suppressed in favour of saying she had chosen to extend her sightseeing trip in the area. According to Vicky, they had gone so far as to use illusions and actors to make sure nobody found out the truth.

The effects of Daybreak’s deployment were staggering. To this day, the entire area was a huge no-go zone for anything eldritch related to the point that Sam had warned Timmy to avoid even thinking of him if he was there since that could potentially injure him. A child had done that with the Spear. A child. Vicky had told him because she trusted him and because he was one of the few people in the world who might be able to help her understand Daybreak better.

Yes. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became.

She hadn’t called for Daybreak to fight the emperor. She had called for it as a bluff.

But that did nothing to lessen his worry. If anything, it made it worse.

Vicky was so powerful and skilled that Timmy found it difficult to imagine her losing. And yet the emperor had done something so dangerous that Vicky felt her best option was to bluff the Spear’s usage. It was a trick that would only work once. The emperor was bound to come up with measures to call her bluff if she tried it again, and just bluffing had to have taken a lot out of her. Simply starting the prayer cost an enormous amount of power and took a huge toll on her body. Stopping the prayer before it could be completed would cost her even more, but she did have to stop it. She could only call upon the Spear once every few years, so she couldn’t risk having it unavailable if a true threat emerged.

On the upside, the emperor must have revealed a trump card of his own to push Vicky into calling for the Spear. If the emperor had a functioning brain, he would have retreated once he felt the Spear’s power. Only a fool would face such a powerful unknown threat and choose to stand their ground. The most likely outcome was that Vicky had managed to bluff the emperor into retreating. If she’d actually managed to kill him, she would already have contacted them to celebrate.

Timmy dragged in a deep breath. All he could do now was send word and wait for a response. But if he was right, Vicky would be resting and in no condition to converse. However, if he asked Gerald to use his communication sphere, he was sure that one of Vicky’s bodyguards would be willing to share what had happened. After all, Gerald was Vicky’s favourite and most loyal bureaucrat.

Yes, he thought, as he rubbed soothing circles onto Katie’s back. Vicky would be fine, and when she’d recovered, they could talk about what she’d learned fighting the emperor. Once she got serious, almost nobody could stop her. Together, they’d put together a plan to defeat the emperor.

* * *

Daniel Jeffrey Winters was known for two things: reliability and a wry sense of humour that allowed him to survive the general insanity that seemed to follow his cousin like an adorable but extremely deadly puppy. Make no mistake, he loved his cousin, but he’d known he was in for trouble from the moment a little ragamuffin of a toddler had decided he was more fun to climb than a tree and eminently suitable to play the part of a pony. He’d been all of fifteen at the time, and he hadn’t been annoyed so much as amazed by her agility. He'd grown up with four brothers, so a bit of roughhousing had never bothered him.

What had truly surprised him was what she’d done when he’d attempted to pry her off his shoulders. Rather than throw a tantrum or cling stubbornly onto his hair, she’d instead presented a cogent argument about why he was the best pony available, far superior to his brothers who were also in attendance. It was therefore perfectly reasonable for him to serve as her loyal steed.

Since that day, she’d been the little sister he’d never had, albeit one who’d very rapidly grown more powerful than not only him but also everybody else in their family. And that was saying something. The Winters family was known for producing powerful people, but Vicky was monstrously strong even by their standards.

Of course, not everyone had taken to his cousin’s genius so easily. Generally speaking, toddlers should not be able to move or speak the way she had. More than one of his relatives had suggested they check her for demonic or eldritch possession. Vicky’s father had put the first few people to make that suggestion through the nearest available wall before eventually calling for several esteemed clerics and paladins. Those clerics and paladins had all laughed so hard that they’d needed healing before confirming that, no, she wasn’t possessed or corrupted in any way.

If anything, it was the exact opposite. Vicky was blessed, and not just a little bit either. She was so blessed that there would probably be riots when the time came for her to choose which holy order she wanted to join. And she would be joining a holy order, right? They had all been very insistent on that point despite being affiliated with different holy orders. They were not about to let a child with the highest potential they’d ever seen in light, astral, and holy magic waltz off to join the bureaucracy or the military. She needed to join a holy order, and they each knew the perfect order for her…

The truth was that Vicky was a freak – and he meant that in the nicest possible way. As his father had put it, Vicky might be a freak, but she was their freak. His mother had slapped his father over the back of the head for being so blunt, but she hadn’t disagreed with him either.

Vicky was frighteningly good at almost everything, and her powers swiftly grew to absurd levels. Their family was full of monstrously strong people. By the time Vicky was in her teens, she’d outgrown all of them. Now? There wasn’t a single person in their family who could come close to matching her. She was Everton’s big stick, the person whose mere existence deterred all but the most determined of Everton’s enemies. More than one war had been averted by simple virtue of Vicky showing up and threatening to show her displeasure. True, she had been forced to carry out her threats the first three times, but after that? Nobody wanted to become the latest example of what happened when Vicky decided to assert herself.

Her parents had been overjoyed. Who wouldn’t want their child to be powerful? But Daniel had been worried. He could see that she was destined for a life of power, prestige… and loneliness.

Given how smart she was, it hadn’t taken Vicky long to realise that too. When she’d first started to attend school, she’d looked forward to making plenty of friends. After all, she was good at everything, and she was kind to her classmates, polite to her teachers, and always happy to lend a hand to anyone who needed help.

And what did she get in return?

Veneration.

Her classmates were too awed by her to treat her as a friend. Instead, she was treated like royalty. They were content to bask in her presence but unwilling to treat her as an equal. She was so far above them in so many ways that they couldn’t help but see themselves as beneath her. True friendship could never form when one party all but worshipped the other.

Vicky had been in the market for a best friend, but all she’d gotten were offers from people eager to serve her. Her teachers hadn’t been any better. In her, they saw a path to power, a rising star they could follow all the way to a lofty position and a cushy job. And those had been some of the nicer outcomes. Some people viewed her easy willingness to help as condescension, a form of charity she deigned to bestow upon lesser mortals.

But to Vicky, it had never been about that. She had the power to help people, so why wouldn’t she? Wasn’t it cruel to see someone struggling and do nothing? People were always telling her that with great power came the responsibility to help others. And all the holy orders – who had never ceased trying to recruit her – had all said the same thing too. Besides, wasn’t that what friends did? But instead of friends, all she’d ever gotten were followers, admirers, and enemies.

Daniel had been there the first time Vicky had realised how truly alone she was despite being surrounded by people. The realisation would have broken most children, but she’d shrugged it off. One day, she’d told him, she’d find real friends. It might take a while, but they had to be out there. Persistence was important to any endeavour, and there were few endeavours so important as making friends.

And if Vicky had promptly gone out and adopted a vicious reptile that resembled a cross between a giant lizard and a porcupine, Daniel wasn’t going to say anything. As simple-minded as the creature was, it was loyal, and its stance on Vicky was clear. She protected it and gave it food and shelter. She was therefore awesome and totally worth spending time with.

It was why Daniel had been so glad that James Arthurs was such a disaster when it came to dealing with people. The younger man had, for some reason or another, become convinced that he and Vicky would make the perfect couple due to their esteemed lineages and personal power. It had been amusing when he’d been a little boy, but as he’d grown older – and arguably more irritating – he had somehow managed to evolve into an actual friend. For all his faults, James didn’t put people on pedestals, and he was generally straightforward in his dealings.

As Vicky had put it, James might have been a git, but he was a genuine git.

Yes, James’s tendency to blather on could be annoying, and he could be pricklier than a cactus while having the social grace of an angry elephant, but that was fine. Because when James looked at Vicky, he saw a person, not some infallible goddess who needed to be worshipped. Vicky acted her age around him instead of behaving like a miniature adult all the time. Honestly, Daniel wasn’t sure how serious any of James’s attempts to convince Vicky to marry him were after about the age of eight or nine. It came across as more of a game, an inside joke that neither would acknowledge but which both understood.

When Vicky had gone to the Academy, Daniel had joined as a member of staff to keep an eye on her. Their family had asked him to do it. She was the heiress, and with her talent and power, there was no telling how high she could raise their family if she was able to reach her full potential. Daniel’s job was to make sure that nothing – and nobody – got in the way. The Academy, however, had proven depressingly familiar in that Vicky struggled to make real friends.

And then the necromancer had shown up.

Daniel hadn’t been sure whether to laugh or cry at the sheer audacity the boy had to show up to the Academy as if he was a regular student. With his magic, it was relatively easy for Daniel to see through the array of preparations the teen had taken to conceal the true nature of his magic. He was also careful to only ever use his earth magic in public despite his earth magic being, well… terrible. Oh, the boy had raw power, but he had almost no control over his earth magic. His fellow students weren’t shy about mocking him for it either, but the boy had shrugged off their constant criticisms and mockery with the sort of nonchalance that let Daniel know he’d endured far worse than pointed words and snide remarks.

If Daniel had been able to tell that the boy was a necromancer, there was no way that Vicky could have missed it.

But Timmy, as the boy liked to refer to himself, had demonstrated an incredibly keen mind that was able to very rapidly grasp a diverse array of topics with startling depth and clarity. He’d also shown a rather amazing aptitude for logistics, tactics, and strategy. Timmy had grasped how the Academy operated, both formally and informally, with terrifying speed and had swiftly learned how to move the levers of power in his favour. Vicky had been intrigued, and the delight on her face when she’d challenged Timmy to a game of strategy and lost had been priceless.

How long had it been since she’d lost? Years, at least. Certainly, Daniel hadn’t beaten her in any games of strategy since she’d been a child.

Oh, there had been some grumbling that Timmy must have cheated. What was some up-jumped impoverished noble from a ruin of a castle – a cover story that was remarkably close to the truth – doing beating the top student of the Academy? It couldn’t possibly be legitimate. But Vicky had just challenged him to another game and then another and another.

More than once, Daniel had seen someone initially match his cousin, only for them to fall by the wayside as she adapted. However, Vicky lost as often as she won, and she couldn’t have been happier, especially when Timmy had shown he could keep up in other ways too. He was willing to push back when he disagreed, rather than simply going along with whatever she wanted, as so many of the students – including her seniors – were wont to do. Better still, his pushing back was done in a friendly way, impeccable logic leavened with light teasing, friendly banter, and wry reflection on Vicky’s quirks – quirks that hardly anyone else seemed willing to acknowledge. It showed that he saw her, not just the mirage people had of her.

The fact that Timmy and James became mortal enemies almost from the moment they met only added to Daniel’s amusement. They spent much of their time at the Academy involved in increasingly childish pranks and bouts of petty malevolence that heightened Vicky’s interest. Frenemies was not a word that Daniel liked, but it perfectly encapsulated Timmy and James.

Given what they were truly capable of, if they had genuinely disliked each other, then one of them wouldn’t have made it out of the Academy alive. They were both smart enough to make any fatal incidents look like accidents although only an idiot would ever have believed that a hydra in a box was an accident. Daniel still wasn’t sure how Timmy had managed it with the resources he had at the time.

Daniel could have been concerned when Vicky had started dragging Timmy into regular sparring sessions after seeing him best their classmates in ruthlessly pragmatic fashion. However, he was intrigued by the way Timmy fought – a careful blend of different styles designed to maximise effectiveness and minimise waste. The teen had tested every technique he used and had discarded everything that didn’t work. It was an affront to tradition that might only have been possible because Timmy didn’t have proper combat instructors the way other students did.

Timmy had spent his time trying countless styles to cobble together a style of his own built around techniques that he knew would work for him. By that point, Vicky had already mastered dozens of different styles, but her spars against Timmy forced her to think about truly developing her own style. Timmy’s prowess in tactics and strategy was the same. After going so long without any real challengers outside of James, Vicky grew in leaps and bounds, like a desert blooming after the rain.

Vicky had already been so conventionally skilled and talented that beating her using conventional means had been all but impossible. Thanks to Timmy she had rapidly mastered the unconventional too. More than once, Daniel had found himself on the receiving end of her innovations in both spars and games of strategy. It had been sobering to see just how much she had improved thanks to having someone who could keep up with her.

Of course, Daniel had also been prepared to intervene if Vicky and Timmy’s spars had taken a more physical turn. Teenagers were hardly known for their restraint, and Vicky had already been considered one of the most beautiful women in the world at that point. Yet Timmy had proven to be almost adorably oblivious. Perhaps it was his dedication to the simple – but for him extremely complicated – task of survival. He had kept his attention to strictly relevant places, even when Vicky was strangling him with her legs. It was a view many students at the Academy would have killed for, but Timmy had been more concerned with not suffocating.

It was funny. Timmy’s obliviousness towards Vicky’s intentions was the lone blind spot Daniel could detect in his otherwise remarkably keen perception of the world. At the same, time however, there could be little doubting what his cousin desired.

Recent events had solidified his suspicions. Since ascending to the position of Supreme Cleric, Vicky had taken steps to ensure that not only would Everton win the war but Timmy would also emerge with a pardon and legitimisation as a noble. Admittedly, having Timmy on their side was already a huge win for Everton. Timmy was a Grand Necromancer and the sanest of the bunch by a decent margin. Daniel had also studied the improvements he’d made to his domain, and if those could be spread, then Everton would see a large increase in prosperity. Timmy was an incredibly able administrator and innovator who had taken a formerly destitute area and turned it into a place of rapidly growing wealth. Setting all of those aside, Timmy’s mastery of runes and seals alone would have made him an important figure, and Vicky had made sure he would be in Everton’s corner.

But, as usual, Vicky was thinking ahead. As she’d gotten older, the pressure on her to marry and have children had increased. So far, she’d kept it under control by pointing out that if people complained too much, she could just leave. Who was going to stop her? And their family would still be in good hands if her sister took over instead of her. If Vicky was going to marry, it would be to the man of her choosing at the time of her choosing – and she had taken steps to ensure that was possible although she’d never admit it openly.

If Vicky wanted to keep her positions and minimise complaints, then she needed to marry a man whose accomplishments could stand up to hers, a man whose success, fame, and aptitude for governance, magic, and innovation were all outstanding. In short, she needed a super wealthy nobleman with substantial holdings, impressive business interests, formidable personal power, and an enviable war record.

Timmy and his group were the absolute best candidates for the missions they’d been sent on, and he was definitely the ideal leader for the motley group that had been assembled at Vicky’s behest. Everton would not be in the position it was in now without his and the group’s tireless efforts to ruin their opponents’ lives. And when Everton won – and Daniel was quietly confident they could pull it off – Timmy would be able to say that he’d contributed as much or more to victory than all but a handful of individuals.

Timmy had been everything that Vicky had been looking for in a friend, and he was well on his way to becoming everything she needed in a husband. His apprentice, who was really more like a daughter to him, wasn’t an issue either. Vicky thought the world of Katie, and the two of them apparently got along just fine. Indeed, Daniel couldn’t help but see the similarities between them.

His cousin was perhaps the greatest genius that Daniel knew.

Every single decision Vicky had made with regards to Timmy had been with Everton’s best interests in mind.

Yet those same decisions would be wonderfully beneficial to her too.

The only thing she needed now was for Timmy to stop being so oblivious… and for the emperor to do them all a favour and die.

“You know,” Vicky grumbled as she stared at him blearily from her bed. “You could get me more chocolate.”

“I don’t think chocolate is good for what ails you,” he said.

Daniel was incredibly relieved that she’d come through her encounter with the emperor relatively unscathed. If what she’d told him about her battle with the emperor was accurate – and her judgement was nearly always correct in these matters – the emperor had managed to conceal quite a nasty trump card. Thankfully, she’d been able to bluff her way through it. She and the emperor would both be licking their wounds for a while, but she would be better prepared next time. Alas, until she recovered, she would be confined to bed rest with no unnecessary magic use outside of emergencies.

She had decided to deal with her boredom by building a makeshift fort on her bed out of pillows, blankets, and cushions. It was a testament to her almost aggravating skill at seemingly everything that he could actually recognise the fort she’d modelled it on. Good grief. No wonder the children in their family were so quick to grab her whenever they wanted to build a pillow fort – and having to help the children gave her a convenient excuse to ignore the many, many individuals who were interested in squirming their way into her good graces.

“How do you know that?” she asked with a scowl.

Daniel chuckled. This was why he’d dismissed the other guards. The usual group – those she was closest to – had been injured in the fighting. None of their injuries were too serious, but apart from him, they also needed time to rest and recover. In the meantime, substitutes had been provided, but she wasn’t comfortable enough around them to truly relax. With only Daniel in her chambers aboard the flagship of the fleet, she was free to act as she pleased.

“You’re just sulking because you can’t use astral projections to visit a certain somebody, and the communication sphere Gerald has may not be secure enough for open speech, given what we’ve just learned of the empire’s attempts to break into our communications.”

Naturally, new communication spheres were being rolled out that should be safe whilst the old ones were being used to dispense false information. However, Gerald still had one of the older spheres due to the difficulty of reaching him in the field and Vicky’s tendency to use her astral projections to communicate.

“I’m not sulking.” Vicky lobbed a pillow at him. “But I’m bored out of my mind.”

“You’re definitely sulking.” Daniel caught the pillow and tossed it back. Vicky let it hit her and then flopped onto the bed with a dramatic cry. “I know how much you hate being cooped up in here, but you need to rest. You aren’t actually invincible, despite what everyone else thinks.”

Knowing Vicky, she was also upset because she’d done the math and had calculated how many people were currently dead or dying because she wasn’t able to deploy her astral projections or intervene personally. Everton had been asking more and more of her lately, and she had borne that burden admirably.

“If you don’t recover, who knows how we’ll manage? A week or two off while the emperor heals his soul is a priceless opportunity for you to rest.”

“But there’s nobody to talk to.”

Since her display against the emperor, Daniel had been forced to personally put down several rumours that she was, in fact, a goddess incarnate. He’d also received multiple messages from the more… zealous members of their holy order demanding that Vicky be acknowledged as a saint. Good grief. If Vicky’s potential love life wasn’t already complicated enough, being acknowledged as a saint would make it worse, which was why Vicky had very deliberately quashed any attempts to nominate her in the past despite easily surpassing the handful of saints that had been acknowledged in Everton’s history.

Still, it was difficult to blame his colleagues. Apart from boosting people and fixing things, the holy light Vicky had emitted to negate the effects of the emperor’s banner magic had also inspired religious awe. Throw in the light show and unearthly singing that had accompanied her incomplete prayer for the Spear, and it was little wonder that people wanted to venerate her. Worse, that display had been visible pretty much everywhere, not just in her immediate vicinity. To his dismay, he’d caught several people trying to set up shrines near her cabin, and more than one argument had broken out about which goddess she was supposed to be the incarnation of.

“You know, that hurts.” Daniel clutched at his chest. “I’m your favourite cousin. We can talk.”

“I only like you because your kids are adorable,” Vicky shot back.

“You liked me before I had kids,” Daniel pointed out.

“Yes. And back then, I liked you because you were an excellent pony.”

He chuckled. “It warms my heart when I see my kids riding on your back. I was never able to get revenge, but they can get it for me.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad if Dana, Erin, and George were around.” Those three were his fellow bodyguards, the ones who’d won her trust and spent the most time around her.

“They’ll be up on their feet in a day or two, and you can talk with them as much as you want.” His voice softened. “How about this? Once they can watch over you again, I’ll go deliver a new communication sphere to Gerald. Contact with his group is important, so we can’t let them go without one. If I borrow Beaky, it shouldn’t be long, and if worse comes to worst, I doubt the empire have a flier who can catch him if we run for it.”

The massive griffin had, to put it mildly, been extremely pissed off when Vicky hadn’t taken him into battle against the emperor. Instead, he’d fought alongside their reinforcements. It was a completely rational decision. Against an opponent of the emperor’s calibre, protecting herself would not be easy, never mind protecting someone else too. That didn’t mean Beaky was happy about it, and he wasn’t shy about letting everyone know.

At the moment, Beaky was outside her room, glaring at anyone who got too close and occasionally trying to cram himself through the door. He’d only stopped last time because Daniel had dragged him away before he could tear apart the doorframe and smash a hole through the wall. When a member of the ship’s crew had politely asked Beaky to calm down, the griffin had calmly informed the man that if he kept talking, he would eat him.

Since then, the crew had allowed Beaky to go about his business.

“I don’t think he’d want to leave if you leave too,” Vicky said. Beaky was kind of a bastard, and there were very few people he really trusted. Daniel happened to be one of them.

“He should be fine with it if the others are back on their feet and at your side,” Daniel said.

“I suppose. It would be nice to talk to Gerald and the others.”

“You mean Timmy?”

She lofted another pillow in his direction. “You’ve become quite impertinent over the years. You do realise that I am the Supreme Cleric, right?”

“I’m your cousin. That’s my job. So… no luck yet?”

She sighed. “He is extremely oblivious. I do wonder if he damaged his brain using that eldritch sorcery he’s so fond of.”

Normally, Daniel would have dismissed the idea. Brain damage related to eldritch sorcery tended to be of the ‘brain leaking out of the eyes, nose, and ears’ variety rather than anything as subtle as increased obliviousness. However, Timmy was an incredibly observant and insightful man. He should have noticed her overtures, if only to refuse them because he wasn’t interested. Instead, it genuinely seemed as if he hadn’t noticed the shift in their interactions. “You should ask Lady Amanda to check. She should be able to notice.”

“On the upside,” Vicky said. “I think Katie is in my corner.”

“Oh?” That would certainly help. Katie was basically Timmy’s daughter. Getting her approval was essential. “Do you know why?”

“We do get along very well, but I think she’s also worried about somebody less pleasant making a move.” Vicky scowled. “She’s smart enough to realise that the vultures will start circling once he’s a war hero and no longer a criminal. She probably views me as the best option since she can be confident that I’m not after his money, power, or castle.” She pursed her lips. “Talk to Beaky. If he’s okay with it, take him. But won’t Galewing be upset?”

Daniel laughed. “Unlike Beaky, she isn’t a jerk. She’ll watch over your door while Beaky is gone.” Galewing was one of the fastest griffins in the world. Over short distances, she was actually faster than Beaky. However, she simply didn’t have his stamina, which meant Beaky was better for long trips over the ocean. “She’ll forgive me as long as I bring back something tasty. She is fond of fish, you know.”

“Of course. We can’t forget the fish. You should ask Spot to grab you a few when you get there. He’s an excellent fisher, and he should know all the best places by now.”

“The dragon? I just might. How big is he now?” Daniel asked.

“The last time I saw him, he was roughly twelve feet long.”

Daniel whistled. “Twelve feet? He’s not even a year old.”

“It’s complicated.” The fact that Vicky didn’t elaborate meant that an important secret must be involved, the kind he was better off not knowing. “Ask Beaky to pass on a few pointers while he’s there. As scary as it sounds, I don’t think it’ll be long before Spot’s skills in the air surpass his.”

And wasn’t that a scary thought? Daniel had never met a griffin better at aerial combat than Beaky. For Spot to already be that good in the air… how deadly would he be in a decade or two? For starters, Spot would be bigger, a lot bigger, and if he was more skilled too… Daniel was glad the dragon was on their side. By all accounts, he was a friendly fellow, not at all given to random outbursts of draconic wrath.

As they both laughed, Daniel made a mental note to put more money into the betting pool. Yes, there was an actual betting pool about Vicky’s marriage. Although Timmy wasn’t a specific option – Vicky had concealed her romantic interest in him from outsiders – there was an option that had his cousin marrying a necromancer. Since she was basically every necromancer’s worst nightmare, it was considered a joke option with astronomical odds. Daniel had been putting a little bit of money into it over the years through a number of proxies, not enough to scare the bookies, but enough that he would be a very, very wealthy man if it paid out.

It wasn’t a bad thing. It meant he had extra incentive to help his cousin. She’d be happy, and he’d be rich. After all, he had children to spoil, and Vicky was their favourite aunt. It was an indirect present.

* * *

Timmy looked up as a familiar griffin dove and landed nearby. They had planned on leaving earlier, but Gerald had asked them to delay an extra day or two after the base had received word that a special delivery was coming. The delay would also let them wrangle a few extra ships, which could prove vital when attacking the island.

The special delivery was almost certainly a new communication sphere since the empire had apparently made strides toward intercepting information from the old ones. Given how important secure contact with Vicky was, they had no choice but to wait. One of these days, he’d sit down and really work on condensing the massive information transmission seals that fortresses used. They were too large and power-hungry to lug around, but they were as secure as it was possible to be although they could only be used to convey shorter written messages, rather than provide real-time audio-visual communication.

Timmy was also willing to admit that it would be nice to speak to Vicky and confirm for himself that she was all right although he was confident she was fine. Otherwise, the empire would already have adopted a much more aggressive posture. There would also have been no shortage of panicked messages to the base from their navy.

“Hello there, Beaky.” Timmy dodged as the griffin made a half-hearted attempt to peck him before settling for a nudge that nevertheless almost threw Timmy off his feet. “Still a jerk, I see.”

The griffin cawed, and the tall, broad-shouldered man on his back leapt off.

“It’s been a while, Timmy.”

“Daniel.” Timmy had met Vicky’s cousin before although not recently since Vicky usually visited via astral projection rather than in person. “It’s good to see you again.”

Daniel shrugged. Although Vicky and Daniel were cousins, their similarities were still striking. If he didn’t know better, Timmy would have assumed Daniel was her older brother. “Likewise. It’s good to see you and the others doing well. You’ve all been very busy.”

“We do our best,” Timmy said as Spot gambolled over to Beaky. The griffin blinked, seemingly surprised by how much Spot had grown, before puffing up and taking to the air. Spot followed him, and the pair were soon locked in an aerial brawl. “How’s Vicky?”

“Pouting and sulking.”

“Ah.” Vicky only ever pouted and sulked in front of people she could trust. As her best friend at the Academy, Timmy had dealt with it on more than one occasion. It was strangely endearing. “So she’s fine then?”

“Nothing that rest won’t fix. The backlash from almost calling the Spear was considerable but not permanent. The emperor is at least as badly off as she is. As far as we know, he hasn’t made any other moves since retreating. She also caught a glimpse of what might be his tertiary magic.”

“Because of course he has tertiary magic.” Timmy allowed himself to relax. Vicky was fine. “Come inside and tell us about it. You should have something to eat too.” The mention of food drew Spot and Beaky back to the ground. Timmy raised his voice, so Gerald could hear him. The bureaucrat was using the extra time they’d be staying to pack away even more supplies. “Gerald, could you give Beaky a mole person? I don’t think he’s ever eaten one before.”

The griffin perked up at the thought of eating something new, and Spot quickly assured him that mole people were delicious.

“I still can’t believe you had to fight an army of mole people,” Daniel muttered.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it a fight…”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Timmy gazed out over the rapidly spreading field of debris and quietly contemplated murder. They had departed the naval base shortly after speaking to Vicky. Seeing her and speaking to her had alleviated his concerns – right up until she’d explained the trick the emperor had managed to hide up his sleeve.

Whether it was his tertiary magic or a special artifact, if the emperor was truly capable of using his soul as fuel to boost his other abilities, then the already powerful man was even more ridiculously powerful than Timmy had believed. Depending on how long the emperor could maintain his boosted state, he was creeping into that territory where tactics and strategy ceased to matter in the face of overwhelming might.

Setting aside the fact that Vicky had spoken from what appeared to be an expertly made pillow fort, her analysis of the emperor’s other abilities was also deeply concerning. The emperor was skilled enough to face Vicky in close combat and not instantly die. That might not sound like a high bar to clear with the magic at his disposal, but Timmy knew firsthand what Vicky was capable of when she tried to kill somebody. The emperor might lack experience compared to her, but he must be exceedingly skilled. At the very least, he would be in the upper echelon of close combatants, not a match for Vicky on equal footing, but capable of holding her off once he began to boost his abilities.

That made the emperor the most aggravating sort of opponent. If he had been weak, they could overpower him. If he had been reckless or stupid, they could outsmart him. If he had been naïve, they could trick him. However, the emperor had shown himself to be powerful, intelligent, and cautious. And although Vicky was more skilled than him, it wasn’t as though the emperor was a lumbering oaf. He knew how to fight. He merely lacked experience in comparison to Vicky. Just as importantly, the emperor had good advisors – and he actually listened to them, unlike some of his predecessors.

Oh well. They’d manage.

Nobody – absolutely nobody – was invincible. The more they knew about him, the better they’d be able to understand him. Given sufficient time and information, Timmy would find a way to deal with him, one that didn’t involve Vicky pushing herself so hard. He still had his eldritch sorcery, and if they could somehow lure the emperor into fighting Vicky while Avraniel was around…

Thankfully, Vicky was almost certainly correct about the toll the battle had taken on the emperor. The armada’s vanguard was staying closer to the armada, and the emperor had yet to be sighted again. If he’d been well, Timmy had no doubt he’d be laying waste to their forces right now. It would be interesting to see how long it took for the emperor to reappear. It would only be an estimate, but having some idea of the recovery time involved in boosting his abilities would be essential to either defeating him in battle or taking advantage of his need to rest and recover.

It was also highly likely that the emperor would not take the field until he either had no choice or had a better understanding of what Vicky had done. For all his power, the emperor was the most important piece on the board for the empire. He would not risk himself unnecessarily in the face of an unknown threat. That should give them time for Vicky to recover and for them to continue to harry the armada and the empire’s logistics.

Although none of the other councillors could match Vicky’s power, they were all extremely dangerous in their own right. The councillors best suited to combat had already taken the field, and they were all making their presence known in one way or another. At the very least, now that they knew the emperor’s location, they could push more freely in other areas.

If nothing else, adopting a more aggressive posture while still retreating had allowed them to seize the initiative and force the empire to respond. With the empire’s naval power concentrated in the armada, they were exposed elsewhere. If they could inflict damage in those areas, pressure would mount on the emperor to either accelerate the armada’s progress or split off ships to lend aid. The former could easily lead to mistakes, and the latter would weaken the armada’s push.

In chess, there was a term – zugzwang – that described a situation in which having to move resulted in a decisive disadvantage. That was the situation they were aiming to put the empire in.

In the meantime, Timmy and the others had taken Jake’s dreadnought and whatever ships they could scrounge up and headed toward the island where the newly built fortress should be. A smaller, faster vessel without an escort might have had a better chance of making it to the island undetected, but they’d been warned by smugglers and whalers that the area was home to plenty of imperial ships. There was also supposed to be heavy surveillance around the island itself, and the whalers eager to ply those waters had been warned off in no uncertain terms.

The smugglers and whalers hadn’t been lying. They’d been forced to deal with several keen-eyed patrols on their way in before finally sighting the island itself. The debris that littered the sea around them was the result of the enemy’s most recent efforts to repel them. They were outnumbered, but the empire hadn’t counted on Scar.

The murderous whale had done an excellent impression of a living battering ram and had sunk several ships while sowing chaos across the battlefield. Scar had been attacked by a host of aquatic zombies – which was concerning in its own right – but he’d been able to drive them off with help from Timmy and Katie’s aquatic zombies. However, the battle had been fiercer and closer than Timmy would have liked.

It was tempting to push forward and attempt a landing, but the empire’s ships had wisely retreated back to the island, clustering around the port beside the fortress. Timmy couldn’t sense any active weaponry, but it was easy to conceal magical weapons at this range. The last thing they needed was to advance and put themselves in range of heavy magical cannons while fighting off aquatic zombies and enemy ships. On the upside, Jake was confident they could intercept any imperial ships travelling to the island. Based on the information they’d obtained, supply ships were due to arrive any day now. They could threaten those ships to draw the enemy out of position.

Naturally, Scar had heard all of this and had suggested assaulting the port anyway. Thankfully, Timmy had been able to convince the belligerent cetacean that he’d be blown to pieces before ever getting within ramming distance of their opponents. Assuming their enemies weren’t complete idiots, the very first weapons they’d set up would be seaward facing. They might not be able to sense them yet, but Timmy would bet this mission’s pay that they were there, ready and waiting.

Rather than rush headlong into a fortified defensive position, Timmy had tasked Scar with hunting down any aquatic zombies he encountered and sinking any imperial ships that wandered too far from shore. So far, Scar had gone relatively unchallenged. His size, might, and experience in aquatic combat made him a terrifying opponent. However, there was no telling how long that would last. The enemy’s willingness to adopt a completely defensive posture went beyond mere caution. It suggested they had a nasty surprise waiting for Timmy and the others.

Katie also had Roger up in the air. The giant zombie could deal with the majority of ships on his own, especially if he caught them off guard. It was also incredibly difficult for any ships to sneak past him since his ability to fly gave him a clear view of the surrounding ocean. His hulking, menacing presence was also a constant reminder to their enemies that they were out there, just waiting for them to make a mistake. Even the most disciplined soldier could not remain alert forever, so exerting constant mental pressure was an excellent way to leverage their zombies. The only ships that could truly fend off Roger were dreadnoughts, but that was where Scar and their own ships came into play.

“What are you thinking about, master?” Katie asked.

She had one eye on the debris and the other on the island. Scar was out there, roaming, circling the surviving sailors in a manner more reminiscent of a shark than a whale. All he was missing was the pronounced dorsal fin. It reminded him of a prank the demolition rats had encouraged Spot to play. They’d gotten the dragon to swim around at the beach with a fake shark fin lashed onto his back. They and Avraniel had found the whole thing hilarious. The other beachgoers had been less amused, especially once they’d realised that rather than sharing the water with a shark, they were sharing it with a dragon. Thankfully, he’d been able to convince everyone that Spot wasn’t about to eat them, and the dragon had spent the rest of the afternoon building sandcastles with the local children.

Scar wanted to eat all of the sailors, but they had done the smart thing and had surrendered the second their ships began to sink. They had thrown themselves on Jake’s mercy and had sworn to be as cooperative as possible. It was truly amazing what being confronted by a giant, murderous whale could do to a person’s patriotism. They were now in the process of fishing them out of the water while making it clear that anyone who caused trouble would go straight back into the water – and into Scar’s belly.

“Nothing in particular.” Timmy had thought of a way to sneak onto the island, but they had work to do first, and they’d have to wait until nightfall. Even with Amanda’s illusions, it would be nearly impossible to sneak in during the day when the enemy already had eyes on them.

“I bet he was thinking about murder,” Avraniel drawled. With her inhumanly keen vision, she could probably see the island and its defenders clearly. However, she hadn’t brought anything to his attention. Instead, she was absentmindedly scratching Spot’s belly as the dragon napped with his head on her lap. After the initial excitement and a quick meal, he had decided to sleep until there was more for him to do. Dragons, it seemed, were largely immune to the nervous tension that arose when a brief skirmish turned into a standoff. “It’s what I’m doing.”

“You’re almost always thinking about murder,” Katie replied. “I’m sure he’s coming up with a brilliant plan to get us onto the island.”

Timmy wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or concerned by how much faith she had in him. “It’s a bit of both, actually.”

Katie made a face as Avraniel smirked. “Really? Are you thinking of anyone in particular, or are you thinking about murdering our enemies in general?”

“The emperor.” Timmy shrugged. “Alas, I doubt it will be easy.”

Avraniel snorted inelegantly. “If sparky is right about that trick of his, he’ll be a pain in the ass to kill. Boosting all of his abilities is stupid.” She huffed. “I’ve fought bastards with similar powers before, and it makes them so much more annoying to deal with. You can either keep the pressure up – tricks like that are generally a crap idea to use for extended periods of time – or you can kill them before they can ramp up.”

“The latter would be ideal, but his forcefields make for a formidable defence, to say nothing of his bodyguards and whatever defensive artifacts he carries around.” Timmy hummed thoughtfully. “His forcefields were able to stand up to Vicky’s attacks, so they’re no joke. He’s got great control over them too. Unless he’s fighting seriously, you’d be hard-pressed to distinguish them from telekinesis. I also don’t know him well enough to manipulate his behaviour much. We’ll have to see if we can get our hands on someone who knows him better.”

“A kidnapping?” Avraniel grinned. “Been a while since I did that.” She met Katie’s raised eyebrow with a grin. “You’d be surprised by how often you need to kidnap somebody back after they get kidnapped. It happens all the time when parents or grandparents with too much money argue about who gets to raise a child.”

“If you say so…” Katie might be sceptical, but Avraniel wasn’t wrong. Custody disputes were a minefield, and Timmy had witnessed clans going to war over talented children whose heritage could be traced back to multiple clans. “The emperor also sounds sensible. He listens to the advice he gets.”

“The majority of the time, anyone with the personal and political power the emperor has turns into an egotistical nutjob convinced of their own superiority. That would have made him a lot easier to deal with.” Timmy rolled his eyes. “Instead, he’s the most sensible emperor in at least the past two centuries.”

Although the emperor’s father and grandfather had both been competent in their own right, not all of their predecessors had been inspiring rulers. Fortunately – for the empire – those predecessors had been more mediocre rather than actively bad, unlike the group colloquially known as the Seven Crappy Emperors.

During one of the most turbulent periods in the empire’s history, the throne had changed hands seven times in the span of a decade due to the sheer incompetence and unpopularity of the aforementioned emperors. Well, technically, two of them had been empresses, but the Five Crappy Emperors and the Two Crappy Empresses didn’t have quite the same ring to it. Getting killed by a tree branch after not wearing a helmet and going riding while drunk? What an idiotic way to die – and two of them had died that way. Attempting to centralise the production of bread and other staples under the throne? Lunacy that had led to an angry mob stoning the emperor to death with loaves of stale bread. It had taken one of the greatest emperors in history to right the ship, and he’d been so concerned with fixing the empire’s problems that he’d never once turned his attention outward.

“I’ll find a way,” Timmy said. “It might take a while, but never underestimate a necromancer with time to plan.” He peered back into the water. “You noticed the zombies earlier, right, Katie? What can you tell me about them and the zombies waiting in the water closer to the island?”

His apprentice turned her attention to the ocean. Her brows furrowed as she strained her magical senses to maximise both their range and their acuity. It took her almost a minute to notice what he’d spotted shortly after they’d arrived in the area. It was another reason he hadn’t asked Amanda to bother with illusions.

“There are a lot of zombies in the water,” Katie said. “And whoever made them is very, very good. They’re also deployed in a broad defensive formation, so they’ll known roughly where we are even if we try to hide.” She frowned. “But I don’t recognise the magic in them. Is it somebody you’ve met before, master?”

“Yes. I’ve met him, but you haven’t.” Timmy’s lips curled. “But I can guarantee he’ll be trouble. He’s another Grand Necromancer.”

That little titbit of information not only caught her attention but also the attention of the others. Jake came over, and the captain wore an expression of exasperation and concern. Dealing with one Grand Necromancer was already troublesome, and Timmy was on his side. Dealing with a second, hostile, Grand Necromancer was bound to be complicated.

“What’s this about another Grand Necromancer?” Jake asked. They were still fishing sailors out of the water, and Spot had opened one eye to glare at those they’d brought aboard. Their screaming was disturbing his nap. In the face of his ire, the enemy sailors quietened, and they went utterly still when Chomp trotted over. Having a giant, three-headed dog looming over them made it abundantly clear that any mischief would not be tolerated. It also sent their already tattered morale straight to the bottom of the ocean.

“The waters around this island are patrolled by large numbers of aquatic zombies. That wouldn’t normally be an issue. I’m a Grand Necromancer. Not only can I sense other zombies easily, but I can also overpower the magic of weaker and less skilled necromancers. Against a regular necromancer, I could either seize control of the zombies myself, subtly nudging them into avoiding us, or simply destroy them en masse. Those aren’t viable options against another Grand Necromancer. He will definitely notice if I try to subvert them, and he will be able to counter any of my attempts to use necromancy to destroy them.” Timmy chuckled dryly. “Honestly, in terms of raw power, he’s stronger than I am.”

Katie frowned but kept her composure. She was very much aware that in terms of raw power, he was not the mightiest Grand Necromancer. He was no slouch, but his greatest gift as a necromancer had always been his ability to control massive groups of zombies with extreme precision. “Who is he?”

As part of her studies, Timmy had asked her to learn about the current Grand Necromancers, along with whoever was likely to succeed or replace them. She would have done it anyway – she called it keeping an eye on the competition – but his intent had been for her to learn more about different approaches to necromancy. By definition, Grand Necromancers were exceptional in comparison to their peers. He wasn’t so arrogant as to believe his approach was the best in every way. Learning how the other Grand Necromancers operated might give her ideas she could use since there was no guarantee his methods would suit her best.

He also wanted her to know whom she could negotiate with and whom she should run away from if she ever encountered them without him around. Despite her prodigious skill and talent, Katie would be lucky to last longer than a minute against any of them if they had their zombies with them and they got serious. Naturally, Timmy had no intention of letting anything unfortunate happen to her, but it was better to be prepared than to leave it to chance.

As Katie was now, he’d give her decent odds of escaping if she saw them coming and prioritised escape over everything else. In five years? He would be shocked if his fellow Grand Necromancers weren’t the ones retreating from her. Setting aside her necromancy, if her shadow magic continued to grow at its current pace, she would be a terror on the battlefield. Right now, her shadow magic was menacing, capable of threatening most people if they got within range. In five years, it would be capable of blanketing entire battlefields, and facing it would be a death sentence for all but the strongest individuals.

“It’s not Millie, is it?” Katie asked. “Although… if it’s her, couldn’t we just bribe her to betray the empire and join us since she hates them?”

“It’s not Millie. I said ‘he’, remember. Besides, she’d never join the empire. There’s too much bad blood there. She’d probably kill whoever they sent to negotiate and send them back as zombies rigged to explode or spread poison.” Timmy paused. “Or she’d add them to her newest zombie behemoth.”

Millie was an ally of sorts. Out of all his fellow Grand Necromancers, she was the one he got along with best. Part of that was her personality, and part of it was the fact that they had plenty of overlapping interests but no disputed territory. Basically, she was fairly sane, liked a lot of the same stuff he did, and they had no real reason to antagonise each other. They didn’t have a formal alliance, but they did have an understanding. If she had been building the fortress, he’d already be there enjoying tea while they discussed how to backstab the empire.

“It’s Solus Aenor,” Timmy said. “He’s the one on the island.”

Katie blinked. “Oh. Oh no. That’s not good.”

Amanda raised an eyebrow. Spot had gone back to sleep, but Avraniel had simply lugged him over in an awkward baby carry, so she could keep up with the conversation. She was definitely getting stronger. Spot had grown considerably larger and heavier since the last time Timmy had tried to carry him, and his back had barely survived the attempt. Spot eventually slithered out of her grasp and sprawled across the deck like a bizarre, winged starfish as he continued to snore. Timmy had no idea how he could sleep in that position. It must be a dragon thing.

“Oh?” Amanda said. “Can you tell us more about him. From Katie’s tone, he must be… quite the character.”

“You could say that. Solus is a Grand Necromancer, and in terms of raw power and skill, he’s probably the greatest of us. He has been a potential candidate to replace the Supreme Necromancer for a while now.”

“He is that good?” Amanda raised her parasol. It was rather sunny at the moment, and although sunlight couldn’t harm her, she still enjoyed the shade. Timmy bit back a chuckle when he realised the parasol was an antique from a bygone age. Knowing Amanda, it could be an original that she’d preserved with magic. Unless he missed his guess, there was also a blade concealed in the handle. That had been the fashion at the time – no proper noblewoman would ever leave the house without at least one decent weapon on hand.

“He is that good. He is also highly ambitious, driven, and intelligent. His necromancy is well rounded. He’s either good or excellent at everything and not wanting in any area. He also has powerful soul magic. Having both necromancy and soul magic has made him highly adept in the summoning and binding of souls, spirits, and other entities. He is also skilled in more… esoteric forms of magic. Although necromancers usually prefer zombies, Solus also makes extensive use of wraiths, ghosts, summoned creatures, and various kinds of spirits.” Timmy stared into the water. The aquatic zombies were keeping their distance. It was a wise decision with Scar lurking nearby. “Let me put it this way. If Katie and I ran into him, and he decided to start a fight, my first order would be for her to run. I would not be confident of protecting her and fighting him at the same time. In single combat, unless I had time to prepare, I wouldn’t be able to beat him without resorting to advanced eldritch sorcery. Even then, I’m not sure I’d win, and it would definitely cost me.”

“Damn.” Avraniel cackled. “Fighting him might actually be fun. But you’re not going up against him alone, are you? We can clear out his zombies, and I guarantee that if you can get me a decent shot, I’ll blast him. I bet he’s got some great loot too, especially if he’s holed up in a damn fortress.”

Timmy grinned. As strong as Solus was, the list of people who could survive a full-strength attack from Avraniel was very short, and he wasn’t on it. Old Man should also be able to kill him if he got close enough, but therein lay the problem. Solus wasn’t an idiot. He wasn’t going to let them anywhere near him if he could help it.

“Sneaking in via ship will be impossible,” Timmy said. “We’d be noticed long before we make landfall, regardless of what illusions or measures we take to conceal ourselves. Our only real advantage is that the entire island isn’t protect by a barrier yet. It’s possible that they can’t set up a barrier that large since the island isn’t on a place of power, but I’ve noticed a few worrying oddities.” He glanced meaningfully at Amanda. Her inhuman vision combined with her keen magical senses meant she should have noticed it too.

“There is something similar to a nascent magical nexus on the island. At the moment, it is minor. It cannot compare to a proper nexus in power. However, I am not sure what to make of it. The maps of this area do not show anything like it, and the reports we received from the Council do not mention anything either. However, it is incredibly unlikely that they would have neglected to mention something so important.”

“I have a few ideas,” Timmy said. “But I’ll need to get closer.” He nodded at Avraniel. “Can you wake Spot up? There’s something you two can help me with.”

The elf shrugged and gave Spot a stout poke in the side with her foot. A normal person would have needed a healer, but Spot was made of sterner stuff. The dragon merely opened his eyes and yawned. As rough as the poke had been, he’d barely felt it, never mind been harmed by it. It was why Spot had to be so careful with his strength. He could very easily kill a normal person with minimal effort. In contrast, a normal person could kick him with all their might, and all they’d accomplish was breaking their foot or their leg.

Is it time for lunch? Did any of the prisoners rebel? You said I could eat them if they did.

“It’s not that.” Timmy tossed Spot a mango. The dragon caught the fruit in his mouth and devoured it, seed and all. “Our problem is that we can’t sneak onto the island via ship, but we can’t use zombies either. Just as I can sense Solus’s zombies, so too can he sense mine and Katie’s.”

“If we can’t go via ship or use your zombies, what do we do?” Gerald asked. “I hope you’re not asking us to swim. I mean… I can swim, but I’m not a particularly strong swimmer, and the island is pretty far.” He gulped. “The sea is rough too, and I’ve heard there are sharks here.”

“We are going to swim, but I’m not asking you to swim there on your own. We’ll be recruiting help, which is where Spot, Amanda, and Avraniel come in. They can all speak to animals although Avraniel doesn’t usually bother.”

The elf scowled. “Most of them don’t have anything interesting to say, and a lot of them are jerks.” She glanced back at Chomp. The three-headed dog was wagging his tail in a hopeful manner. “He’s going to have to stay back here, isn’t he?”

Chomp whined, but Timmy nodded. “He’ll be a bit awkward for what I’m planning, and he can’t swim well enough to make it there on his own without being spotted.” He reached over to pat Chomp’s heads. “Don’t worry, Chomp. There will be plenty of work for you to do here. There will be lots of fighting.”

“Take good care of my dog,” Avraniel growled at Jake.

The captain stood his ground admirably although his smile was more than a little strained. “Of course. I’ll take care of him as if he was my own flesh and blood.”

“You’d better.”

“Anyway,” Timmy continued. “Although we haven’t encountered any larger whales yet, I did some research earlier. Gerald, you helped with that. What can you tell everyone about the local wildlife?”

Gerald’s eyes widened in realisation. “You want the beluga whales in this area to help us? It… it might work. They’ve got the speed and size to carry us to the island under cover of darkness. Since they’re not zombies, Solus won’t be able to sense them the way he would your zombies.”

“Exactly. Of course, we still need to get past his aquatic zombies, which is why we’ll be having Jake and the others launch an attack on the port while we send Scar and our own aquatic zombies elsewhere. Essentially, we’ll be distracting them while we make landfall elsewhere.” Timmy pointed. “Over there should be fine. Sure, there are cliffs, but we can handle them.”

“What if we run into his zombies?” Meixing asked. “We’ll be caught.”

“That’s what our distractions are for. Solus knows I’m here. The idea of a Grand Necromancer abandoning their zombies to make landfall without them is, frankly, absurd. He’ll be focusing on Scar and our other monstrous aquatic zombies. Moreover, Katie and I can sense his zombies. We can have the beluga whales go around them.”

“How are we going to find and recruit the whales?” Katie asked.

“Spot can find them. He should be able to see them from the air with his astral sight if they’re around. They might not listen to him, but that’s why we have Avraniel and Amanda. Avraniel is an elf, so they should at least hear her out.”

“Yeah,” Avraniel said. “They’ll hear me out. One way or another…”

“Remember, we’re trying to recruit the whales, not turn them into dinner,” Timmy said. “Try bribery first. There are supposed to be several pods of orcas around. We can offer to drive them away in exchange for the belugas’ help. Orcas are faster, but they’re larger and more likely to be noticed. If that doesn’t work, we can also offer the belugas fish, squid, and other food. Gerald has plenty in storage. Tell them we’re not asking them to fight, not that they’d last long. We are simply asking them to carry us to the island. We can handle the rest ourselves.”

“How confident are you that you can avoid the zombies?” Old Man asked. “I’ve encountered beluga whales before. They are highly intelligent, but they’re not the fastest swimmers.”

“Reasonably confident.” Timmy glanced at Katie to make sure she was listening. “All necromancers have a passive ability that allows them to detect zombies. However, the range and acuity of this ability can vary markedly between necromancers. For example, if we were facing an ordinary necromancer, I’d be confident of being able to sneak in using zombies. A skilled necromancer can also project this ability through their zombies, which is why Solus has surrounded the island with his zombies. Solus has more raw power than me, but my sensory range and acuity are probably the best out of all Grand Necromancers. That’s usually not too helpful in a direct confrontation, but it’s perfect for sneaking around. I’ll be able to sense his zombies long before we encounter them.”

“And you also intend to distract him,” Old Man said. “Using our zombies and ships.”

“That’s right. Necromancers are experts at multi-tasking, but we all have our limits.” Timmy nodded at Jake. “Don’t commit unless you see a real opening. All you need to do is to rattle their cage and draw their attention. Don’t worry about their aquatic zombies. Roger, Scar, and our other aquatic zombies will launch multiple attacks against them all around the island. But if you do see a real opportunity, I’m trusting you to make the right call. Do what you can, but don’t worry if you have to pull back. Preserving our forces and continuing to present a threat is more important.”

The captain nodded. “All right.”

“How does your sensory ability compare to your master’s?” Meixing asked Katie.

The girl huffed. She was always comparing herself to him while forgetting the fact that he was not only older but also vastly more experienced. Besides, no two necromancers were identical. Rather than comparing her abilities to his, it was more important for her to learn how to maximise her own abilities.

“My range is a lot shorter,” Katie said. “Especially if I’m looking in all directions at once. If I focus on only one direction, I can extend my range, but it’s still shorter than his omnidirectional range.”

“It seems we have our plan,” Old Man said. “Now, we just have to find those beluga whales.”

Gerald raised his hand. “I have a question.”

Timmy grinned. “Gerald, you don’t have to raise your hand. Anyway, go ahead. What do you want to know?”

“How exactly are we going to scale the cliffs? Won’t waves be smashing into us the whole time?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Timmy’s grin widened. “You can store seawater, right?”

“Oh!”

* * *

Spot flew over the ocean. He needed to find the beluga whales. There were supposed to be a lot of them around, but he needed to be careful. If they noticed him, they’d try to run away. He couldn’t blame them. He was a young dragon, and whales were very tasty. However, today was their lucky day. He wasn’t here to eat them. He was here to make them an offer they couldn’t refuse – at least, that was how his mother had put it.

Even a dragon’s keen eyes might struggle to find the belugas if they stayed underwater, but he had his astral sight. He could see the souls of the animals in the water, and whales usually had brighter souls than fish. He noticed a cluster of bright lights and angled toward it. Now that he knew where to look, he could see them with his normal sight. There were two groups down there, beluga whales and orcas. The orcas had surrounded the beluga whales – wait!

The orcas were attacking the belugas!

This was bad. What were they going to do if the beluga whales died? He’d have to find more, but what if there weren’t any others? What if all the other beluga whales had already run away or been eaten? That would be terrible. He had to do something! Spot warned the rats on his back to hold on tight and use their special breathing techniques before he folded his wings and dove.

He lanced through the water and struck the first orca with thunderous force. Despite being only half as long as the orca and far, far lighter, the sheer force of the impact sent it reeling away. He followed it, and his claws and teeth ripped into its back. Spot clamped his jaws around its spine and then wrenched his head to the side. The orca went limp, and the other orcas rounded on him.

Spot postured, flaring his wings and unleashing a series of deep, sonorous honks that rumbled through the water. The orcas hesitated in the face of the instinctive terror all dragons inspired, unsure of themselves despite the disparity in size and numbers. Spot let flame kindle in his jaws. The water around him began to boil, and the orcas recoiled. They were all bigger than him, but he was a dragon. Their size would not help them, and their teeth would break on his scales. A few of them had magic, but none of them were powerful enough to harm him. In contrast, their flesh had no hope of standing up to his flame, his teeth, and his claws.

Leave! Spot roared. Now!

The largest of the orcas bellowed a challenge. The bull’s magic flared, and he shot through the water like an arrow, a shockwave spreading through the water ahead of him. Spot wreathed himself in black flame and rolled to the side. As the orca swept past him, Spot extended one of his wings. The blade-like leading edge sliced the orca in half.

Leave! Spot bared his teeth. Go!

The orcas fled, and Spot turned to face the beluga whales. They were still and silent.

My mother wants to talk to you.

The belugas fled.

The belugas scattered with several males posturing as if to fight while the females and calves swam away as quickly as they could. Spot scowled. Had they not seen what just happened? Sure, he couldn’t fight Scar underwater – the horned whale was too big, too strong, and too experienced – but the orcas and belugas were far smaller and less powerful than the titanic zombie whale. It was a pity they couldn’t get Scar to talk to the belugas, but the idiot said they’d be even more scared of Scar than they were of Spot. After all, dragons only occasionally ate whales. Horned whales were notorious for eating anything they could catch, and other whales were a staple of their diet.

But Spot couldn’t let them run away. He had a job to do. He swam past the posturing whales and moved to block off the whales who were trying to escape.

Stop! Spot beat his wings. We’re not going to eat you! We just want to talk to you!

Their thoughts were full of fear and panic. They weren’t listening to him at all. In their minds, he caught glimpses of huge scaled forms plunging into the water from the sky. Had they been hunted by other dragons or drakes in the past? It was hard to be sure. Their fear had jumbled all of their memories together.

I’m a good dragon. Spot tried to calm them down, but it was only getting worse. If they kept trying to escape, he wouldn’t be able to stop them without hurting then. Please! Spot begged. Please, listen to me!

His pleas finally cut through their fear, and the leader of the belugas swam up to him. He was a large male, and he was covered in old scars. Who are you? The whale’s thoughts were sharp like Scar’s despite his small reserves of magic. Were all belugas this smart, or were these belugas special? Spot would have to ask the idiot. If you’re not going to eat us, why are you chasing after us?

We need your help. Spot pointed. Jake’s dreadnought was approaching. My mother can explain.

Your mother…? The beluga quailed. In his mind, Spot caught a glimpse of titan wings and searing flame.

But before Spot could correct the whale, there was a splash. His mother had jumped off the ship. She swam down through the water until she was next to him and then opened her mouth before realising she couldn’t speak properly since she was underwater. She rolled her eyes – and Spot made sure not to laugh – and ran magic through the charm around her neck.

“Hey, bastard,” his mother said in the language of the animals that elves could use. “We need your help. Give us a hand, and we’ll give you enough food to last two weeks.”

The beluga stared at her.

They were attacked by orcas earlier. Spot sighed as he glanced over to where the dead orca should have been. Unfortunately, he’d used his black fire on his wing to make it deadlier. He’d cut the orca in half, but his black fire had continued to burn it until only a cloud of ash remained. Oops.

“Yeah, yeah. If you help us, we can make sure that nobody, orca or human hunts you again. How does that sound?”

Who… who are you? The whale’s gaze shifted restlessly between Spot and his mother. And how are you his mother? You’re not a dragon.

“Aren’t you belugas supposed to be smart?” His mother reached over and somehow managed to drag the much larger whale into a headlock. “Listen up. I’ll only say this once. I’m Spot’s mother. It’s like this…”

* * *

If discovery didn’t basically guarantee him a horrible death via drowning, murderous zombies, or siege weaponry, then Gerald would have been screaming his head off. When Timmy had explained that they would be riding the beluga whales to the cliffs, Gerald had naively assumed it would be a fairly leisurely trip. With their ships threatening to attack the port and bombarding less well-defended parts of the island, not to mention the underwater battles currently going on between the aquatic zombies, Gerald had hoped they could navigate their way to the island in relative comfort.

Nope.

Not happening.

Instead, the belugas were setting a frantic pace through the dark, turbulent waters while Gerald relied on the special charms he wore to keep from drowning. And they weren’t riding the belugas, so much as they’d lashed themselves onto them.

The belugas had been reluctant to help at first, but the offer of food combined with a guarantee that they wouldn’t be hunted in the future – backed by Avraniel and Spot’s promises of fiery death to anyone who tried to mess with them – had finally swayed them. Any doubts they might have held about the agreement had vanished when the orcas had returned, perhaps to seek revenge for their leader. Avraniel had promptly demonstrated that, yes, she could flash boil significant chunks of the surrounding water with ease. The demonstration had ended with multiple dead orcas being added to Gerald’s storage and one particularly happy dragon contemplating all the ways orcas could be cooked.

Despite being a whale, the expression on the beluga leader’s face had been extremely relatable. It was a combination of ‘what have I done’ and ‘at least it’s not us’ that Gerald had undoubtedly made many times himself since meeting Avraniel. There were few people as scary as the elf, but there were also few people more comforting to have on his side.

And now, here they were. If they made it through this alive, then Gerald sincerely hoped the belugas enjoyed their food. He’d left a generous helping of it with the other whales who’d stayed back, and they’d be getting the rest once they dealt with the situation on the island.

Beside him, the ninja rats weren’t the least bit bothered. If anything, they seemed to be having the time of their lives. Apparently, they’d never travelled this way before – he doubted many people had – and they were discussing the possibility of recruiting whales or fish for their own purposes. It was relatively easy for the rats to sneak onto ships when they were in port. However, having access to their own whales and fish would allow them to sneak onto ships when they were at sea. They could use aquatic zombies, but regular whales and fish would make them harder to detect since the scrying and detection magic used on ships was typically designed to ignore regular animals. Otherwise, there would be no end to the alerts.

One especially demented demolition rat had suggested using a series of carefully controlled explosions to propel the whales toward the island more quickly. The horror on the whale’s face had mirrored Gerald’s. Using explosions to move around? Controlled or not, that was lunacy! Thankfully, Bramante had been there to cuff the other rat over the head. They were more likely to blow themselves up, and the explosions were bound to draw attention no matter how controlled they are.

Once again, Bramante had shown himself to be a beacon of reason amongst the demolition rats. Honestly, Gerald was fairly terrified of what they’d get up to if the sensible rat wasn’t around to enforce some semblance of sanity. As they continued to swim, Gerald gave the whale a comforting pat on the back. Was it odd that he felt a sense of kinship with the cetacean? Maybe. But he couldn’t help but feel that if things came down to a vote, he’d be relying on the whale to side with him and Bramante. The whale’s vote should count extra as well, since they were lashed onto him.

Given his circumstances, Gerald was completely reliant on the whale. The only person in complete control of their own movement was Spot. The dragon could actually swim faster than the belugas, but they couldn’t afford to have him outpace them. If they ran into trouble, it was better to run into it together than for Spot to be caught on his own. Gerald was confident that Spot could handle any normal aquatic zombie, but if there was a zombie like Scar around, then he’d need all the help he could get.

As they drew closer to the cliffs, Gerald breathed a sigh of relief. Timmy appeared to be right about the lack of a barrier over this part of the island. Gerald’s magical senses were reasonably keen, so he should have felt the barrier by now if it was present. They began to slow, and Gerald gave silent thanks to multiple gods that he’d purchased goggles that let him see underwater and in the dark. The vendor had asked Gerald if he planned to go cave diving, but he had no intention of doing something so risky. He’d simply thought it was better to be safe than sorry.

He squinted. They had reached the base of the cliffs. The sea wasn’t as rough as it had been the previous evening, but with the next set of waves rumbling in, he hurried to do as Timmy had suggested. His time with the group had not only increased his storage space but also the range over which he could store things and the speed at which he could store them. He’d also gotten more efficient, and it was far harder for people to detect when he used his magic, especially with battles going on all over the place. He wasn’t about to start catching arrows out of the air – although the idea was no longer so far-fetched – but the waves rolling in were a lot slower than arrows. Gerald’s magic flexed, and the waves vanished into his magic. The group bid the whales goodbye, and Gerald gave them another helping of fish as the group began their ascent of the cliffs.

Gerald tossed a rope to Amanda. The vampire flew up to the top of the cliff, secured the rope, and the rest of them were able to make the climb with a minimum of fuss although Spot kept a close eye on proceedings, in case anyone slipped or fell. Gerald had been worried that a small army of soldiers and zombies would be waiting for them at the top, but Timmy had assured him that the coast was clear. And even if the necromancer missed something, there was no way that Spot, Amanda, and Avraniel would all be caught off guard too.

“Why aren’t there patrols here?” Katie whispered as they swiftly made their way toward some nearby bushland. Elsewhere, the night was rocked by another set of explosions.

“Solus is currently very busy,” Timmy said. “He has concentrated almost all of his terrestrial zombies in and around his fortress with the remainder distributed to the areas that Jake and the others have bombarded. His aquatic zombies are currently fighting our zombies in the seas around the island, but they’ve managed to maintain a decent cordon. He must be confident that nobody can take a ship or a zombie and sneak onto the island. There are several human patrols wandering around, but we should be able to avoid them.” Timmy’s brows furrowed. “And if he’s doing what I think he’s doing, then he can’t afford to split his attention too much.”

They headed deeper into the bushland, and Gerald had to bite back a scream after almost running face first into a web with a big spider in it. Luckily, one of the ninja rats was able to down the arachnid with a well-placed needle. Gerald sagged in relief. What if the spider had been venomous? Not far off, Avraniel sniggered. It might seem absurd to be worried about a regular spider after their time with the spider people, but Gerald couldn’t help it. Spiders were creepy, and nobody enjoyed running into spider webs in the middle of the night.

As they continued on, Gerald noticed how quiet it was. Was it because of Spot? This island probably didn’t have a lot of large animals, and it was easy to imagine the local wildlife taking one look at Spot and deciding that discretion was the better part of valour. Spot might be friendly, but small animals were the perfect size for a midnight snack.

“All right.” Timmy motioned for them to stop. “We should be safe here. I doubt that any patrols – zombie or otherwise – will venture this far into the woods.” He flicked his wrists, and several seal knives thumped into nearby trees. “Those should help conceal our presence further, provided we don’t go overboard.” He gave Avraniel a pointed look.

The elf chuckled. “Relax. I’ll keep the blasting to a minimum until it’s time to fight.”

“What we need to do now is to get a better understanding of the situation,” Timmy said. “The only maps we had of this island prior to arriving were decades old and focused more on the coast than the interior. Spot was able to provide a more detailed map with help from Amanda and the rats, but there are things on the ground that you don’t notice when you’re in the air. Avraniel, can you scout ahead? There’s a ridge nearby that should overlook most of the island, and there should be sufficient cover for a bit of exploring.”

One of the rats squeaked a suggestion, but Timmy shook his head. “I know you can cloak Spot, but asking him to fly around now is asking for trouble. They’re on high alert, so there will be a lot of scrying and detection magic at work.”

Spot pouted, and Gerald patted him on the back. Despite his rapidly increasing size, the dragon was still quite adorable when he put his mind to it. Of course, the moment he opened his mouth and showed off his teeth, he became substantially less adorable.

“Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty to do later, Spot. However, Solus has zombies in the air. There aren’t a lot of creatures that can see through the rats’ invisibility, especially if Amanda helps, but there are several that can tell that something is hiding, even if they can’t say what or where it is. We’re safe on the ground, but his fliers will be on the lookout for approaches via the air.”

Spot nodded and nudged Avraniel with his head. Be careful. He wasn’t happy that Avraniel was going on her own. Well, that wasn’t quite true. A few of the ninja rats were going with her, but anyone who could beat Avraniel would make short work of the ninja rats.

“I’ll be fine.” Avraniel gave them a jaunty salute and vanished into the woods with a few of the ninja rats perched on her shoulders or clinging onto her back.

It was easy to forget because of how loud and brash she could be, but she was also a ranger of the utmost skill. When the elves had tried to hunt her down in the forest, she had turned the tables and hunted them down instead. That was how good she was. It had gotten to the point that the elves had become reluctant to pursue her with anything less than a squad of their finest. When she wanted to, Avraniel could move with inhuman speed and stealth. Usually, however, she didn’t bother because blasting things with her magic was generally quicker, easier, and more fun – at least for her, Spot, and the demolition rats.

While they waited for her to return – they would all know, as would the entire island, if she got into trouble – they made a small camp in the area bounded by Timmy’s seal knives. At the same time, the necromancer added more runes of stealth and concealment while Amanda added a mild compulsion to move along because everything was fine and there was nothing unusual to be found this far into the woods.

Apparently, weaving intricate illusions to convince people that everything was fine was not always the best approach. Instead, it was often better to simply stay out of sight and create a compulsion that everything was fine, especially in situations where people had less reason to suspect trickery. According to Amanda, it was also common practice since not many mages could maintain intricate illusions for long whereas subtle mental compulsions were easier to maintain.

People also tended to be more on guard for illusions than subtle mental compulsions. A skilled tracker or scout could almost always pick out the minute flaws that gave away an illusion. However, it was a lot harder for them to ignore that nagging voice in the back of their head that sounded a lot like their instincts telling them that there was no point in investigating further since they wouldn’t find anything anyway.

“Is everyone all right?” Gerald asked. “Does anybody need any potions or spare clothes? I should have asked earlier, but is everyone dry?” It was odd, but he hadn’t felt seasick at all while lashed onto the beluga whale. Was that a fluke, or was travelling by beluga whale the answer to his seasickness problems?

There were nods all around.

Runes to stay dry or to dry out clothing that got wet were commonplace, and they used so little magic when made to Timmy’s exacting standards that there was no chance of them giving away their position unless the enemy was right on top of them. Of course, if anyone did need to change their clothes, Gerald had plenty to go around, and his magic wasn’t easy to detect from a distance unless he pulled out something huge, like the tower they’d dropped on Black Scales.

“Some tea would be appreciated.” Meixing smiled weakly. “Is it strange that I am nervous? The thought of facing an opponent who shares the same rank as Lord Bolton… he could be the most dangerous opponent I have ever faced. He might even be more dangerous than the enemy who cost me an arm and an eye.”

“I have several blends,” Gerald said, glancing at Timmy for approval.

“It should be fine,” Timmy said. “But use a heating stone instead of a fire. At this time of night, a fire would definitely stand out. And don’t worry, Meixing. If everything goes according to plan, I’ll be doing the majority of the fighting against Solus. You could say that we have… unfinished business.”

A heating stone was a stone that could be heated by running magic through it. They were usually used to keep warm or to cook, and they were typically designed to draw off ambient magic to fuel themselves. This particular heating stone had been made by Katie as part of a training exercise. Rather than drawing on their surroundings, it was easier for them to fuel it themselves. Tonight, it was Spot’s turn. The dragon’s reserves of magic were already large, and his magic was perfect for anything related to heat.

They soon had a kettle on the boil, and Gerald happily prepared tea for whoever wanted any. Spot opted for hot chocolate whilst Katie tried the tea before switching to hot chocolate. The remaining ninja rats took the rest of her tea and struck up a conversation with Old Man, Meixing, and Claw on the finer points of this particular blend. It must be a clan thing because all of the ninja rats were well versed in the intricacies of tea. Gerald was also aware of the tea’s many subtleties and purported properties, but he was more of an enjoyer of tea than a scholar.

“Hey, jerks. I’m back.” Avraniel appeared behind him, and Gerald yelped and jumped to his feet. He would have spilled his tea all over himself if Avraniel hadn’t reached out, caught the cup, and swept the contents back into it. She hadn’t spilled a drop, and she handed the tea back to him with a teasing smirk. “Having tea without me?”

Gerald laughed nervously. “Maybe? I thought it would be a lot longer before you came back.” He nodded at the kettle. “We’ve got plenty more. Do you want some, or would you prefer hot chocolate?”

“Give me the hot chocolate.” Avraniel sat down next to Spot and ran a hand along the dragon’s back as she began to explain what she’d seen. “I don’t know what those bastards are doing, but it’s not good. There were a bunch of soldiers in the villages I could see. The closest village is just over the ridge near a little cove. They’ve got the whole thing set up as a work camp, and there’s something weird going on with the magic here.”

“Oh?” Timmy’s eyes narrowed, almost as if he’d expected it. “Can you describe it?”

The frown on Timmy’s face deepened as Avraniel continued, and Amanda’s beautiful features settled into a scowl. “Can you share your memories with me?” Amanda asked Avraniel. “That way I can share them with Timmy.”

“Yeah, yeah, people eater. But don’t go snooping around.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Gerald had noticed the growing displeasure on Avraniel’s face, and he decided it would be best to lighten the mood. Avraniel seldom spoke about her past, but what she had revealed made it clear it was far from pleasant. Gerald, at least, had grown up with a family that loved him. Avraniel could not say the same. “Do you want a cookie?”

Avraniel raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to bribe me with food, paper pusher? I’m not Spot.” Next to her, the dragon didn’t seem offended. If anything, he looked hopeful that Gerald would try to bribe him too.

“This is one of Alicia’s cookies that’s made just the way you like.”

The elf grinned. “Why didn’t you say so? Hand it over – and get one for Spot too. Otherwise, I’ll have to fight him off.”

At the mention of the cookie, Spot had gone from merely lounging about lazily to draped over Avraniel’s shoulder like a big, scaly cape. His silver eyes locked onto the cookie. Do you have more? I hope you do.

“Of course.” Gerald nodded. “But it might be best to ration them. We don’t know when we’ll be back at the castle, and it will be hard to get more until then.”

“Get the idiot to send a zombie wyvern over with more,” Avraniel said.

The idea of using a zombie wyvern – a valuable wartime flier – to courier cookies sounded ridiculous, but if it meant keeping Spot happy, it would be worth it. Naturally, the zombie wyvern wouldn’t be carrying only cookies, or so Gerald hoped. Alicia’s cookies were truly delightful, but she had also been working on pies and other pastries. Her shepherd’s pie was delicious although the maid argued it needed more work. But if it got any better, Gerald was half convinced they could use it to end the war. Lay down your weapons, or you don’t get any pie!

Fortunately, Spot’s obsession with cookies and other sweets meant that he had yet to discover the greatness of Alicia’s pies. However, it was only a matter of time. Gerald considered Spot a dear friend, but he was only human. Pie for Spot would mean less pie for Gerald.

Timmy shook himself to clear away the residual grogginess that came from receiving a memory. It would have taken Gerald several minutes to compose himself, but the necromancer’s fortitude was far beyond the norm. “I’m confident that I know what’s going on. I had my suspicions before, but what Avraniel witnessed settles it. I believe we’re dealing with an artificial magical nexus. Amanda?”

The ancient vampire’s expression was grim. “I agree.”

Meixing put her tea aside and wiped her lips with a napkin. “Excuse me, but what is a magical nexus?” In her lap, Claw was perfectly at ease. Gerald had thought the feline might object to being lashed onto a beluga whale, but he had struck a noble pose and declared that a bit of water at this time of night would be bracing. Supposedly, he had endured far worse although he hadn’t elaborated any further.

“An excellent question,” Timmy said. “Your homeland likely uses different terminology. Katie, if you could explain.”

Katie took a quick sip of her hot chocolate. She had taken her time drinking it, and Spot had slithered over, perhaps hoping he could have a bit. Avraniel rolled her eyes and then yanked him back into her lap before breaking off a piece of her cookie. The dragon was even hungrier than usual these days, which was remarkable, considering how much he normally ate. He must be approaching another period of rapid growth. He always increased his food intake before a growth spurt.

“A magical nexus is a place where the ambient magic is much denser and more plentiful than normal. It usually replenishes much more quickly there too. This makes nexuses perfect for setting up barriers and other devices that draw on magic from their surroundings. Although most magical nexuses are naturally occurring, it is possible – albeit, very difficult – to create them.”

“Ah.” Claw nodded. “They call them dragon domains in our homeland because dragons often lay claim to the best locations. Competition for such places is fierce. Almost every powerful noble family has their ancestral seat built on one, and the largest cities are likewise usually situated on top of them.” The cat bared his teeth. “Sword Mountain is built atop one of the greatest magical nexuses in the empire. That, along with its important geographical location, is why the mountain and the landscape around it are covered in swords. People have fought over it for millennia.”

“You said it was possible to create them.” Meixing’s brows furrowed. “How do you do that? Surely, the method cannot be easy. Otherwise, more people would do it.”

“It’s not easy,” Timmy said. “It would normally take a great event to alter the ambient magic in an area long term. You’ve already seen one example of that – the holy lake in the spider people’s territory. It took two dragon lords to create the lake. For obvious reasons, you can’t expect two dragon lords to just show up whenever you want a magical nexus.” His lips curled. “Necromantic nexuses, areas that abound in necromantic energy that spawn undead on their own, require a massive amount of death in a short period of time, along with the deployment of powerful necromancy and several other conditions. The most recent necromantic nexus was created in the aftermath of a pitched battle between a Grand Necromancer at the height of his powers and the armies of several kingdoms.”

Meixing paled. “That… that explains a lot. I know of a place that matches that description. It is in my homeland. They call it the Graveyard of Kings. It is in the desert, not far from Sword Mountain. It is said that thousands upon thousands – perhaps millions – have fallen there in battle because it commands one of the best paths to and from Sword Mountain. They say the spirits of the restless dead wander the dunes, seeking to slay all who draw near. My grandfather took many of the weapons scattered there and used his magic to create a powerful formation to stop the corruption from spreading any further. Even so, the nearby sects regularly launch forays into the Graveyard to prevent the undead from growing too powerful or numerous.”

“That’s definitely a necromantic nexus. I’d be interested in seeing it one day.” Timmy sighed. “By and large, that’s how you make a nexus – you need a catastrophe.”

“What about a living nexus?” Gerald asked. He’d never delved too deeply into magical theory although he did find the subject fascinating. He simply hadn’t had the time, not with all his work and other interests. “What are those?”

“A living nexus is a living being so powerful that they are, in most respects, capable of functioning similarly to a magical nexus. At the very least, their power must be so tremendous as to be considered unnatural or impossible to achieve by normal means. A living nexus doesn’t just radiate magic into their surroundings. Their power permeates the environment in a way that a normal mage’s can’t.” Timmy laughed. “Actually, Gerald, you know two of them.”

Gerald paused then smiled. “The Supreme Cleric, right? And I’m guessing that Avraniel is the other one. Hmm… I have heard people call the Supreme Cleric a living nexus before, but I don’t think they meant it in a nice way.” He could still remember the carefully concealed sneers in corners where they thought the Supreme Cleric couldn’t see. Being the paranoid sort, Gerald had informed her, but she’d merely smiled and told him that she already knew.

Timmy’s smile was glacial. “You’ll have to tell me who said that.” Oh. Well. Timmy was better at the whole intimidation thing than him. “But, yes, Vicky could be considered a living nexus when she unleashes her full power. As for the insults, people often get upset since somebody with that much power can suppress others with their mere presence. It’s not unusual for people to panic or even pass out.”

Gerald had only been present once when the Supreme Cleric had decided to exert anything close to her full strength. She had outshone the midday sun, and it had been as if all the aches and pains he had vanished as all the broken and worn-down things around him restored themselves. But the scariest thing had been that for a fleeting moment – a single instant before she’d clamped down on her power – he had been filled with the absolute and unwavering certainty that if she’d wanted him dead, he would be. The only reason he hadn’t been reduced to a gibbering, terrified wreck was the near-religious awe that had filled him. He had always followed her. Seeing her like that… was worship really a bridge too far? The moment had passed, but he’d never forgotten it – or the expressions of the corrupt officials they’d gone to confront. Afterward, they’d been willing to do anything to avoid her wrath, even confess. In their hearts and souls, they’d known who and what she was: their judgement given terrible and righteous form.

“You guys can bow and pay tribute whenever you want,” Avraniel drawled. “But instead of worshipping me, I’d prefer payment in gold or other forms of treasure.”

Gerald was tempted to ask if anyone else in their group might eventually qualify but thought better of it. At the rate she was progressing, Katie had a strong chance of reaching that level, and Spot was practically a given, considering his insanely rapid growth, along with what they’d learned of his heritage.

“If you want to make a magical nexus, there are other ways to do it besides waiting for some kind of catastrophe, and one of those methods is right up Solus’s proverbial alley.” Timmy took a sip of tea before deciding to gulp the rest down. “It combines necromancy and soul magic, both of which have to be mastered to an incredibly high level. At the moment there are – maybe – five people in the world who could do it. I couldn’t do it on my own, but if Vicky worked with me, we could pull it off. Our biggest problem is where Solus is doing it.” He sighed. “If Solus was an idiot, he’d be doing it in the middle of the island, out in the open. Sadly, he has a functional brain. Based on what Avraniel has seen, he’s performing the ritual inside his fortress.”

“Inside his fortress?” A chill ran through Gerald. “Wait… is he trying to create something like your castle?”

Timmy grinned. “My castle is popular amongst necromancers for a reason.”

Katie nodded. “It’s been voted in the top five places to practice necromancy for the past…” She made a face. “How many years has it been, master?”

“It dates back to at least my master’s day.” Timmy chuckled. “The only times it wasn’t voted into the top five were when my master managed to get everybody mad at him, so they refused to vote for it out of spite. If we weren’t in Everton and absolutely armed to the teeth, we’d be waist deep in people trying to kill us, so they could take it for themselves. But between the defences I’ve added to the castle, the zombies, the ninja rats, Sam and his kind, and everything else? Yeah. There’s a reason Black Tower Castle has almost never fallen to assault or siege. It usually only changes hands due to gambling, treachery, and other ridiculous reasons. I’m confident that we could hold it against the full might of the Supreme Necromancer, not that I think he’s going to invade any time soon.”

“Thank goodness.” The only thing better for Gerald than sleeping in a warm, comfortable bed was sleeping in a warm, comfortable bed inside a nigh-impregnable fortress.

“If Solus succeeds in creating a magical nexus here, he will be able to produce far more zombies and much stronger zombies than he would otherwise be able to. That alone would give the empire complete control over these waters, which would make launching any future offensives against their mainland close to impossible. Now that he has seen Scar, we can also look forward to entire pods of zombie horned whales and other monstrous aquatic zombies.”

“It is not finished yet,” Amanda said. “I have been near many nexuses, both artificial and natural. Although the flow of magic has been altered, it has yet to reach the potency of a true nexus.”

“That’s right. It’s not finished yet. I’d have to get closer to be sure, but we have a few days at most before it’s done. That’s probably why Solus and the empire’s forces are sticking close to the fortress. If he can finish, he wins. They have no reason to pick a fight. It’s also delicate work. He can’t afford to be interrupted or distracted.”

“Then it’s a shame we’re here.” Avraniel grinned savagely. “It’s a pity about the others, though. They had to retreat before they could do any real damage.”

She’d seen Jake and the others pulling away after meeting stern resistance from the empire’s forces. Whoever was in command had wisely held off on pursuing them away from the supporting fire of the fortress’s magical weaponry, which had finally revealed itself. Roger, Scar, and their other aquatic zombies had also been forced back, albeit without taking critical losses. Timmy had them posturing as if they’d make another attempt, perhaps to keep them distracted. The fortress had not only revealed its magical weaponry but also a slew of monstrous zombies. Gerald wasn’t sure if he should be disappointed or relieved that he hadn’t gotten to see a giant zombie shark-hydra-drake fight a similarly huge zombie octopus-salamander-drake, but Avraniel had insisted it was the greatest thing she’d seen all week. Frankly, it sounded terrifying.

“What now?” Gerald wasn’t keen on attacking a Grand Necromancer’s fortress, but it was sounding more and more like they might not have a choice. Surely, they couldn’t let Solus finish making the nexus.

“Solus won’t move for a while. His focus will be turned increasingly inward as the ritual reaches its peak. Most of his power will be tied into it, so our best bet is to strike as close to the end as possible while still giving ourselves enough time to fight through whatever defences he has.” Timmy folded his hands together. “The ritual is extremely draining in magical, mental, and physical terms. He will not be at anything close to his full strength, especially if we can disrupt the ritual and hit him with a bit of backlash. What we need first, however, is information. We should get in contact with the villagers. They can tell us what’s going on. Amanda, can I leave that to you?”

The vampire nodded. “I can take some of the ninja rats with me tomorrow night.”

“In the meantime, we can send the ninja rats to scout the rest of the island during the day. As long as they’re careful, they shouldn’t be noticed. There are already rats on this island, and as far as I know, Solus and the soldiers here have yet to encounter the ninja rats. We can also have Avraniel and Spot talk to the local animals, but we don’t know if that will work.” Avraniel was a mixed bag, and most of the animals would flee when they saw Spot. Timmy glanced over at one of the rats. Gerald recognised him as a fellow who specialised in working with animals. “By the way, do you think you can tame a seagull?”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Palladio scowled as he crept through the village. As much as he wished to tame a seagull to let them scout properly from the air – no one would look twice at a seagull carrying a rat in its mouth – he knew his own limitations. His skills in that area were lacking. However, his stealth was outstanding, so he had been asked to scout one of the villages on foot.

As he had expected, there were regular rats around. Whether they were native to the island or had arrived by ship, he didn’t know. What mattered was that he should be able to pass as one of them. He watched them carefully for several minutes, taking note of their mannerisms and movements, before storing his equipment and moving more openly through the village. Like all of the members of his clan, he had studied normal rats extensively, learning how best to imitate them. In a bout of good fortune, a number of the local rats also shared his colouration. There was little chance of him being noticed unless he acted strangely.

Skulking about in the manner of a normal rat and avoiding the occasional angry swipe of a spear or the stomp of a booted heel, he made sure to examine the village thoroughly. The regular rats ceased to trouble him after he easily defeated the largest of them and shared some of the food he had. They were simple creatures, lacking the advanced intelligence that Palladio and his kin possessed, but he had no desire to shed their blood. After all, before meeting the Original Master, his ancestors had also been regular rats.

The food also loosened their tongues, and he was soon privy to all manner of secrets that they thought might interest him. He gave the most useful informants more food to ensure the flow of information continued. It was humbling to think of what might have become of his family if they had not been part of the clan. Would they too be eking out a meagre living in a small village, never knowing when a cat or dog would catch them? It was a sobering thought, and he gave thanks to the Original Master for the generosity he had bestowed upon Palladio’s ancestors.

Lady Avraniel’s suspicions were correct. The villagers were not labouring by choice. The soldiers ordered them about with obvious hostility, and had the soldiers not been well armed, it was likely the villagers would already have revolted, such was their dislike of them. The work they were doing was beyond Palladio’s understanding, but it involved an elaborate altar surrounded by a complex array of runes and seals. He committed the scene to memory. He lacked the skill to divine the purpose of the altar or the runes and seals, but Lord Bolton would surely be able to determine the truth of the matter.

Yet despite his ignorance, the entire assembly unsettled him. The ninja rats had progressed far beyond normal rats, but they had been very careful to never lose that sixth sense that all animals possessed. No wonder the local rats refused to approach it. There was something… wrong about it that he couldn’t quite put into words. The reason for his unease became clearer once the local rats told him of what happened there twice a day – once at noon and again at midnight.

When noon arrived, a handful of animals were dragged up onto the altar and slain. He bared his teeth and sank deeper into the shadows as foul sorcery came to life, and the flow of magic around the village warped and twisted. The mage supervising the sacrifice took careful notes while the soldiers joked that it was almost time for more fitting sacrifices to be made. Upon the altar, the animals’ spilt blood turned into a vile red mist as their bodies rotted away.

Palladio bit back a snarl. This was foul sorcery indeed, and it did not take a scholar to understand what the soldiers meant. It would explain the stories the local rats had told him of many new and unfamiliar humans being brought into the village – none of whom were around anymore. Were they criminals? Or perhaps they were prisoners of war? Both could provide the souls required for this wickedness.

He could attack the soldiers. There were only a dozen or so, along with a single mage. There were roughly fifty villagers present although half were either children or the elderly. However, the villagers were exhausted and beaten down, so he didn’t know if they would be of any use in a fight. Even if he was able to kill the soldiers and overcome the mage, it would mean little if the villagers could not rally. There was fire in the eyes of a few, but how would they fare when reinforcements came? The soldiers reported to their superiors regularly, so reinforcements would not take long to be dispatched. Palladio was not so arrogant as to believe he could prevail against them too.

No. Although it pained him, he would be bide his time and continue to collect information. He would also keep a close eye on the villagers. There had to be at least one or two who could rally the others. When the time for battle came, he would need them.

It did not take him long to find the first.

The young man was not the broadest of shoulder or the tallest. Indeed, unless Palladio missed his guess, he was a fisherman’s son. Yet his eyes were still keen, and he went out of his way to help and encourage the villagers whose resolve had begun to flag. Yes. This was a person the other villagers would trust and follow. As the day wore on, Palladio took note of the soldiers and their habits. Perhaps it was the lack of resistance they had faced thus far, but they were not especially alert or wary. The mage was more cautious, but his attention was split between the soldiers, the villagers, and the ritual.

Night fell, and the villagers were once again herded back into their homes and locked up. The work they were doing needed more precision than could be provided by moonlight and what little magical lighting they had. Palladio crept into a house and placed a communication sphere where he knew the fisherman’s son would be able to find it. The range of the sphere wasn’t especially large, but it would do. Critically, it had been modified to be as stealthy as possible.

Palladio could only hope that his fellows had found similar success in their missions. With his work complete, he made his way back to the camp in the woods, pausing briefly to give the local rats more food and to advise them to be careful in the hours ahead. They were innocent of any wrongdoing, and they might come in handy later.

* * *

Tom was a fisherman’s son. He’d never been the strongest or the fastest, but he had quick wits and a stout heart, which was why he was usually chosen when they needed to negotiate a suitable price when selling things to passing ships. When an offer had been made to purchase most of the island, he’d been wary. The money was certainly good, but why would anyone want so much of their island? Fishing and a bit of whaling had supported them for generations, but there was nothing on their island that merited such an exorbitant price. Maybe it was a wealthy man hoping to retire somewhere remote and quiet. The island was a nice place to live, with good views, pleasant weather, and cosy villages. He certainly wouldn’t mind growing old here with Gemma, the blacksmith’s daughter, but why purchase all that land? It would be cheaper to buy a good-sized plot of land near the sea. There was no need to buy almost the entire island.

However, there had been plenty of people happy to sell off any excess land they owned. What else were they going to do with it? It was better to use the money to improve their lives and homes. A few had even speculated that it might be a rich merchant hoping to turn their sleepy island into a proper port or whaling station. That wasn’t too farfetched. There were belugas, orcas, and a few other types of whales, but the most valuable whales – the great horned whales – were a rarer sight. He’d seen a dozen or so in his life, with his closest encounter coming when one had stolen his catch. Rather than try to fight off the massive creature, he’d chosen to let the whale have it. Later, he’d shared his story with some whalers who had stopped by to resupply. They’d been shocked and had told him that he was extremely lucky to be alive. Apparently, the one-eyed, white whale who’d stolen his catch was renowned for sinking ships and slaughtering whalers. Why had it spared him? Was it because he wasn’t a whaler? If so, the whale must be very clever.

Over time, everyone had grown more and more excited, thinking that the island was going to become richer – and then Lord Solus Aeron had arrived.

Tom had seen him from a distance as the village headman spoke with the noble about his plans to purchase the majority of the island. He had spoken politely and smiled at all the right times, but Tom hadn’t trusted him. His pa had always said that his ma had a sixth sense for trouble, equal parts magic and instinct. She’d always known when the worst storms would hit, and she’d known when the boats would come back empty-handed.

She’d passed away giving birth to Tom’s younger sister, but his pa liked to say that she’d passed her gift on to Tom as a way of continuing to look after him. Tom had never thought too deeply about it although the idea of his ma continuing to watch over him made him smile. If it was magic, it wasn’t very strong, more of a feeling than anything concrete, nothing like the water mage he’d seen once. The water mage had been working on a whaling ship, and he’d called up great waves and jets of water to drive off a sea serpent that had tried to steal their catch.

Whatever his ability was, Tom trusted it, and it had never led him wrong – and it had told him that Lord Aeron was trouble of the worst kind, more dangerous than any storm or sea serpent. Nobody took a storm lightly, and a sea serpent was obviously threatening. But a man who could hide evil behind a smile was truly dangerous.

He’d wanted to be wrong. He’d wanted to wake up ten years from now in a small town instead of a village with his sister whacking him over the head with a wooden spoon while she lectured him on all the ways their lives had improved.

But he hadn’t been wrong.

The empire had arrived soon after, and everything had changed.

The villagers had been forced to build things, and anyone who disagreed got beaten or taken to the fortress that Lord Aeron was building. He didn’t know a lot about magic, but his instincts told him that if he ever went into that fortress, he wouldn’t come out. They were also telling him to stay as far from the altar and those strange symbols as he could. Ships carrying prisoners had arrived, and he’d been worried their island would be turned into a prison camp. What happened was worse.

Gods… as bad as some of those people had been – and they were supposedly criminals of the worst sort – what happened next… it was hard to say that anyone deserved that.

Tom had never seen it himself, but he’d heard the screams from inside his locked house. He wasn’t stupid either. There were ships full of prisoners coming in, but no ships ever came to take them away. There was always blood on the altar in the morning, and they never had to worry about finding more food.

If there were any doubts about what was going on, they vanished when monstrous zombies began to show up – huge, hideous creatures that he couldn’t even begin to describe. Lord Aeron was a necromancer, but not one of those weak, pathetic necromancers from the stories his grandma used to tell him on stormy nights.

Lord Aeron was building a fortress on their island and sacrificing people on altars. Tom had also seen the looks of pity on the faces of the younger soldiers. The villagers were next, he realised, but he couldn’t think of a single way to save them. If it was just the soldiers, they might have a chance. They outnumbered the soldiers, and the soldiers had started to get sloppy. But the mage was a different story. He had sharp eyes, and Tom could feel how powerful he was. He didn’t know what kind of magic the man had, but a mage with that much power would be able to kill all of them with ease.

What were they supposed to do? They couldn’t just go meekly to their deaths. If he’d been alone, he might have given in to his despair. However, he had his grandma, his pa, his sister, and his friends to worry about. He couldn’t let anything happen to them. If they could somehow kill the mage without taking too many casualties, they might be able to pull it off. The problem was that every day of backbreaking labour made them weaker, and people were getting more and more scared. It was all too easy to imagine their resolve faltering the moment the mage used his magic.

He was still deep in thought when he noticed a faint glow coming from beneath his bed. He looked around quickly – the guards hadn’t noticed since they’d boarded up the windows of the houses to prevent anyone escaping after they locked the doors – and reached under his bed. It was a communication sphere. He’d never used one himself, but a captain from a passing ship had shown him one. He ducked back under his blanket to better hide the communication sphere’s glow and examined it intently.

It definitely hadn’t been there yesterday, which meant somebody had snuck into his house and put it there. It couldn’t be another villager. Nobody on the island owned a communication sphere. Had someone snuck onto the island to help them? Unsure of how to use the communication sphere, he ran what little magic he had through it.

The sphere’s glow dimmed, and a faint quiver ran through it. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? What if he was wrong. What if it wasn’t a communication sphere? It could be a trap or –

“Hello,” Tom whispered before his fear could get the better of him. “Can anyone hear me?” His grandma, pa, and sister were all asleep, exhausted from the day’s work. Nobody was spared, not even children or the elderly.

There was a brief pause before a calm male voice replied. Whoever it was, their voice was filled with measured confidence. This, Tom thought, was a man with power. “Good evening, Tom. I’m happy to hear from you.”

“You know who I am?” he blurted. “Who are you? What’s going on?”

“What’s going on, Tom, is that you and your fellow villagers are in a lot of trouble. The empire has you doing forced labour, and if things keep going the way they are, you’ll end up on that altar sooner rather than later. As for who I am, I’m someone who can help you. My allies and I are enemies of the empire. We’re from Everton.”

“Everton?” Tom’s mind raced. He’d never left the island, but ships from Everton had stopped by in the past. However, according to the last merchant ship to pass through, Everton and the empire were now at war. At the time, his father had told him not to worry about it. What interest did Everton or the empire have in their small, remote island? Unfortunately, his father had been wrong. The empire was very interested in their island, and now Everton had arrived. “Can you do something about the soldiers and the mage?”

“We can.”

“What about the other villages?” Gemma was in the next village over. If one village rebelled, but the others didn’t…

“Rest assured, they will be taken care of. We plan to launch a simultaneous attack on all the villages. Nobody will be left behind. Now, there are a few things I want to ask you before we make our move. Answer as thoroughly as you can. Don’t leave anything out, even if you don’t think it’s important. It could mean your life – or the lives of your friends and family.”

“Okay.” Tom hoped this was real and not a dream born of exhaustion. “What should I call you?”

“Timmy. Call me Timmy.”

As calmly as he could, Tom answered all of Timmy’s questions. He didn’t understand why he asked certain questions, but he told the other man as much as he could. He didn’t know if he was just lucky or if the gods had truly heard his prayers, but help had arrived.

“Good, Tom. The information you’ve provided will be very helpful. In half an hour, we will commence our attack. We need you to stay calm. Let us deal with the soldiers and mage in your village. It is absolutely critical that you do not allow anyone to damage the altar or the symbols around it. Otherwise, the magic involved could kill all of you. Stay calm, stay together, and stay as far away from the altar as you can. We will do the fighting. All you need to do is to make sure that your fellow villagers follow my instructions.”

“The soldiers lock us inside our houses at night,” Tom said.

“I know. But there is a chance that some of your fellow villagers might try to break out while the fighting is going on. I will send someone to unlock your door. Go to the other houses and tell them to stay inside. Don’t worry about the soldiers or the mage. We’ll protect you. Can you do that, Tom?”

Tom swallowed thickly. “I can do it.”

“Good man. And remember, no matter what you see, don’t panic. We’re on your side.”

“We… we can fight,” Tom said. “We’re not cowards. I can tell them to stay away from the altar while they’re helping. We’re strong and –”

“I respect your courage, Tom. Fighting isn’t easy, and working up the courage to fight in the first place can often be harder than the fighting itself. However, you’re not soldiers, and I have no intention of sending you to your deaths. Let us handle it. It’s what we do, and we’re very good at it.”

Tom was almost ashamed of the relief he felt. “I understand.”

“Don’t blame yourself. If you want to help, do what I said. Make sure that everyone else stays inside, and don’t let anyone approach or damage the altar.”

With that, the communication sphere fell silent. Tom waited a few minutes, but Timmy didn’t speak again. Barely able to contain his excitement, he woke his grandma, pa, and sister and told them about Timmy. He also showed them the communication sphere. It might have gone silent, but the sight of it still took their breath away.

“I can hardly believe it,” his pa said. “But are you sure he wasn’t lying to you? It could be a trick.”

“I have a good feeling about him,” Tom said. “And why would the empire need to trick us? They already have complete control over us.” He nodded firmly. “It’s been almost half an hour. It should be starting soon.”

His little sister clutched at her blanket. She hadn’t used a blanket for comfort in years, but the empire’s cruelty had left her searching for whatever comfort she could find. “I hope it’s true…”

There was a dull thump outside their house. Tom hurried to the window and peeked through a narrow gap in the boards. His eyes widened. The soldier nearest to their house had slumped over, and the mage was up on his feet. Ghastly green light gathered around him, and the grass at his feet wilted and died – and then the mage slumped over too. Hurrying to another window, Tom saw the other soldiers falling over.

He squinted and strained to make out what was happening in the flickering torchlight. Small shapes darted back and forth. Were… were those rats? As he watched, ghostly shapes rose up from the altar. As the remaining soldiers tried to fight off the rats, the air turned bitterly cold. Wraiths! The rodents scattered as the wraiths swooped down at them. The air misted as the wraiths passed, and tendrils of ice and frost crept across the ground.

And then a huge pair of spectral jaws heaved themselves up out of the ground and swallowed the wraiths. Tom shrieked and stumbled back, and his pa hurried over.

“What did you see?” his pa asked. “What’s happening out there?”

“It’s –”

The door of their house swung open, and they all backed away. Tom grabbed a chair, and his pa hefted a broken boat pole. A man with a shovel stood in the door. He wasn’t a particularly large man, yet there was something about the way he carried himself that made Tom certain he was the most dangerous man he’d ever met.

A rune lit the room. “Tom?”

He recognised the voice. “Timmy?”

“Good. This went more easily than I expected. Come with me. We’re going to free the other villagers, but you need to keep them calm and inside their houses.” A rat hopped past. The rodent had a bloody pickaxe attached to a chain slung over its shoulder. “Don’t worry about the rats or the shadows. They’re with me.” An explosion rocked the night, and Tom’s gaze snapped toward the sea. “Relax. Our ships are keeping the enemy distracted.”

* * *

Amanda ignored the soldier’s attempt to stab her. A regular weapon made of normal steel was hardly a danger to her unless it was wielded by a swordsman of Old Man’s quality. She tossed the soldier aside and turned her attention to the officer she’d dragged into an empty house. He was better dressed than his fellows, and his mind was full of interesting information. It reminded her of an experiment her instructor had told her about, back when she’d first begun to master her telepathy. Tell someone to avoid thinking about a pink elephant, and their very first thought will almost certainly be about a pink elephant.

Faced with the possibility of interrogation, the officer’s mind was suddenly full of all the information he needed to keep secret. His frantic thoughts were spurred on by a poison the rats had recently developed. It loosened a person’s tongue and made it harder for them to concentrate. A helpful rodent had already jabbed the officer with a needle coated in the substance. On its own, it could still be overcome by a determined individual. But with her around? The officer didn’t stand a chance. It was a pity it hadn’t worked on the werewolves. It would have made interrogating the Accountant so much quicker and less messy. Alas, ancient werewolves were highly resistant to poisons. Fortunately for her – and unfortunately for the Accountant – ancient werewolves were also very difficult to kill. There had been little need for her to hold back during the interrogation. He would heal… eventually.

Daerin was taking charge of the situation outside. The villagers wanted to destroy the altar. It was an evil structure that had already been used for foul magic. However, destroying it would only alert Solus to their presence and potentially cause a backlash that would level the village. They were fortunate that none of Solus’s zombies were in the village, but Timmy believed that Solus was focused primarily on defending the fortress where the ritual was taking place. Besides, the villages were supposed to be safely under the thumb of the empire’s forces. Moreover, in keeping with Timmy’s instructions, Jake and the others had staged another attack, with Timmy and Katie’s aquatic zombies launching offensives of their own to further distract the other Grand Necromancer.

Amanda glanced over her shoulder. Daerin cut an imposing figure despite his short stature. He was in full plate armour, and it was a testament to its craftsmanship that he could move silently. Regular knights or soldiers had little use for runes of silence on an open battlefield, but the dwarves had learned at great cost just how deadly unnecessary noise could be in their grim tunnel fighting against the goblins.

According to the ninja rats, the villages needed to report in regularly. They had timed their attack to strike right after the most recent report. That should give them a decent amount of time to operate unless someone raised the alarm or interfered with an altar. The altar had deployed a handful of wraiths, but that seemed to be more of an automatic defence, rather than something that would draw immediate attention to them. In any case, none of the rats observing the fortress had noticed any additional troops being deployed.

Unfortunately, the rats had not been able to infiltrate the fortress itself. Timmy had advised against trying, and the stealthiest of the rats had concurred after venturing as close as he dared. The ambient magic in the area combined with the defences around the fortress would make it impossible to stay hidden, and there were large numbers of soldiers and zombies present. Moreover, there wasn’t a single regular rat to be seen in the vicinity of the fortress, so they could not rely on blending in with the local wildlife. The rats had retreated to a safe distance and had done their best to catalogue the enemy’s forces without giving themselves away.

There were zombies, soldiers, mages, and several ships still in port. The ships would not be able to fire at them without risking their own troops, and Jake and their own ships were near enough that their attention would be focused on the sea. The fortress and its surroundings were also home to several powerful magical cannons, but they were all aimed seaward. More concerning were the monstrous zombies deployed around the fortress. Hopefully, Timmy and Katie’s monstrous zombies would be able to deal with them. If not, Amanda was sure that Avraniel and Spot would be happy to help.

Of course, Amanda wasn’t so foolish as to think that the outside of the fortress would pose the greatest challenge. The fortress itself was apparently infused with so much magic from the nascent magical nexus that breaking through its exterior would either take inordinately long or result in an explosion so huge that it would kill everything within at least a ten mile radius. Their only choice was to enter the fortress and confront Solus themselves, and she had faced enough necromancers over the years to know how difficult that would be.

Necromancers loved to fight from fortified positions. They could use traps, defensive magic, and their zombies to wear down and overwhelm their enemies. Since Solus would win if he could complete the ritual and create a true magical nexus, it made perfect sense to retreat into his fortress. Once the nexus had stabilised, he could simply crush them with raw power.

Amanda took a moment to smile as menacingly as possible before she reached into the officer’s mind. She threw an auditory illusion over the area as she got to work. It wouldn’t do to leave a bad impression on the villagers due to all the screaming. Once she had obtained all the information she could, she left the officer to the not-so-tender mercies of the villagers and headed off with Daerin and the rats to rendezvous with the others. The necromancer had brought along a local fisherman, and the younger man was quick to point out relevant geographical features around the port, the garrison, and the fortress. The soldiers knew about the common paths, but Tom knew of a hidden path that would allow them to sneak into the garrison via a neighbouring cliffside.

The fortress had been built on the former location of a village where one of Tom’s friends had lived. The hidden path would allow them to avoid the large open space that had been cleared around the port. In the past, Tom and his friend had often used the cliffside route since it also led down to a small, sandy cove where the fishing was usually quite good.

“Leave it to me and the ninja rats,” Amanda said. “Stealth is our speciality.”

Leave some for the rest of us! Spot grumbled. The dragon was sorely disappointed in the soldiers. He hadn’t needed to fight at all. A single look at him – twelve feet of scaly death – had convinced them to throw down their weapons and beg for mercy. The fact that he’d eaten a mage in front of them may also have played a part in their less than stellar showing. The rats were even less impressed. As fanatical as the rats were, they considered that sort of surrender to be beneath contempt. It was better to be killed to the last while trying to carry out their duties than to throw down their arms in the face of the enemy. And let me know if any of them look tasty!

Claw licked his paws. The feline had more than pulled his weight so far. Few paid attention to a scruffy cat slinking through the shadows, but few cats were as deadly as the humble warrior. “They were poor opponents, but I imagine the fortress will pose a sterner challenge.”

Timmy nodded. “Solus is no fool. He’ll have a nasty surprise or two waiting for us.”

Amanda and a group of ninja rats skulked along the path. It wasn’t as difficult as Tom had said it would be, but she and the ninja rats were a great deal more agile than normal humans. The path was narrow and open to the elements, and a fall could easily mean a broken bone or worse, depending on whether the person falling had the good fortune to fall straight into the sea or had the bad luck to land on the rocks below. She would have to ask Tom if he and his friend only used the path when the weather was favourable. It was easy to imagine the mishaps that could befall a regular person on a rainy or windy day.

There were several guards on patrol, but their attention was split between the battle at sea and the open space that surrounded the port and fortress. Tom was right. They didn’t know about the path. Amanda nodded crisply at the rats, and they sprang up onto the walls. They subdued the guards swiftly. Strangely, there were no zombies in the garrison. Either the empire didn’t completely trust Solus, or the soldiers were too uncomfortable around zombies to permit them into the garrison. Given the disdain the empire had for necromancy in general, it could be either or both, and it was likely that Solus didn’t fully trust the empire either. She had a suspicion that the empire and Solus were both using each other, and it was simply a question of how long their relationship could remain mutually beneficial. When it wasn’t? Well, whoever struck first would have the upper hand.

A subtle tweak to the garrison’s defensive magic allowed them to slip in a few cannisters of gas. The gas would leave the soldiers unconscious for at least a day unless they received the antidote or used magic of the right kind. Assuming they won, having an entire garrison of imperial soldiers to question would be beneficial. Keeping the garrison intact would also allow them to use it themselves instead of blowing it up and having to build a new one. Honestly, apart from a few skilled warriors and mages, the rank-and-file soldiers here were hardly a threat. A single monstrous zombie backed by a score of lesser zombies ought to be able to keep them in line. The true dangers were the Lords of Magic, and they were either deployed around the fortress or stationed on board the empire’s ships.

With the garrison out of the way, Amanda signalled to the others. A moment later, she looked out to sea to find Jake and their other ships angling in for another run toward the fortress. Timmy must want another distraction before they commenced their attack. She smiled thinly. She’d never seen two Grand Necromancers fight before. It seemed that even now, after so many centuries, life could still surprise her.

* * *

Claw’s earliest memory was of his mother – a simple alley cat who had birthed a litter of five kittens. Most of his memories of those early days were rough, more impressions than clear and precise recollections. However, he could clearly remember meeting his master. Claw had nuzzled the old man’s hand and had clawed him by accident. His master had laughed and praised him for his courage before giving him his name.

Claw.

For a long time, he had not realised he was different from other cats. He had assumed that they all thought as he did, that they all saw the world through eyes like his. Yet from the day his master first decided to teach him, more out of amusement at his antics than any real expectation of success, Claw’s life would change. The small spark of something… more within him kindled in earnest.

Martial arts called out to him! It was what he had been born for! Yes, he had the body of a cat, but he had the soul of a warrior! And through all the years of suffering, vengeance, betrayal, and loss, martial arts had been with him, the last and greatest gift of his beloved master. True, he had studied under others, and he rightfully addressed them as master too, but to him, the word ‘master’ would always bring to mind an old man who had loved a humble cat enough to open his eyes to the wonders of the world. Others might have called his master foolish for spending hour after hour speaking about his life and philosophy to a cat, but Claw treasured those memories. Those afternoons spent curled up in his master’s lap as the old man spoke had been gifts more precious than any technique or treasure. From his master he had learned the meaning of honour and dignity, of courage and compassion, of what it meant to be a warrior and to fight for a worthy cause. When Claw died, he wished with all his heart that he would be able to face his master’s spirit and proudly say that he had honoured his teachings.

So much of his life had been mired in the mud of vengeance. For how could he allow his master’s killers to escape unpunished? Yet once again, he had the chance to fight for a noble cause. Those weeks spent pretending to be a normal cat and dealing with a merchant whose idea of petting would have mangled the spine of a normal cat had not been in vain. Those days spent clinging onto the hull of a ship because it was the only one headed west but its captain hated cats had not been wasted. And that night spent hunched in a space so small even he could barely fit, all so he could sneak into the naval base, had been well spent!

Here, at last, he was a cat in his element. Here, at last, he felt complete.

A zombie in armour rushed toward him. It held a sword in one hand and a shield in the other. Its strike was swift and precise, as befitted a creature controlled by a Grand Necromancer. Yet Claw was not there to be hit. He breezed to the side, and his claws flashed. The zombie fell, its armour and body rent in two. Naturally, that alone was not sufficient to slay the creature. However, his next strike reduce its head to pulp. Only then did it fall still.

Meixing was at his side, her jian in hand. The pair moved in graceful synchrony to deflect the blow of a towering zombie ogre. The zombie’s weapon shook the ground, but Meixing was already in motion. She leapt, and a precise thrust pierced the visor of the helmet. Her blade quivered, blurring, and the zombie ogre toppled back, its skull reduced to paste. Truly, hers was a talent blessed by the heavens – and cultivated by the Heavenly Sword, no less.

As the zombies outside the fortress swarmed toward them, the ships in the harbour continued to exchange fire with their allies out at sea. A chorus of monstrous roars filled the air as their zombies and those of their foe duelled in the skies for aerial supremacy. Claw did not know what to call these more hideous creatures – towering conglomerates of undead flesh wrought of multiple beasts – but they were certainly formidable. Even the least of them was several times mightier than the zombie ogre, and they attacked not only with claws, teeth, and tentacles but also fire, ice, acid, and other, less easily identified, techniques.

It boggled his mind to see Lord Bolton’s zombies fight. Their teamwork and skill visibly surpassed that of their foes as hundreds, no, thousands of zombies fought in perfect unison, a flawless extension of the necromancer’s will. Claw shuddered to think of the havoc he could unleash upon the distant battlefields of his homeland.

A huge zombie reeled back beneath a wave of black fire before Spot crashed headlong into the creature. The bladed edges of his wings sliced through the zombie’s own, and the burning creature tumbled to the ground. Its charred body crashed onto one of the magical cannons, and the weapon and zombie vanished in a burst of uncontrolled mystical energy. Elsewhere, Avraniel added her archery to the mix. Rather than focusing on the enemy zombies, she was targeting the magical cannons that were supporting the enemy’s ships. Each shot was marked by a colossal pillar of flame, the heat so intense that Claw could feel it from dozens and dozens of yards away. Metal, stone, and crystal melted in the face of the elf’s wrath, and the cannons were rendered useless one after the other. Yet despite the ferocity of her flames, the fortress itself remained undaunted. The black stone of its exterior lost its lustre, but it did not crack or melt.

Avraniel’s fine features drew into a scowl. For a second, Claw feared she might put her all into another strike despite Lord Bolton’s warnings. Simply destroying the fortress – assuming she even could – was not an option. If the growing magical nexus was exposed to such destructive energies, the resulting explosion would obliterate the island along with everybody on it. Their only option was to enter the fortress and put an end to the ritual themselves.

“He’s pulling back,” Lord Bolton mused. “He knows he can’t beat us out in the open. I don’t have all my zombies, but the space here isn’t large enough for him to leverage all of his either, and with the rest of you here, we’ve got the advantage.” He smiled thinly. “Besides, my fine control of large numbers of zombies is better than his.” His zombies gathered around them. “The creation of the nexus is accelerating. He must have sped up the process somehow. His zombies will be stronger inside his fortress, so he’s hunkering down and forcing us to commit.” His eyes narrowed. “He must be worried that if things get bad enough, I might be willing to make… certain sacrifices to stop him, so he’s going to invite us in. He’ll give us a chance to stop him – and give himself a chance to kill us all.”

Claw dodged another attack and sliced his opponent into four pieces. What a marvellously clean strike! Had his hardships improved his skills, or had teaching a dragon brought its own rewards? His master had always said that to teach was to learn.

“What can we expect inside?” the Heavenly Sword asked. As expected of a living legend and the greatest swordsman beneath the heavens, he had cut through his foes with ease. Claw was sorely tempted to watch him fight, so splendid was his swordplay. No wonder Meixing had improved so swiftly. She was blessed with both immense talent and the greatest instructor a warrior could hope for. Each of the Heavenly Sword’s strikes was poetry of the bloodiest and most violent sort.

“Plenty of zombies of just about every kind you can imagine. He’ll also make extensive use of ghouls, wraiths, spirits, and other similar entities. He does have knowledge of runes and seals, albeit less than I do, but you shouldn’t let your guard down. Be especially wary of traps that use soul magic. That’s a specialty of his, and they can be incredibly nasty. Do not allow yourself to be hit.” Lord Bolton made a face. “He may also have mercenaries and other forces on his personal payroll. If he does, he’ll have kept them in reserve to guard the most important parts of the ritual. Expect everyone under his employ to be competent.”

“Why doesn’t he just shut us out?” Daerin asked. The mighty dwarf’s axe was covered in gore, and his golems formed a guard of honour around him, their gleaming bodies no less decorated in the bloody regalia of battle. “He could shut the gates.”

“If he just holes up in his fortress, then we can lay siege to it with our ships. There is a chance that combining all of our firepower might allow us to damage the fortress and disrupt the ritual. Sure, we’d have to sacrifice all of the ships involved, but the resulting backlash would kill him. He might also be worried than I can use my knowledge of runes and seals from the outside to disrupt the currents of magic that fuel the ritual. He’s not wrong.” Lord Bolton’s eyes narrowed ominously. “If worse comes to worst, I do have… options that could stop the ritual at the cost of this island and the people living on it. I would really prefer to avoid that. Letting us in might give us a chance to kill him, but it also gives him a chance to kill us. It also encourages us to engage rather than sacrificing the majority of our forces in the hopes of killing him. It’s a risky play, but if he pulls it off, it leads to the best possible outcome for him.”

“Yeah, yeah. But does he have any good loot?” Avraniel asked. She fired off several more shots to aid Lord Bolton’s zombies against their counterparts.

“I’m sure he does.” Lord Bolton turned a keen eye toward the battle. “I’d love to leave a few of you out here to help, but I don’t think we can risk it. We can all go into the fortress, and I’ll have some of my zombies finish up out here.”

Daerin laughed. “Look at the size of this place. It’s bound to have some good loot.”

“It better.” Avraniel scoffed. “Because I doubt the soldiers have any decent loot.”

Spot made a sound of agreement. Like any self-respecting dragon, he was keen to add to his hoard. He had promised to show it to Claw, saying that it was very impressive for a dragon his age although he was always open to adding to it.

They fought their way to the entrance, a large gate. It all but beckoned them inside. Claw had never been one to simply accept an invitation from the enemy – it was nearly always a trap – but as Lord Bolton had pointed out, this was their best option if they wanted to keep the island and its inhabitants in one piece. Indeed, if they wished to eventually use this island for their own purposes, it was their only choice.

“How much time do we have?” Katie asked as they brushed aside the last of the retreating zombies and stepped through the gate. “Master?”

“Enough time.” Lord Bolton glanced up at the fortress. “If I know Solus, he’ll be waiting for us near the top while the principal anchors used to shape and control the nexus will be elsewhere. He doesn’t have to be next to them, assuming he set up the proper rituals and equipment. Naturally, they’ll be well defended. At the very least, we’ll need three groups – one to go after Solus and another two to deal with the main anchors of the ritual. For a ritual of this strength, he’ll have at least two main anchors, maybe more.”

“And he knows you’re here, right?” Katie asked worriedly. Claw could understand her concern. Whatever hope they might have had of relying on stealth was long gone. Their foe knew who they were, and he knew they were coming.

Lord Bolton chuckled. “Absolutely.”

Up on the parapets of the fortress was an enormous zombie falcon. It peered down at them and leered in a way no normal bird ever would. Claw scowled. He was a cat! He would not be intimidated by an overgrow pigeon – even if it was almost the size of a wolf. As if sensing his unease, Spot spat a short, powerful burst of white flame that reduced the zombie falcon to less than ash.

“Was that necessary?” Lord Bolton asked.

Spot shrugged. I think so.

“Is that so?” Lord Bolton grinned. “I’m sure he sent the zombie falcon down to try to intimidate us. He’s always been a fan of the classics, and falcons are often easier to get than vultures. He’ll be mad you got rid of it before it could do more than pose.” He strode forward, and their zombies spilled into the fortress ahead of them. “Let’s not dawdle. It’s about time to introduce ourselves, don’t you think?”

The smile on Spot’s face was toothy indeed. Yeah!


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Katie tried not to shudder as they entered the fortress. There was something wrong about walking straight into the lair of a hostile necromancer. Her master had always – always – emphasised how important it was to avoid attacking the enemy in their lair if possible. The average necromancer could be counted on to have all sorts of traps prepared, to say nothing of whatever zombies, malevolent spirits, and mercenaries they might have. A Grand Necromancer? If there wasn’t at least one army of zombies waiting for them, then she would be very, very surprised. In general, the best time to attack a necromancer was in transit and as far away from whatever defences they had prepared as possible. However, against Solus, that wasn’t an option.

There was something else that unsettled her too. She hadn’t felt it outside, possibly due to the huge quantities of magic flowing through the fortress. But inside? There was no mistaking it. There was something incredibly unnatural about this place. It was a constant, cloying sensation on the edges of her awareness, like a small stone stuck in her shoe or a burr on the inside of her glove. It ran through the walls, the floor, and the ceiling, and it permeated the air. She wanted to ask her master to tear the fortress apart. However, the magic flowing through it rendered it virtually impervious to outside interference.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” Melancholy filled her master’s voice, something halfway between pity and dark amusement. It reminded her of the time they’d stumbled across a giant crater that had once been an alchemist’s workshop. Her master had known the alchemist for years and had repeatedly warned him to be careful. He’d ordered her to stand back before sending his zombies into the ruins to see if he could find anything. The only things he’d found had been a pair of smouldering boots filled with ash and a battered helmet. At least the alchemist had built his workshop away from any other buildings. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been the only casualty.

“Sometimes,” her master had said. “I hate being right. He always cared more about making progress than his own safety.”

“What do you mean?” Katie asked. She still couldn’t pin the sensation down. It didn’t help that the foyer ahead of them was deserted. That had to be a trap. The polished stone floor gleamed, and the murals on the walls were done in intricate geometric patterns based on important mathematical formulae. The overall effect was sinister in its sophisticated banality. It resembled the entrance to a bank more than a necromancer’s lair.

“Solus is conducting a ritual to create a magical nexus. You must have realised from the altars and what was done with them that this is a soul-fuelled nexus. You take a whole bunch of souls, shove them into the ritual, and then use that power to twist the flow of ambient magic into a nexus. What you might not realise is that there are different kinds of soul-fuelled nexuses.” His lips firmed into a thin line, and he poked the floor with his shovel. His magic pulsed outward, but the fortress’s defences stood firm against it. “What you’re feeling now is something you’ve felt before. Think carefully.”

The ground trembled faintly beneath them. Their opponents were on their way. Katie’s brows furrowed as she focused on her master’s words. This feeling… it was almost the same as being in the shadow of someone else’s necromancy…

This whole place is alive. Spot growled, and his tail lashed the air before thumping into the floor. His eyes shone with astral power. How?

“I’m not surprised that you noticed.” Her master struck the floor a second time, more forcefully, and the magic protecting it flickered to life. What was he doing? “These sorts of places have a specific name, but most people use a colloquialism that was popularised by adventurers – it’s a dungeon.”

Katie gasped. The term ‘dungeon’ could be used in several ways, but her master was referring to a place where magic gathered in extremely high concentrations, giving rise to monsters, mutations, and all sorts of weirdness. Such places were often naturally occurring magical nexuses that people had built on top of to better harness their power. They would hunt down the creatures that emerged, harvesting them for food and useful materials. But dungeons were greedy. They consumed the souls of those who died within them to further their own existence, and there was always the possibility of a dungeon mutating and experiencing sudden, massive growth. So-called dungeon eruptions could result in the destruction of entire kingdoms as the dungeon spewed out endless waves of monsters and corrupting magic. Nevertheless, throughout history, countless people had tried to control dungeons, feeding them to accelerate their growth or to guide their development in a particular direction.

However, dungeons seldom lasted long. They were rarities amongst magical nexuses, and the twisted currents of magic that fed them would gradually smooth out, starving them. Even feeding a dungeon plenty of souls was only a temporary measure since the quantity of souls required to sustain a dungeon without relying on ambient currents of magic was so huge that nobody could hope to maintain it without government assistance. Naturally, kingdoms that tried to feed all of their people to a dungeon generally collapsed as their people rebelled and anyone with a modicum of morality turned on whoever was responsible. However, there were always a handful of active dungeons. The oldest of them were akin to the great trees of the elves whose roots spanned entire forests. And like those trees, they were alive.

“You can make a dungeon?” Katie asked.

“You can.” Her master’s expression was hard. “I even know how although I would never do it. The costs… even with all the riches a dungeon would bring in, it wouldn’t be worth the price. A natural dungeon is the result of a natural magical nexus taking over and warping an area in a specific way. Feeding it souls can extend its lifespan, but that’s all. Moreover, when a natural dungeon collapses, you can occasionally get a magical dead zone where the flow of ambient magic is essentially zero until the area recovers. Depending on the size of the dungeon and the manner of its collapse, that could take anywhere from a few years to millennia. A living dungeon – one created by artificial means – allows for much more precise control that can avoid many of the issues associated with natural dungeons. But, as I’ve already said, there’s a price to pay, and it says a lot about Solus that he’s willing to pay it – or force others to pay it for him.”

Katie had an inkling of what that price was, but she needed to be sure. The floor beneath them was visibly shaking now, and their zombies and golems moved into position. Behind them, the gates closed. There was no going back now.

Gerald gulped. “I guess there’s no more room for negotiation now, is there?”

Avraniel bared her teeth. “Negotiation? It’s kill or be killed now, paper pusher.”

“I won’t get into the specifics,” her master said. “But it requires a lot of souls and the right ritual. If you succeed, you create a core – the heart of a dungeon. A sufficiently skilled necromancer or someone with powerful soul magic – Solus has both – can bind the core with their magic, enslaving the souls within it and controlling the dungeon. This entire fortress is, for want of a better description, a nascent dungeon that Solus is in the process of enslaving. The magical nexus is linked directly to the core itself, so once he completes it, the power of the nexus will be his to command.” He glanced toward the doors. “But enough of that. I think the welcoming committee has arrived.”

The doors on the far side of the foyer swung open, and zombies poured in. Katie frowned. The zombies were wearing magically enhanced armour in the style characteristic of the empire.

“Mind the friendly fire,” her master advised. “And let our zombies and golems take the lead. If we want to stop Solus, we need to get to the anchors of the ritual. Without those, the ritual will peter out and fail. Since the dungeon has already progressed this far, it probably won’t explode if we can disable or destroy the anchors before going after Solus himself. I wasn’t able to pinpoint their locations with my magic, but I was able to catch a glimpse of the currents of power flowing through the dungeon when it resisted my magic. The anchors should be where those currents are thickest.”

“So that’s the plan? Deal with the anchors and then kick this guy’s ass? Sounds good to me.” Avraniel smirked, and the temperature began to rise. “It looks like we’ve got plenty of work ahead of us. Let’s hope there’s some decent treasure at the end to make it worth the effort.”

Spot perked up, and his tail wagged back and forth as a truly draconic smile crossed his lips. Yeah!

“Gerald unload whatever zombies and golems you still have,” her master ordered. “Katie and I will be controlling them. Everyone else, let the zombies bear the brunt of the fighting but offer what support you can. Zombies of this type are most dangerous because of their numbers. Try to take them out in bunches. Spot and Avraniel… don’t go too crazy.”

“I know, I know. We can’t actually blow this place up.”

Katie turned her attention to the zombies rushing toward them. Had she been facing an ordinary necromancer, she would have lashed out with her own necromancy. Despite her age, she would have been confident of either subverting or putting down the zombies of a regular necromancer. However, Solus was a Grand Necromancer, the equal or better of her master in the necromantic arts. She wasn’t so arrogant or stupid as to waste her power in an assault that she knew would be repelled with ease. Instead, she took control of some of their zombies and guided them into the fray.

The enemy zombies were mostly human sized, so she sent their zombie ogres in first. The towering undead waded forward with their war hammers at the ready. The two frontlines met with a thunderous crash, and zombies flew through the air in almost comical fashion, splattering on the walls, floor, and ceiling as the zombie ogres got to work. Their smaller zombies hurried to take advantage of the chaos, and the battle swiftly dissolved into a chaotic melee as zombie archers and zombie mages from both sides rained down projectiles. Overhead, wraiths and other malevolent spirits filled the air.

“Target the spirits, Spot,” her master said. “Your white fire should be strong against them. Avraniel, aim for priority targets like their zombie mages. Anything that can dent our tougher zombies needs to die. Katie, keep your shadows ready and be prepared to shield us from any attacks that get past our zombies. Stay close to Gerald too. He’s the most vulnerable. As for the ninja rats, stay back. Protect the demolition rats. Their shrapnel-based weapons should be safe to use here. Do not use powerful explosives. Everybody else, back up our zombies. If the enemy front line collapses, push forward. Daerin, hang back with your golems and wait for an opening.”

Katie hurried to obey. A great umbrella of shadow unfurled over them to absorb the first wave of arrows and magic to reach them. She barely noticed the arrows, but the deluge of magic threatened to pierce her shadows. Solus must have gathered these zombie mages earlier because they were a clear step above the mages they’d encountered in the villages. Thankfully, her master was ready with defensive runes and seals to bolster their defences.

The inhuman sounds of zombie combat grew louder and louder as their zombies pressed forward. A zombie ogre fell, overrun by lesser zombies. Yet even in its death throes, it did damage, its massive body crushing several zombies. Old Man’s sword flashed, and a gap appeared. Arrows of light and flame lanced through the melee, and Spot turned his head upward to unleash clouds of white fire that sent the spirits above them screaming into the afterlife.

Despite the danger, Katie smiled. Fighting alongside the others felt right. She could still remember when it had been just her and her master. That had been nice, but then Gerald had come, followed by Avraniel, Old Man, Spot, Amanda, Daerin, Meixing, and Claw. At first there had been a part of her that had been worried they might betray her the way her parents had, the way so many people other than her master had. But they hadn’t, not even when faced with death, and she loved them for it.

It might have been easier to blast the zombies away with Avraniel’s magic, but they needed to conserve her power since they had no idea of what else Solus had in store for them. As the enemy formation broke, their zombies pressed forward, hacking, slashing, and smashing their undead opponents. It was fascinating to compare her master’s control to Solus’s. Katie knew her master was better at controlling zombies than she was, but he was her master. Of course, he was better than her. Solus was another Grand Necromancer who was known to be adept in all aspects of necromancy, yet her master’s zombies were moving with visibly better coordination and purpose. His zombies not only fought better on an individual level but also as a group, and this superior effectiveness allowed them to slowly but surely overwhelm their counterparts. This had to be why none of their rivals had ever launched an assault on the castle since she’d started living there. Facing all of her master’s zombies in his seat of power? Not even the most deluded of their enemies could be confident of victory.

They pushed their way toward the central doors of the foyer as their forces moved to stand guard over the other doors. When it came to fighting other zombies, blades were of little use. Instead, their zombies had resorted to smashing and bludgeoning the heads of their foes. Maces and war hammers were ideal, but a sword could also be turned into a makeshift hammer by holding the blade and using the pommel to strike. Failing that, fists and feet could also be put to work although a stout helmet would definitely damage a zombie’s limbs.

“They should be able to guard our backs well enough to stop us from being ambushed. Gerald, I need boulders. As many as it takes to cover the other doors. I can use runes and seals on them. They won’t hold forever, but they will buy us more time, especially with the zombies ready to intercept anything that breaks through.”

“Right.” Boulders thumped into place in front of the other doors, and her master used his magic, as well as runes and seals, to turn them into makeshift barricades. Behind them, the zombies were ready and waiting while the ninja rats set up traps. Some of the rodents would be going with them while others stayed behind to cover their line of retreat. A handful would work on the gate. If they could force it open, they’d have an easy way out, no matter what happened, and they’d be able to send for reinforcements.

“Be careful,” Katie said to the rats. “I don’t want to lose any of you. We can all get something nice to eat afterward.”

The rats gave her cheerful salutes. She hoped they would all stay safe, but she understood them well enough to know that there were some orders they would not obey. If she was in danger and their lives could save her, they would give them without question. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

“What now?” Katie asked.

Her master gestured at the central door. “Forward.”

The next hall was filled with more regular zombies along with more exotic foes.

“Zombie hydras?” Gerald wailed as the towering reptiles postured. “He has zombie hydras?”

“Avraniel!” her master shouted as the pair of zombie hydras unleashed a deluge of acid. “Spot!”

A curtain of flames swept forward and devoured the acid. The zombie hydras retreated but continued to spew more acid at them. Rather than streams of acid, this time, they attacked with clouds of toxic death.

“Gerald, use your magic to store the gas approaching us. Katie, use your shadows to create a wall around us – floor to ceiling. Avraniel and Spot, burn whatever is outside the wall.”

Her master’s orders saw to their safety, but their zombies were more exposed. Scores of them went down, melting as the clouds of acid enveloped them. Katie winced. The acid was eating away at her shadows, albeit not as quickly as she could reinforce them.

“Don’t worry if some of our zombies get melted,” her master said. “Send them forward anyway.”

Katie did as he asked. The zombie hydras were forced to stop spewing acid as their lesser zombies met Solus’s in pitched battle.

“Kill the zombie hydras,” her master shouted as Katie dropped her shadows. “Burn them to ash!”

Avraniel and Spot didn’t have to be told twice. The dragon took to the air, and Katie wondered how long it would be before he outgrew even the grandest halls. Spot unleashed a blinding burst of heat that drove one of the zombie hydras back. His flames burned white, and the zombie began to carbonise before being reduced to ash. Avraniel laughed, and the other zombie hydra went up in a column of flame. The searing heat threatened to bring tears to Katie’s eyes despite the distance. Dungeons could be bigger on the inside than the outside, right? Because there was no way the foyer and this hall could fit into the tower otherwise.

“Hah! Regenerate from that!”

Their zombies pushed into the mass of lesser undead, and a trap triggered. Part of the floor exploded upward. Two of their zombie ogres were vaporised by the blast, and Katie immediately ordered the rats to check for other traps as they advanced. The rats always checked their immediate vicinity for traps, but it never hurt to be sure. A trio of zombie manticores took wing, and Spot tackled one to the ground. Its barbed stinger skittered off his scales, and Spot bit down on its throat and wrenched its head off. A barrage of swords from Meixing downed another, and Avraniel turned the last into ash with a tongue of brilliant flame.

“Our foe has no shortage of undead minions,” Claw remarked. The cat’s claws swung through the air, and a wave of cleaving force rippled into the horde of undead in front of them. “I wonder how long it took him to get all the corpses.”

They pushed into the next hall, and they were immediately attacked by a herd of zombie bison-salamanders. That… that was honestly not a combination that Katie had ever seen before, and being charged by a scaly, flaming bison that weighed upward of three thousand pounds was not her idea of a fun time. Their sheer bulk and size let them trample the last of their zombie ogres before her master began to heft boulders at them, courtesy of Gerald.

Laughing, Claw dove into the fray. The limber feline slipped through the ranks of charging zombies and left severed limbs in his wake. The zombies he’d liberated of their legs toppled to the ground and fouled the footing of those behind them. Meanwhile, Old Man, Meixing, and Amanda began to methodically cut them down. Avraniel seized control of their flames to keep them from lashing out while Spot made a disappointed sound. Ordinarily, he’d have looked forward to several big helpings of bison, but zombies did not taste good.

Due to their tough, thick hides, the zombie bison-salamanders were all but impossible for their lesser zombies to deal with. Instead, Daerin’s golems marched forward with mechanical efficiency. Some of them were sent flying by the rampaging zombies, but their heavy weaponry let them strike critical blows. In addition, the battered golems were far from finished. As their compatriots went about their grisly business, they began to repair themselves.

Katie took a moment to check on their zombies. A lot of their lesser zombies were gone, and their zombie ogres were gone too. The majority of their monstrous zombies were outside fighting Solus’s monstrous zombies, but they should still have a few up their sleeve thanks to Gerald. Hopefully, Solus was running low on zombies too. Stupid zombie bison-salamanders. She’d known bison were deadly when they charged, but she’d never imagined they could be made strong enough to trample zombie ogres. Solus definitely deserved the rank of Grand Necromancer.

They moved into the next hall, and Katie asked Gerald to take out Harold. The zombie porcupine-hydra-bear had been upgraded after nearly meeting his end in the battle for the Sky City. It would have been easier to replace him after all the damage he’d taken, but he’d proven himself. Maybe she was being silly and sentimental, but it also wasn’t unheard of for a zombie who’d been around long enough to develop quirks akin to a personality. There were even records of zombies developing their own souls, particularly amongst high-level undead.

She could sense that Harold enjoyed fighting, so she’d made him stronger. She’d added more hydra parts to improve his regeneration, and she’d also added fur from two rare species of bear that would improve his resistance to physical and magical attacks. It hadn’t been cheap – those bears were very difficult to get, and Harold was quite large – but he was at least two or three times more durable than before. She’d also increased the variety of projectiles he could use by adding special organs that let him make different kinds of quills. She’d even improved his teeth and claws to give him a better chance in close combat. Harold was specialised in ranged combat, but he also had what it took to survive if the enemy managed to close in. Besides, in an ideal world, Harold wouldn’t be operating alone. He’d be supported by plenty of other zombies.

The next chamber was filled with more zombie soldiers and zombie mages, but they were significantly stronger than the ones they’d encountered in the foyer. Solus really was doing his best to drown them in zombies. Just fighting through them all was taking up a lot of time, and they couldn’t risk cutting loose until they knew what else he had in store. If they reached the anchors or him but were too weak to do anything, then all their efforts would be in vain.

“Gerald,” her master said. “We’re almost out of regular zombies. Start calling out the mole people. Not too many – we still need to manoeuvre – but enough to keep us from being swarmed.” His lips twitched up into a smile. “I doubt Solus has dealt with mole people before. I wonder how his zombies will fare.”

The zombie mole people didn’t wield many weapons. They didn’t have to. Their claws and teeth were capable of breaking through the spider people’s chitin and armour. They didn’t wear much armour either, except for the senior officers and command staff. Why would they? Their pelts were thick and tough, and the mole people who had enhanced themselves by eating various minerals were tougher still. Admittedly, they couldn’t wade into battle the way zombie ogres could, but they were smaller targets and far more durable than other zombies of similar size.

Katie grinned from ear to ear as the weapons wielded by the enemy zombies either bounced off the zombie mole people or got stuck in their fur. The zombie mole people didn’t hesitate to press their advantage, lunging forward and tearing their foes limb from limb. It was easy to forget how tough they were after their poor showing against her master’s plan, but the mole people had crushed the spider people in multiple battles.

As the zombie mole people began to push the lesser zombies back, a steady stream of projectiles rained down on them. More dangerous, however, was the leader of the enemy zombies – a towering, thirty-feet-tall zombie giant. He swept mole people aside with his club. Their innate durability allowed many of them to survive, but the zombie giant was making a mess of their advance. Katie ordered Harold to stop shooting at the zombie archers and mages and focus his efforts on the zombie giant.

“Use your acid quills,” Katie ordered.

Harold shoved a few of their lesser zombies aside to line up a better shot before unleashing a salvo of special quills. These quills were each filled with hydra acid and designed to shatter on impact. More than a dozen of the quills struck the zombie giant in the chest, and the huge zombie staggered back. Corrosive fluid ate into the zombie giant’s chest, and another salvo of quills put the larger zombie down for good.

“I understand how the giant got in,” Gerald said. “But how did Solus get the zombie hydras in here? The doors we passed through were too small for them to fit.”

“This is a dungeon, Gerald. I would not be the least bit surprised if the doors can change size, nor would I be surprised if there was a network of tunnels and elevators running through this place like veins through a body.” Her master gave Katie a meaningful glance and laughed. “But you’d be surprised by how often necromancers forget to take the size of their zombies into account.”

Katie huffed. She’d only forgotten twice, and it hadn’t been that bad! Her master had earth magic, so he’d been able to make the doors of the castle larger. She hadn’t really forgotten. She’d simply taken her master’s magic into account in advance!

After fighting through what seemed like an endless ocean of zombies, they finally reached a room that was different from the others. It was defended by several zombie behemoths – huge, shambling giants made up of dozens and dozens of zombies that were just… sort of stuck together. As large as they were – and they were certainly huge – she’d seen bigger. Millie had a zombie behemoth that was made up of thousands of corpses and was hundreds of feet tall. None of these zombie behemoths were remotely close to that size, but getting so many corpses wasn’t easy. Not to mention, using all those corpses for a single zombie was akin to putting all of your eggs into a single basket.

“What the hell are those?” Avraniel asked.

“Zombie behemoths. They’re annoying since blowing them up usually just results in a lot of smaller zombies going everywhere, and they can put themselves back together if you give them enough time,” her master said.

“How do you normally kill them?”

Her master smirked. “There are a variety of different methods, but the best way is fire… lots and lots of fire.”

“Fire, huh?” Avraniel cackled. “Hear that, Spot?”

The dragon unleashed a booming roar that sent shivers down Katie’s spine, and the air was suddenly filled with searing flame. One of the zombie behemoths was obliterated in an instant, but it was a testament to Solus’s skill that the others immediately broke up into smaller clumps of zombies to avoid the flames. These smaller conglomerates rushed toward them, their mishmash of limbs flailing wildly.

“Not bad.” Her master nodded to himself. “Solus definitely put work into those. Gerald, can you bring out Slimy, please?”

Slimy was – not surprisingly – a zombie slime. Truly, her master’s naming sense was impeccable. She had wanted to call him Lord Sliminticus III, but her master had overruled her, stating that since he’d made Slimy, he got to name him. Katie wasn’t entirely sure how he’d made Slimy. Slimes were notoriously difficult to turn into zombies due to their inherently magical nature and utterly bizarre physiology. He’d assured her that making zombie slimes was an extremely advanced skill that many necromancers never mastered. However, he would be happy to teach her once they had a stockpile of slime corpses to work with. Apparently, the process was extremely finicky, and failure usually resulted in the dead slime exploding.

As for Slimy, Spot had encountered him not long before they had departed for the Mercantile Alliance. His first action had been to try to eat the acid slime since, apparently, he’d never eaten one before, and the slime’s entire body being made of highly corrosive liquid didn’t bother him. When biting and clawing the slime had failed to produce the desired result, Spot had been ready to use his fire. That was when Katie’s master had intervened. One of the difficulties of making a zombie slime was killing the slime in a way that preserved its body for zombification. The usual methods of harvesting a slime, which were perfectly fine for alchemical and apothecary purposes, generally resulted in a puddle of goo that couldn’t be reanimated.

In the wild, Slimy had been fairly large. If he’d been allowed to expand to his full size, he would have been a sphere perhaps a yard and a half across. After being turned into a zombie, however, he’d grown considerably larger since her master had used all sorts of alchemical and apothecary concoctions to increase his size and grant him additional abilities. Slimes were often used by alchemists and apothecaries. The bodies of dead slimes were used as ingredients while living slimes could be fed a variety of materials to produce certain substances. Her master had learned about the many ways to use slimes from the alchemist who’d eventually blown himself up. He’d been saddened by the alchemist’s unfortunate demise, but he hadn’t been surprised. The alchemist had been an old man, and he’d spent his entire life taking wild risks to advance his research. It had only been a matter of time before his lacking safety protocols caught up with him. At least he’d died doing something he loved.

The fact that a zombie slime could grow and develop at all was interesting since the vast majority of zombie creatures ceased developing after being turned into undead. Then again, slimes were just really weird. In fact, many people believed they weren’t native to the world but had instead arrived via an eldritch ritual, not unlike Sam and his ilk. The only reason people weren’t more worried about them was because of how small, harmless, and useful the majority of them were.

Slimy was not harmless.

The zombie slime rolled forward in a strangely swift but ponderous motion and enveloped the closest conglomerate of zombies. The other zombie immediately began to dissolve, but Solus wasn’t a Grand Necromancer for nothing. The zombie conglomerate retaliated as best it could, and one of the zombies that made up its body began to belch flame while another spat lightning. Slimy lit up like a bizarre, liquid lantern, and his body began to evaporate, but he was dissolving the zombie conglomerate faster than it could evaporate him.

Moments later, the clash was over. Slimy bobbed up and down, and her master took a flask from Gerald and tossed it to the slime. Slimy immediately swelled back up to his original size before rolling toward his next target. The other zombies gave him a wide berth – he wasn’t as fast as they were – but Claw had already moved to intercept them.

It was easy to miss the feline slinking around, but there was no missing the huge spectral tiger that appeared, claws outstretched and teeth bared. An almost casual swipe sent a conglomerate of zombies stumbling back – straight into Slimy.

“Allow this humble cat to do his part!”

The remaining clumps of zombies had reformed into a zombie behemoth, and the massive creature lunged forward to crush Claw.

“You are very large but not very nimble,” the cat remarked as he easily evaded the attack. His spectral tiger slammed into the zombie behemoth, and its body broke apart, only to reform as the constituent zombies shambled back together. “How interesting. Most things die when you cut them to pieces.”

“Just hit it toward Slimy.” Her master had more potions in hand. He threw them at Slimy, and the zombie slime’s speed increased dramatically. Of course. Potions made perfect sense for slimes. They could digest things incredibly quickly.

Using his newfound speed to his advantage, Slimy leapt at the zombie behemoth. Instead of trying to digest the entire zombie behemoth at once, Slimy whittled the larger zombie down, avoiding its increasingly desperate attacks as he steadily devoured corpse after corpse. More than once, the zombie behemoth almost managed to put distance between itself and Slimy, but Claw was there to hinder its escape.

When the battle was over, Slimy rolled over and stopped next to Harold. Katie had been worried that he would trail acid everywhere – he was an acid slime – but he appeared to be able to control not only how corrosive his body was but also whether he left any of himself behind when he moved.

“This chamber is more closely connected to the dungeon’s souls than the others,” her master explained. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Solus plans to use it for something important in the future. The framework is already in place although he hasn’t done anything with it yet.” There were several large doors leading into the hall. Was this hall supposed to be a meeting place or a staging area? “Gerald, come here, please. I’ll need your help for this. Can the rest of you protect me while I try something? I doubt Solus will just let me do as I please. Old Man, you’re in charge while I’m busy.”

Right on cue, the doors opened to unleash the next wave of zombies. Unlike many of their previous foes, these zombies weren’t human. They were made from orcs, goblins, and various kinds of beast people. Katie couldn’t help but wonder where Solus had gotten all of the corpses from. Orc corpses weren’t that hard to get. They frequently warred with each other and their neighbours, so they were only too happy to sell off the corpses of their foes to fund their war efforts. Goblin corpses were also easy to get since they reproduced rapidly and were treated like particularly loathsome pests all over the world. However, beast people were not very common in this part of the world, and it was all but unheard of for them to sell off so many bodies. Most beast people had strict beliefs regarding the afterlife and the handling of their dead, so it was rare for necromancers to get their hands on large numbers of beast people corpses – willingly, at least. Had Solus launched raids to obtain these corpses, or had he found another source? She’d have to investigate. Depending on their species, beast people could have a variety of interesting abilities. If Solus had found a willing seller, then perhaps she could also secure some beast people corpses.

“Use the same arrangement as before,” Old Man said. He had taken the place of her master as their commander. He might not have her master’s pure tactical brilliance, but he was a peerless warrior with a lifetime of experience. “Daerin, move your golems to the front. They can repair themselves and should hold their ground against these foes. This chamber is large, but as long as we aren’t flanked, we should be fine. Spot and Avraniel, supporting fire. Aim for the middle of the horde. Our zombies and golems can handle the frontline.” He glanced back at Katie’s master. “How long do you need?”

“The more time, the better,” her master replied. “And there goes Spot.”

To get a better angle for his flames, Spot had taken to the air again. A hail of projectiles immediately went his way, but the dragon banked sharply to avoid them before replying with a cone of brilliant fire aimed right into the middle of the horde. The zombies lasted longer than Katie expected against Spot’s fire. Their armour had to be magical, which made sense. They were getting closer to Solus and the ritual’s anchors, and it was standard practice for a necromancer to keep their stronger zombies closer to them. Watching the assortment of zombies continuing to press forward despite their losses was impressive. A living army would have broken the moment Spot turned the centre of their formation into a funeral pyre.

There was a loud crash as the first wave of zombies collided with the golems. The golems possessed a different sort of strength from the zombies. Their mechanical movements were rough but powerful, and their gleaming exteriors were proof against all but the mightiest blows the zombies could unleash. Only the strongest of the orcs and beast people could damage them whilst the goblins had little chance at all. Their ability to repair themselves meant that as long as they weren’t completely destroyed, they would eventually be able to re-enter the fray. Attrition was a necromancer’s best friend, but Daerin had originally designed his golems to fight off the seemingly endless hordes of goblins laying siege to the Broken Mountains. He knew all about attrition.

Amongst the zombie beast people, one stood literal head and shoulders above the others. A towering bull man had managed to break through the line of golems. He was nine feet tall and covered in the kind of muscles that took a lifetime of combat to accumulate. Bellowing, he smashed golems aside with a huge cudgel. Spot roared back at the bull man and dove. The bull man swung the cudgel, but Spot caught the weapon in his mouth and bit down. The cudgel broke, and the bull man drove one massive fist into Spot’s head.

The dragon’s head jerked back, and Spot laughed as a trickle of blood dripped down his face. Katie gasped. The bull man had somehow managed to crack Spot’s scales and wound him. What absurd strength! But the blow had come at a price. The bull man’s fist was broken, and Spot lunged forward, teeth bared, in a bid to tear the bull man’s head from his shoulders. The zombie’s broken hand regenerated – Solus must have added hydra parts to him – and he grappled with Spot, trying to wrestle the dragon’s head away.

But for all his youth, Spot was more than a brute who relied solely on his draconic strength. He had spent hour after hour in his free time wrestling with Chomp and her master’s zombies. Spot lashed out at the bull man’s legs with the bladed leading edges of his wings. Sparks flew as Spot’s wings struck the bull man’s greaves. The armour dented, but that was all, and the hulking zombie managed to keep his footing. Spot wasn’t done. His tail, no longer as stubby as it had once been, lashed out with brutal force. The blow caved in the zombie bull man’s side. At last, the zombie faltered, and Spot’s claws came up to slice off the bull man’s hands at the wrist. With a roar, Spot drew his head back and then brought it forward with all the weight and fury of a battering ram. The blow crushed the bull man’s chest and cratered the ground beneath him. As the zombie tried to regenerate, Spot struck again with a claw wreathed in black flame. The pitch-black fire swiftly devoured the zombie, and Spot tossed the smouldering remains into the nearest clump of zombies.

Bull people! Spot’s wound had already healed, and the dragon chirped happily. Where do they live? And are they tasty? That one was a zombie, but there have to be others, right?

“Really?” Avraniel casually fired an exploding arrow into the middle of the horde. Zombies went flying, and their bodies turned to ash before they could hit the ground. She was using her regular bow instead of the Bow of the Sun. Despite the hall’s size, using the Bow of the Sun would probably end with all of them, other than Spot, burning to death. “Are you really worried about that now?”

Zombies don’t taste good, but bull people are like bulls, right? That means they’re made of beef, and beef is delicious!

Katie laughed. “Technically, it’s bull men, Spot. The females are cow women. They’re actually pretty peaceful, so I doubt you’ll ever have to fight them.”

From what she knew about cattle people – the collective term for bull men and cow women – they rarely ate meat. Instead, they preferred various kinds of plants, along with products based on milk. Although they were renowned for their exceptional strength and durability – a child was said to have strength several times that of a human man – they were amongst the most peaceful of the beast people. Usually, they only fought to defend their territory, and they preferred to spend their time tending to their farms and seeing to their livestock.

Cattle people with more warlike dispositions would typically leave with their people’s blessing and seek their fortune elsewhere. They would only return once their blood had cooled. Indeed, it was almost a rite of passage in certain clans for young, hot-blooded bulls to leave and prove themselves in other lands. The few bull people Katie had met were like that. They were all mercenaries, adventurers, or monster hunters. They seemed to find her power amusing since it contrasted sharply with her size. In comparison, the strongest bull men were usually the largest. However, all of them had regarded her master warily, as if they could sense the threat he posed.

Katie chanced a quick glance back at her master. His eyes were closed, and he was standing in the middle of an elaborate collection of seals that had been drawn in blood. Several animals had also been used to boost the power of the seals – a panicked chicken, a gopher, and a pair of confused rabbits, all in their own cages which were aligned with the four cardinal directions. Eldritch sorcery could be extremely weird.

“This is going to be finicky.” Her master kept his eyes closed. “Katie, take control of our zombies.”

Her eyes widened. What he was doing had to be tricky if he was handing control over their zombies to her. She wasn’t as skilled as him and her range wasn’t as large, but there weren’t that many zombies here, and they were all relatively close. She could handle it, but whatever he was doing… it made the hair on the back of her neck stand on edge.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll handle it, master. Just focus on what you’re doing.”

The sheer mass of enemy zombies spilling into the hall threatened to buckle their frontline, and Old Man, Meixing, Amanda, and Claw stepped forward to stem the tide. Spot and Avraniel continued to provide a steady stream of supporting fire, and their ranged zombies, led by Harold, did their best to help too. Suddenly, the ground began to shake, and her eyes narrowed. What now? There had been a conspicuous lack of spirits amongst the zombies, so – ah. Water poured in through the doors and formed into several vaguely humanoid shapes.

“Water elementals.” Amanda sighed. Similar to living water, water elementals could be irksome to vampires, not that an ancient of her power could be stymied by them. “And now they’re sealing the doors. I imagine they’ll try to drown us since zombies don’t need to breathe, but we do.”

Old Man didn’t skip a beat. “Gerald, start storing the water. I don’t know if you can outpace them, but you should be able to buy us the time we need.” He glanced at Spot and Avraniel. “Don’t boil the water away. You might be fine with the steam, but the rest of us won’t be.”

Avraniel snickered. “I know.” Spot, though, looked away guiltily. Clearly, the dragon had been about to do exactly that.

Water surged toward them, and Old Man lashed out with his sword. The tide parted to either side of them, sweeping away some of their zombie mole people and a few of the golems. Gerald hurriedly began to store water with his magic, but Katie’s attention was drawn to Claw. Avraniel had tossed the poor feline straight at one of the water elementals.

“Ah!” Claw wailed. “This humble cat is happy to lend his aid, but you could have asked before throwing me!”

“Stop complaining, fleabag. This is your chance. Get to work.”

To his credit, although Claw yowled and continued to curse in his native tongue, he landed lightly on the water near the water elemental, wrapped in his spectral tiger. He sliced and diced the creature with a few well-placed blows, but it simply reformed and continued to attack. The cat huffed and responded by cutting the water elemental apart over and over again, each of his blows enhanced with his magic. Finally, after what felt like scores of attacks, the water elemental collapsed and didn’t reform. It wasn’t the most cunning approach, but it was hard to argue with results.

The second water elemental was blown apart by a barrage of magic from Avraniel. Rather than heat, her attacks were composed almost entirely of pure force. The last two water elementals succumbed to Meixing as the swordswoman fired her weapons at them like oversized arrows. Mundane blades would never have been able to put the water elementals down, but her magic made her swords far more dangerous than regular weapons. Several of her blades must also have been forged with anti-spirit and anti-elemental properties since they lit up each time they struck one of the elementals.

Without the water elementals to support them, they were able to deal with the rest of the zombies without too much trouble. After they had checked to make sure there weren’t any other nasty surprises, Katie studied their surroundings. Apart from a few scorch marks and several huge piles of dead zombies, the hall was in surprisingly good condition. Ah. Right. They were in a living dungeon. It must be repairing itself.

Finally, her master shook himself out of his reverie. The four animals in cages had gone silent, but they were still breathing, albeit utterly exhausted. The doors swung open again, and the ninja rats immediately began to set up traps in case any other enemies tried to enter. They wouldn’t be able to stop another horde on their own, but the traps would buy them time to respond.

A ghostly figure appeared beside them. However, based on their reactions, not everyone in the group could see it. As a necromancer, it was well within Katie’s abilities to perceive and interact with ghosts, wraiths, and other spiritual entities. Gerald, though, could only clutch a protective talisman and brandish it in the general direction of the apparition.

“Gerald,” Old Man murmured. “I don’t think you have to worry about this one.” His keen eyes had locked onto the apparition from the moment it had appeared. “He isn’t our enemy.”

Her master wiped the sweat from his brow and dabbed at the blood trickling from his nose. Although that wasn’t a good sign, a bleeding nose wasn’t a terrible outcome either when eldritch sorcery was involved. She’d only start worrying when his eyes and ears started to bleed too.

“When you make a dungeon core,” her master said. “You need a lot of souls, but you can’t have them getting… rebellious. You need to suppress them. That’s normally not very hard for a Grand Necromancer, especially one who also has soul magic. The ritual itself also has a destructive effect on the souls. They’re not only fighting the ritual but also each other. Think of it as crabs in a pot. Any soul that might be able to free itself or ease its torment is swiftly overrun by the others in their desperation to escape or survive. But every now and then, you get a soul that either has the strength to overwhelm the others or the charisma to convince them to follow along. This apparition is one such soul. He’s currently doing his best to resist the ritual because he would rather not become a slave for all eternity. He’s doing what he can to buy us more time now that he understands why we’re here.”

Katie nodded solemnly. “Thank you.”

The spectral man nodded back. He wasn’t especially tall, but he was broad-shouldered with thick, powerful arms. If she had to guess, he was probably a blacksmith or craftsman. Unfortunately, he couldn’t speak, at least, not in a way she could understand.

“His name is Evan, and he’s doing everything he can. However, this isn’t a battle he can win. Solus will eventually complete the ritual, and when that happens, he will enslave Evan and all the other souls in the core. They’ll be bound to the magical nexus and forced to obey Solus’s will. What Evan can do is slow down the ritual and weaken the dungeon’s defences. He has also shared the locations of the anchors with me. There are three of them, and Solus has the dungeon core acting as the main anchor up in his throne room because, you know, he just has to have a throne room. We need to deal with the three other anchors before we can go after the dungeon core.”

Daerin couldn’t see the spirit, but he could still sense him. He turned to face Evan. “We can do the rest, lad. You’re doing plenty. Just keep fighting as hard as you can against that necromancer bastard.” He paused. “No offence to present company intended.”

Katie’s master shrugged. “You’re not wrong. He is a bastard. Gerald, can I have paper and ash?” By controlling the ash with his magic, he was able to swiftly draw several maps of the dungeon. “We’re running out of time, so we need to split up. Spot, Gerald, and Katie will be heading for this anchor. Amanda and Avraniel will be going to this one. Finally, Old Man, Daerin, Claw, and Meixing will be headed for the third anchor. I’ll split my zombies between your groups. I’ll try to command them personally, but if they start behaving stupidly, it’s because I’m occupied or something is interfering with my connection to them. If that happens, tell them what to do. They’ll follow your orders. As for the rats, they can split up between us. Evan says he can’t make the doors bigger although he can open them, which will put a limit on which zombies we can bring, except for Gerald’s group.”

“What about you, master?” Katie asked. She already knew what he would say, but she hoped she was wrong.

“Solus and I have unfinished business. He thoroughly detests me for reasons I won’t go into. I’ll be facing him, which should draw his attention away from you and the others. I’m also the only person who knows how to deal with the ritual properly, so I need to go after the dungeon core.” His lips curled. “Even if I can’t beat him outright, if your groups can destroy the other anchors, the ritual will fail, and he’ll suffer severe backlash. That will help level the playing field, and you can come help me. More importantly, once those other anchors are destroyed, I’ll be able to do something about the dungeon core.”

“What if he runs away?” Avraniel asked. “It’ll be a pain in the ass if we have to track him down later.”

“He won’t run,” Katie’s master said. “If I go after him, he’ll see it as a direct challenge. Solus is plenty of things, but he’s not a coward, and he’s never been the sort of person to back down from a fight that he thinks he can win.”

“You’ll be all right, won’t you?” Katie asked. It was easy to forget because of how cunning he was, but her master wasn’t actually invincible. His opponent this time was another Grand Necromancer, one he’d ordered her to flee from if they ever ran into him. That meant he wasn’t confident of fighting Solus and protecting her at the same time.

He ruffled her hair. “Hah! You’re at least a decade too young to worry about me. I wouldn’t fight him alone if the situation was different, but a lot of his power is tied up in this ritual. He has to have spent weeks working on it. He’s bound to be tired in every sense of the word, and his condition will only worsen if you can deal with the other anchors. I won’t be able to bring all my zombies since Gerald is going with you, but I should be able to bring enough to reach him. Once I do, I’ll fight the battle on my terms, not his.” He smiled mischievously. “There’s no rule that says a battle between two Grand Necromancers has to be settled with actual necromancy.”

That probably meant he’d be using a lot of eldritch sorcery. It was one area where she was confident her master had the upper hand. “Okay.” Katie hugged him. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve still got plenty to teach you. If I’m not around, who will?” Her master turned, and Gerald began to take out whatever zombies he had that could fit through the doors they’d passed so far. “Besides, I can’t die until I see the look on James’s face when I get my full pardon and an armful of medals. Now, let’s get going. You all know what you need to do.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

“Spot!” Katie shouted. “Focus on the ones coming from the right. Gerald, stay behind me. I’ll use zombies to hold off the ones on the left. Rembrandt, you and the other rats go after the ones in front. Our zombies there could use your help.”

Katie wasn’t sure if this was what her master had intended, but it wouldn’t surprise her if it was. He was clever that way. She had been put in charge of her group, which made a scary amount of sense. Spot was smart and learned quickly, but he was still a young dragon. His favoured approach was to wade into battle, smashing and burning whoever had the audacity to stand against him. That usually worked quite well for him, especially when Avraniel was around, but it wouldn’t work so well for her or Gerald. Thankfully, Spot was also happy to follow her orders since he knew he had a lot to learn when it came to tactics and strategy.

Gerald was her friend, but he had far less combat experience than her. He also didn’t have the best temperament for battle, not that she blamed him. He’d been trained to handle paperwork, not hordes of enemy zombies. The fact that he hadn’t run screaming in the opposite direction after the first wave of hostile undead was a huge improvement for him. Rembrandt would have been a better leader – her favourite ninja rat was cunning and battle tested – but her master would have said something if he wanted the rodent to take charge.

I’ll get them. Spot toddled over and unleashed a blast of flame that momentarily cleared the passageway to their right, leaving only ash and the smell of burnt flesh in its wake.

More zombies piled in, all but falling over each other, and Katie shuddered. They were arthropods that would normally be found in the deepest parts of the ocean. They shouldn’t have been able to survive on land, but Solus was a Grand Necromancer. The normal rules didn’t apply to his zombies.

Their toughened exteriors allowed the arthropods to endure Spot’s fire and close in, and the dragon gave an angry growl as one of the monsters tried to clamp its massive pincers around his neck. He ducked under the attack and then flung himself at his opponent. His tackle sent the zombie sprawling, and Spot fired off a blast of heat and force that knocked his opponents away.

They’re pretty tough! Rather than his normal fire, his next attack consisted of tongues of white flame. The shimmering flames disintegrated whatever undead flesh they touched, and the arthropods scuttled for cover.

“Don’t chase after them. Just keep them from coming after us.” Katie sent a group of zombie mole people ahead to help the rats. With Spot there, the right side should hold steady. However, the ninja rats were not at their best against zombies. They were using weapons blessed by the rat cleric who’d accompanied them, but the cleric’s blessings could only do so much. Unlike regular people, zombies didn’t care if their vital organs were pierced, nor were they affected by poison. “Keep using your white fire, Spot. I know you normally use it to heal people, but it’s extra deadly against zombies.”

Spot’s fire blazed white again, and the zombies trying to force their way into the central corridor fell apart. Astral magic and light magic could both be used to cancel out the necromantic energies that sustained zombies. Now that they knew Spot was part empyreal dragon, the potency of his white fire made perfect sense. Moreover, that knowledge had seemingly made it easier for Spot to tap into the destructive side of his white fire.

Katie turned to find Gerald lobbing metal plates covered in runes at the oncoming horde of zombies. Her master must have made those. Each plate was roughly the size of his palm, and the runes turned them into small-scale explosives.

“I liked it better when we were the only people with zombies,” Gerald wailed.

“Prioritise anything with light, holy, and astral runes. These zombies are tougher than the zombies we fought earlier. Most of them can survive a small explosion. If you’ve got any holy water, that should work too.”

“Holy water!” Gerald’s eyes lit up. “Of course!”

He pulled out a flagon of holy water, and Katie almost winced at the sheer holiness it radiated. It must have been blessed by the Supreme Cleric herself.

“A little help?” Gerald asked the rat beside him. The bureaucrat drew his arm back and tossed the flagon out over the swarm of zombies. The rat flicked his arm, and a needle sailed through the air. The flagon burst, and the subsequent spray of holy water annihilated the zombies it hit, as well as any zombies that stepped into the puddles left behind.

“How many of those do you have?” Katie asked.

“A lot. The Supreme Cleric makes holy water whenever she has spare time since her powers are so potent. She usually asks me to store it since it’s too cumbersome to carry around.” Gerald made a frustrated sound. “I can’t believe I forgot about it! It’s just… when was the last time we had to fight zombies? Normally, we’re the people with zombies.”

“That’s fine,” Katie said. “Do you have any sprayers?”

“Sprayers?” Gerald asked.

“Yes, the kind you use to spray stuff on plants.”

“Oh! I do have a few.”

“Good. Fill them with holy water and give them to me. I can use my shadows to operate them and spray holy water everywhere.”

Katie peered down the central corridor. Thanks to the judicious use of the Supreme Cleric’s holy water, they had finally reached a large hall. Once again, they were confronted by several giant zombies. Unfortunately, they weren’t zombie behemoths. Instead, they were massive zombie arthropods. Her skin crawled. Really? Why did she always run into giant creepy-crawlies? A small army of ghosts, wraiths, and spirits soared overhead, and she hastily drew the rune for banishment in the air. Her magic flowed into the rune, and the detonation of power sent the first wave of spirits reeling back.

“Spot, do you know the rune I just used?” Katie asked.

The dragon bellowed a challenge as the spirits circled and then closed in on them again. I haven’t used it outside of practice, but the idiot taught me. He said it would work better for me than for him.

“It’s because of the type of dragon you are,” Katie said. “Use it – and dump a bit of power into it.”

Although runes could theoretically be used by anyone, they were generally more powerful when the type of rune being used matched the magic of the person using the rune. For example, if Katie and her master both used runes for hiding in shadows, Katie’s rune should be more effective. Spot was part empyreal dragon, and empyreal dragons were associated with light, astral, and fire magic. A light- and astral-based rune of banishment was right up his alley.

“Cover your eyes,” Katie shouted as Spot traced the rune in the air with his claws. “Go for it, Spot!”

The flash of light that followed was incredibly bright even with her eyes closed and her face turned away. She could hardly imagine how bad it would have been if she’d actually been looking at it. Only Spot kept his eyes open, his draconic physiology allowing him to stare unbothered through the brightness. When Katie finally opened her eyes, most of the spirits were gone, and the remainder were severely weakened. Nearby, the ninja rats removed the goggles they’d hastily donned to shield their eyes.

“Good work, Spot!” Katie punched the air. “Gerald, you still have a few monstrous zombies stored away, right?”

Gerald nodded. They didn’t have to worry about zombies getting stuck since he was there. “I have a zombie hydra.”

“Please, take it out.” Katie patted Harold on the head, and the zombie snuffled happily. He’d been providing a steady stream of supporting fire with his armour-piercing and explosive quills. Above them, Spot was merrily tearing through the remaining spirits, his claws and teeth sheathed in white fire. “Harold, switch to acid quills. Back up the zombie hydra.”

“What else should I do?” Gerald asked.

“If you can, drop boulders on the other zombies. Even if they don’t die, it should slow them down. But be sure to keep your distance. Arthropods can move a last faster than you’d think. Remember the spider people?” Katie glanced at the rats. “Look for openings. Giant arthropods are tough, so normal weapons won’t hurt them at all. Aim for their joints – explosives should work wonders.” She might not have any zombie arthropods of her own, but she’d studied them all the same, if only to know how to fight them. She’d also learned a lot by watching the spider people in action.

Katie could not have been happier for all the hypotheticals her master had guided her through over the years. He liked to make a game of it, and they had spent more than one evening hunched over a map or a miniature battlefield made out of sand and controlled by his earth magic. He’d also asked her to take charge multiple times when they explored ruins or raided tombs. She’d grumbled, saying it would be quicker and more efficient if he did it, but he'd told her that it was better for her to learn when he was around to help than to experience leadership for the very first time in a life or death situation without him. Without those experiences, she was certain she’d be feeling overwhelmed right now.

The zombie hydra lumbered forward, and it was immediately met by an equally huge zombie lobster. Three of its heads were torn off in an instant, and Katie was pleased to see its corrosive blood eat away at the lobster’s shell. Good. This would be a lot harder if the lobster could withstand the hydra’s blood. Harold unleashed a barrage of quills while the hydra lurched back to heal. The quills exploded and sprayed hydra acid all over the zombie lobster. Katie frowned. The zombie lobster hadn’t been heavily modified, so it only had two claws. They should be able to win easily if they could disable one. Her shadows stretched out, and she covered the nearest claw in layer after layer of shadow silk. To her surprise, the lobster almost wrenched itself free, and she hurried to pour more magic into her shadows.

Advancing with only two of its heads fully ready, the zombie hydra spat acid all over the zombie lobster. The gigantic crustacean gave a keening screech, and Gerald took the opportunity to drop several boulders on it. However, his momentary elation – the boulders were able to crack or break off chunks of the lobster’s shell that had already been damaged by acid – soon turned to horror. A massive zombie ogre was leading a pack of more normal-sized – but still hulking – zombie ogres straight toward them. Katie pursed her lips. The ninja rats would struggle to bring down such heavily armoured foes. She’d have to deal with them.

She gestured with both hands, and shadows flooded across the floor. The lake of darkness bristled and then shot upward, transforming into a forest of thick vines covered with razor-sharp spikes. The first few zombie ogres were stopped dead in their tracks as the vines either wrapped around them or stabbed through gaps in their armour. The rats hurried to take advantage of the situation, either using small explosives or more esoteric techniques to eliminate the zombie ogres. As the rest of the zombie ogres pushed on, Katie clenched her hands into fists. Her shadows went from barbed vines to something closer to webbing. They could no longer damage the zombie ogres, but they were now much better at holding them in place. That gave Gerald the time he needed to utilise the secret technique her master had taught him.

Drop heavy boulders on his enemies to win.

As her master was fond of saying, there was no problem in the world that couldn’t be solved with a big rock. When Katie had pointed out that there were things rocks couldn’t crush, her master had simply replied that all she needed was a bigger rock, a higher place to drop it from, and perhaps a bit of magic to make the rock more durable.

Zombie ogres were favourites for necromancers since their imposing physique made them incredibly hardy, especially once they were properly armoured. Combined with their size, strength, and ability to use weaponry, they were perfect for smashing through infantry formations and repelling enemy charges. However, boulders could weigh dozens of tonnes. When dropped from a sufficient height – like the hall’s ceiling – it didn’t matter how tough a zombie ogre was or what sort of armour it was wearing.

All were equal before the power of gravity and a large rock.

Of course, they weren’t able to squash all of the zombie ogres. Solus was a Grand Necromancer. He had the skills to make them take evasive action. However, Katie did her best to slow them down, so the others could help finish them off. The ninja rats proved to be particularly deadly once the zombie ogres were immobilised. They used loops of wire to sever heads and limbs before employing small explosives to destroy the insides of the zombie ogres.

In the meantime, Harold happily pelted anything he could hit with his quills. She had to feed him magic now – replacing quills cost him stamina and magic, and he’d been hard at work for some time – but his support was invaluable. The acid in his quills could kill lesser zombies outright and greatly weaken larger foes. The zombie mole people they had were also beginning to dwindle, so Gerald hurriedly took out more to plug the gaps.

Out of nowhere, an octopus flew through the air and blinded a zombie ogre with its ink long enough for Harold to put it down with a barrage of armour-piercing quills. The cephalopod shook its tentacles at Gerald and tried to hurry off. It was nearly trampled under the feet of another zombie ogre before Gerald managed to store it away with his magic.

“An octopus?” Katie asked before realising that this wasn’t the first time she’d seen Gerald use an octopus. “Wait… is this the same octopus as before?”

Gerald grimaced. “I don’t know why I keep pulling him out of storage, but it always seems to work.”

Katie laughed and shook her head. Who knew what Gerald was thinking? Oh well. It was Gerald. He had a knack for getting into trouble and a knack for getting out of it too. Above them, Spot had almost finished eliminating the spirits. She could imagine Solus’s frustration. Spot was basically a hard counter to spirits.

Ahead of them, the giant zombie lobster was struggling to stay in the fight. Its cracked carapace left its innards exposed, and the zombie hydra continued to spew acid all over it. A handful of spirits tried to heal it, but Spot annihilated them with blasts of white fire. Katie thrust her hands forward, and her shadows flowed over the lobster. Tenebrous claws hooked into the edges of the cracks, and she yanked them apart. The zombie hydra stomped over and practically drowned the zombie lobster in acid. Finally, the arthropod collapsed, and Katie had the zombie hydra stomp on it a few times to make sure it was really dead. Without the huge zombie lobster to lead them, the other zombie arthropods soon followed it into the afterlife. Strangely, her shadows didn’t feel particularly hungry. Was it because the arthropods were zombies, or did she have to wait for the ‘stomach’ her shadows used to expand more? Hmm… there was still plenty for her to test when it came to her shadows’ ability to eat things.

“Is everybody okay?” she asked.

Gerald gave her a shaky wave, and Spot grumbled about there not being anything tasty to eat. Gerald tossed him a pineapple, and the dragon gobbled the fruit down in a matter of seconds. Several of the rats were injured, but their wounds could be handled by their cleric with the help of a few potions. The ninja rats were difficult to hit, but they were also very small. A single clean hit from a zombie ogre could easily be fatal.

“All right.” Katie nodded firmly. “Stay alert. The anchor shouldn’t be far.”

She was right. The anchor was in the very next chamber… which happened to contain an underground lake.

Spot sniffed the air. It’s salty. It must connect to the ocean.

Katie did not like the sound of that. If the lake was connected to the ocean, then Solus could easily bring in a large aquatic zombie to guard the anchor.

There’s something in the water. Spot’s eyes blazed white, and he burst into motion. Watch out!

A tentacle shot out of the water, but Spot managed to push her and Gerald clear before it could grab them.

“Kraken!” Gerald wailed as they slid across the wet ground. “And it’s not ours!”

Katie scrambled to her feet and used her shadows to yank Gerald up too. “It’s fine,” she said, trying to project confidence into her voice. “It can’t be that big. Based on the thickness of the tentacle, it’s definitely not an adult.” Her shadows stirred restlessly, but she continued to back away from the water. Her shadow magic had gotten stronger, but she doubted she could overpower the kraken if it managed to grab her. “How big is it, Spot?”

The dragon bared his teeth. There’s a lot of magic in the water. I can’t see through it clearly.

“That’s okay. What about the lake? Can you tell me how big it is?”

Roughly five hundred yards across and five hundred yards deep.

Katie did some quick math. The kraken was likely to be significantly smaller than the lake. Usually, krakens preferred to live in lairs that were at least twice as wide as they were, so the kraken was probably less than two hundred and fifty yards wide. She hadn’t sensed any necromantic energy from the tentacle, so the kraken wasn’t a zombie.

Solus must have gotten his hands on a kraken hatchling. Either he’d enslaved it with his soul magic, or he was raising it to be loyal. Adult krakens were absolutely colossal, and they had the power to sink entire fleets. Killing an adult kraken or just securing the corpse of one was a tall order, even for a Grand Necromancer. In contrast, raising a kraken hatchling would eventually give Solus access to the power of an adult kraken without the same level of danger or expense. The main problem was that it took a very long time – by human standards – for krakens to mature. However, Solus was a half-elf. He could wait for it to grow.

But where had Solus gotten the hatchling? Krakens were famously protective of their hatchlings, which was why monster hunters generally steered clear of them. There were stories of monster hunters who’d celebrated killing a kraken only to realise that it was a hatchling. Those stories usually ended with the monster hunters being slaughtered by the hatchling’s parents, along with every ship around them.

Katie shook her head. She could worry about where Solus had gotten the hatchling later. What mattered was that the kraken was beatable. But how?

Rembrandt squeaked a suggestion.

Her eyes widened. “That’s a good idea!” She cleared her throat and raised her voice. “Spot, I need you to help the demolition rats.”

“What about you and me?” Gerald asked.

“We’re going to distract it.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Gerald shuddered. “Will we have to go near the water?”

“No. We’re not suicidal. We’ll use explosives.”

Explosives could be devastating to aquatic creatures since the water itself would conduct the sound and force of the explosion. The explosives she and Gerald had access to wouldn’t be able to kill the kraken, but they would definitely get its attention.

Katie and Gerald lobbed a few explosives into the lake and waited.

They didn’t have to wait long.

“Run!” Katie shouted.

Huge tentacles reached out of the lake and swiped down at them. Katie and Gerald dodged frantically, and Katie surrounded herself in shadows modelled after the spider people. She grabbed Gerald and skittered away as quickly as she could. The bureaucrat wheezed and threw another explosive into the lake. To try to split the kraken’s attention, she had groups of their zombies venture to the edge of the lake with explosives of their own. Losing them would be annoying, but she wouldn’t be able to dodge if the kraken focused all of its attention and tentacles on her and Gerald.

“I think we’re making it mad,” Gerald said.

“That’s the point.” Katie jinked away from a tentacle as the kraken reduced a clump of zombies to paste with another tentacle. “Keep throwing explosives.”

What followed was a bizarre game of tag as she, Gerald, and their zombies threw explosives into the water while dodging the kraken’s tentacles. Meanwhile, Spot and the demolition rats were readying a device. It was a special explosive, a weapon the demolition rats had been working on for weeks now. It was still in its experimental phase, but it should have the power needed to disable or kill the kraken.

Once the device was ready – it was glowing a truly ominous red – Spot took to the air, circling as high as he could and waiting for the kraken to get distracted before he fired a beam of pure heat down at it to momentarily clear a path through the water. The dragon took a second to steady himself in the air before he twisted and flung the device down at the kraken with all his strength.

The weapon hit the kraken square in the head and then detonated with a deep, cave-rattling boom. Crimson light boiled away the water, and Katie’s magical senses went wild. The explosion wasn’t the strongest the demolition rats could make, but it was incredibly focused and intense. Spot’s throw had been good too – all those games with Tabitha and William had paid off.

Through the eyes of her zombies, Katie saw the carnage the weapon had wrought. The top half of the kraken’s head was gone. Its beak opened and closed several times before it sank to the bottom of the lake. At the same time, its tentacles continued to flail before finally falling still. As her master often said, large creatures sometimes took a while to realise they were dead. Shortly after, she felt a wave of soul magic leave the corpse. Solus must have been enslaving it.

“Where’s the anchor?” Katie asked. “It has to be in the lake, right?” She really hoped they hadn’t blown it up although if they had, the fact that they weren’t all dead meant it couldn’t have gone too wrong.

Yes. I can take you down there.

“Okay.” Katie wasn’t as good with runes and seals as her master, but she knew enough about rituals to understand what she had to do. Her master had also added instructions to the map he’d given her. It wouldn’t be elegant, but it would get the job done. “Is there anything else in the water?”

A few zombie sharks and zombie fish, but nothing longer than twenty feet. The explosion also damaged them, so we can beat them easily.

“Great.” Katie took a water-breathing charm from Gerald and grabbed onto Spot’s back with her shadows. She nodded at Harold. “Stay with Gerald. Protect him.” She motioned for the zombie hydra to follow them toward the lake. “Hydras are good swimmers. He can come with us.”

Harold trotted over to Gerald, and the bureaucrat gave a sigh of relief before summoning a chair to sit on as Katie, Spot, and the zombie hydra dove into the water. It was dark in the lake, but darkness had never been a problem for her.

As they descended, a shiver ran down Katie’s spine as her shadows reached out of their own accord. Vast spectral jaws opened wide and swallowed the kraken hatchling’s corpse.

* * *

Amanda fought the urge to roll her eyes, and only centuries of experience kept her from breaking her usual air of sophistication as more wraiths flew toward them. Where was Solus even getting wraiths from at this point? She’d already lost track of how many they’d destroyed. It was incredibly tiresome although she shouldn’t complain. Wraiths might be annoying, especially in such large numbers, but they were also fairly easy to handle.

As the next tide – and it was a literal tide – of spectres surged toward them, she raised her hand and drew another rune of banishment in the air. The rune flared to life, and their screeching took on a new, more ear-piercing pitch before they fell silent and departed to the hereafter.

There was a certain irony to a vampire, of all people, using a rune of banishment to lay spirits to rest, but Amanda had developed a keen appreciation for irony over the years. As an old friend of hers had once said, sometimes, all they could do was laugh – otherwise, they’d never stop crying. As an ancient vampire, a good sense of humour was one of the best ways to stave off the insanity that slowly but surely crept into the mind of every vampire who’d lived as long as she had. Of course, she did have to be careful. If her laughter crossed that remarkably thin line between amusement and hysteria, then she was in trouble.

“This was supposed to be fun.” Avraniel glared. The hallway was littered with the burnt, smouldering corpses of various zombies, summoned creatures, and golems. The elf’s fire burnt more than the physical, and the malevolent spirits Solus had summoned had tried to swarm Amanda rather than face the elf’s wrath. That, however, had just made Avraniel angrier. “We might as well be weeding a damn garden.” The rat on her shoulder squeaked and pointed. “Another trap? Is it at least interesting?” The rat shook his head. “Of course, it isn’t. We haven’t seen anything except spike pits, blades, and explosions. Wasn’t this guy supposed to be good at soul magic? Where are the soul magic traps?”

Only Avraniel would complain about a lack of traps involving soul magic. Anyone else would have thanked whatever gods they worshipped and prayed their luck continued. The elf kick the burning corpse of a zombie forward, and the floor opened up to reveal yet another spike pit.

“Another spike pit with regular spikes? He doesn’t give a crap about his traps, does he?” Avraniel kicked a second zombie. It rolled to a stop and was promptly impaled by metal darts. “A dart trap? Boring, but we’ve only seen two of those so far, so I guess it’s better than nothing. It’s a pity Chomp isn’t here. He would have enjoyed pointing out all these traps.” Her eyes narrowed. “They better be taking good care of him out there.”

Amanda had no doubt whatsoever that Jake and his crew were taking good care of Chomp. Not only were the sailors fond of the big dog but they were also very much aware of the horrible, fiery death that awaited them if something happened to him. Given the way things had been going, Chomp would likely be involved in a boarding action or two, and she had to bite back a smile as she imagined the expressions on the faces of their enemies as a three-headed dog the size of a warhorse leapt onto their ship. It wouldn’t surprise her if the enemy sailors immediately surrendered although she wondered if Scar would allow that. With Katie otherwise occupied, there was a decent chance the whale would go on a rampage and sink every imperial ship he could reach, regardless of whether or not they had surrendered. They had told him to listen to Jake, and the whale seemed to respect the captain, but the fires of Scar’s rage were not easily quenched.

“I imagine this is why Timmy wanted the two of us to take this path. We both have ways to deal with spiritual entities, and we can both more than handle ourselves in a fight.” It went unspoken that in terms of raw power, they were perhaps the two strongest members of the group. There was Old Man, but the swordsman himself would be the first to admit that he was well past his prime although he was almost certainly the most dangerous person in the group when it came to single combat. Her lips curved up into a faint smile as her vampiric senses reacted to what lay ahead of them. “Well, well, well. That is interesting.”

“What is it, people eater?” Avraniel flicked a broken piece of golem up with her foot before tossing it aside with a sneer. Despite the highly stylised exterior and excellent craftsmanship, it was merely rune-carved brass plated onto steel. It was solid work, but Daerin could definitely do better. Without Gerald around, it simply wasn’t worth the effort to collect all the pieces. “More wraiths? Maybe some kind of wraith king? I don’t think I’ve fought one of those before. It might actually be interesting.”

“No.” Amanda’s eyes gleamed crimson. “Vampires. A great many vampires.”

“You don’t say?” The elf bared her teeth, and she gave Amanda a teasing look. “Lead the way, people eater, and don’t forget. I’m not carrying any spare clothing. Try not to strip down again.”

“You are wearing a cloak made of phoenix feathers.”

“It’s my cloak. I’m not sharing it.”

“Yours? If I am not mistaken, you stole it from Timmy.”

“He donated it to me. Just try not to lose your clothes for once.”

It was often said that every ancient vampire bore a curse. Her curse appeared to be losing her clothes in battle. Honestly, as curses went, it was far more benign than excessive hubris, maddening bloodlust, or unbridled hedonism. Nevertheless, it was extremely annoying, especially since she’d forgotten to ask Gerald for spare clothing before they’d parted ways.

“Let’s get going.” Avraniel began to whistle a jaunty tune that was taken up by the ninja rats who’d accompanied them. “Bloodsuckers almost always have good loot.”

“Ah. That explains your enthusiasm.”

They continued down the passageway, and Avraniel gleefully blew apart a set of ornate doors with her magic to reveal… a ballroom.

“Oh, good grief.” Amanda covered her face with her hands. “No wonder people call vampires ostentatious. We invite that criticism on ourselves.”

Amanda would, under sufficient duress, admit to having indulged in a great deal of pomp and ceremony during her vampiric youth. There had been a strange, almost hypnotic appeal to it. She had dressed in black and red, woven black and red roses into her hair, and just generally acted like quite the stereotypical vampire neonate before coming to her senses. How nobody had realised her true nature back then remained a mystery – and something of a miracle. She strongly suspected that her love of pageantry was inherited, a sort of ‘blood memory’ passed down from her long-dead progenitor, not unlike the special abilities passed down through the various vampire bloodlines.

The current display was something she’d seen many times although the minutiae did vary from era to era. It was a masquerade ball with the vampire participants clad in formal wear and masks that mocked various historical and mythological figures. Normally, there would also be non-vampires scattered amongst them. At the end of the ball, the vampires would remove their masks and sate their hunger. Right now, however, only vampires were present, and she could tell at a glance that the overwhelming majority of them were not a serious threat to her or Avraniel.

Fledglings, regular vampires, and elders were all the same to her. At best, they could stall for time although they were unlikely to amount to anything more than bloodstains and piles of ash. Perhaps she was being unfair. The average vampire was stronger than the average human, and the average vampire elder could easily wipe out entire squads of normal soldiers. However, both she and Avraniel were far more dangerous than normal soldiers.

Her attention was soon drawn to the woman in an elaborate ballgown who stood at the top of the grand stairs at the far end of the ballroom. Her beguiling figure was illuminated by the light of a magical chandelier. The formerly warm lighting turned to bloody red, casting a crimson pall over the polished marble floor. Hmm… an ancient vampire working for a necromancer? Interesting. Money alone could never have won over an ancient. Solus must have offered favours and other rewards to win over such an old vampire. Yet even with the mask she wore – white porcelain with ruby and sapphire accents – Amanda could easily tell who the other vampire was.

“Livia,” Amanda drawled. “I do believe Pierre killed you.”

Livia scoffed, and Amanda almost laughed. Only Livia had ever been able to scoff so dramatically. It had always been one of her more endearing and impressive qualities. “As if mere decapitation could kill me.” Livia took off her mask. Her features still held the same inhuman beauty that was common to ancients. Her skin was so pale that the red of her lips stood out like a streak of blood upon freshly fallen snow. Her crimson gaze was heavy with vampiric power, and something inhuman writhed beneath her skin, just waiting to be set free. “I can’t say I’m upset about meeting you. Indeed, I should be glad that I get to be the one to kill you.”

The problem with fighting powerful ancients was their ability to transform into eldritch abominations that were far harder to put down than ancients who were still restricted to their human façade. Amanda would have to speak to Pierre after this. It would be troublesome if he’d left any other loose ends behind. It was best to adopt a multi-pronged approach when it came to killing another ancient. Decapitation should be followed by exsanguination, dismemberment, burning, and then dissolution in acid. That would kill the majority of ancients. For safety, scattering the ashes in the ocean was an easy way to reduce the chances of survival even further. However, a sufficiently powerful and skilled ancient might still be able to cling on in spirit form, eventually returning by creating a new body or possessing one of their fledglings.

“I was under the impression you’d left Everton behind,” Livia said. “But then again, you were always a sentimental bitch.”

“Resorting to vulgarity again? Well, your wit has always been lacking. For reference, I prefer the term sentimental fool.” Amanda reached out with her telepathy to warn the rats. This would not be an easy fight for them. They could hold their own against the fledglings and regular vampires, but the elders would have the strength and more importantly the speed to truly threaten them. Attacking Livia was out of the question. They would simply be going to their deaths.

“Why are you working for a necromancer?” Amanda asked. “I recall you comparing them to pond scum.”

“A Grand Necromancer is no mere necromancer. As for my reasons, it’s simple. I am being paid most generously for my aid, and I will be given land for my coven once the war is over.”

“Is that so?” Vampires were – in many cases, rightfully – outcasts. They were usually driven out or attacked by the authorities as soon as they were discovered. It was often the correct decision since vampirism had the tendency to bring out the worst in people, and it was not uncommon for elders and ancients to view regular people as little more than livestock. Even amongst those ancients who were largely sane, the steady toll of their eldritch origins would gradually eat away at their ability to empathise with others. Amanda occasionally viewed her essentially perfect memory as a curse, but it had also allowed her to hold onto her humanity. She would never forget her husband and their children, nor would she forget the many friends she had made over the years. The bitter pain of losing them would always be with her – but so would the warmth of knowing them. It was, she felt, a more than fair trade.

The empire had likely made a deal with Livia since, for all their faults, vampires could be devastatingly effective on the battlefield. A single ancient could wipe out hundreds, even thousands, of soldiers on their own. Worse, vampires could turn enemy soldiers to create an army of thralls. Assuming the empire didn’t double-cross Livia the second the war was over, Amanda had a strong suspicion that the land she would receive would be as far from the empire’s mainland as possible.

“I suppose that for old time’s sake, I could let you and your coven go.” Amanda made a show of stepping aside and gestured at the ruined doors. “Leave and take your coven with you. I will not stop you.” The words were merely that. Words. They both knew how Livia would respond.

Livia laughed, and the abomination beneath her skin thrashed in anticipation. Her voice, when she spoke, was barely human. “No.”

“I see.” Amanda sighed. “Avraniel, I must apologise. It seems that I shall be borrowing your cloak, after all.”

“For crying out loud… you damn nudist.”

Amanda loosened her hold on the monster within her, and the world warped and twisted. The eyes of an ancient vampire saw more than any human’s, but they were still fundamentally similar. The same went for her other senses. Now? As her body transformed, her senses did the same. There was no longer anything even remotely human about her.

“Kill them!” Livia bellowed as she too transformed. The stairs beneath her broke under the sudden increase in weight, and the ceiling shook as inhuman limbs stamped the floor and clawed at the air. “Kill them all!”

* * *

Avraniel scoffed as the people eater bulldozed through half a dozen vampires and then crashed into the other ancient. Apparently, the two of them knew each other, which only made this entire thing stupider. Holding grudges for that long? Avraniel would be the first to admit that she could hold a grudge, but how long had the people eater been alive? For all she knew, this grudge had been going on for longer than Everton had existed.

As much as the elves had screwed her over, her newfound wealth and freedom had taken the edge off her grudge. That and the fact that she could absolutely kick their asses whenever she felt like it. Back when she’d been weak, she’d scraped and clawed for every advantage she could get. She’d never stopped trying to improve, but she’d realised that she didn’t actually have to kill all of them. No. Her hatred was more specific now, and she was more than capable of acting on it. She’d play nice, get her pardon, and win everybody over. And one day, when she asked to get her revenge, they’d fall over themselves to give it to her. Hah! When push came to shove, the elves were cowards. Once her power and position were completely unassailable, they’d give her the people she wanted without a second thought.

It might be more fun to spare them. They could live in shame for the rest of their miserable lives. Elves didn’t feel shame the same way humans did. It cut into their very souls, a poison that would ruin every moment of every day. And elves didn’t live short lives. Oh no. They lived for centuries. Death was too quick for her enemies. Forcing them to endure centuries of suffering would be so much more satisfying.

It was hard to describe the people eater’s appearance – too many teeth, too many eyes, too many mouths, too many of everything. Hell, Sam was easier to describe, and the idiot’s cake-addicted friend was a protoplasmic horror from another dimension. The people eater was a roiling, roaring, raging mass of vampiric death whose shape constantly shifted in a bid to better kill her enemies.

It made Avraniel wonder about what sort of monster vampires had originated from. She’d have to ask the idiot. He might know, or maybe Sam. Spot and Sam were friends, so there was a decent chance he’d spill the beans, especially if she brought cake. For all that Sam was a nightmare made flesh, at least he was honest about what he wanted and how he acted. The world would be a better place if more people were like him instead of being scheming bastards.

Avraniel had no problem with the people eater turning into some kind of giant murder tornado. Frankly, it was one of her best features. Yeah, the people eater acted all sophisticated, but if she needed to, she wasn’t afraid to leave behind a trail of corpses a mile long. But did she have to be so damn dramatic about it? It had to be a vampire thing. She’d yet to meet an elder or an ancient who didn’t act as if they were a stuck-up dictionary from a theatre troupe.

“Stay sharp,” Avraniel warned the rats. They’d grown on her, and Spot would be upset if any of them died. “Don’t let these bastards get their hands on you. You guys aren’t bad for a bunch of rodents, but they’ll break you in half if they hit you. Stick to the fledglings and regular vampires, and stay away from the elders. If you have to, just worry about slowing them down. I can do the rest.”

The idiot might have come up with a plan of attack in this situation, but Avraniel knew what her strengths were. Right now, her plan was simple: attack. The vampires she’d faced in the past had all overthought things. They’d preferred to scheme, and plot, and plan. Well, everybody had a plan – right up until she set them on fire.

Avraniel’s magic surged, and light and flame swirled into existence around her. She strode forward with her daggers at the ready as the rats got to work. They turned invisible and unleashed a barrage of needles covered in paralytics and other poisons. Vampires were naturally resistant to most poisons, but fledglings and regular vampires were nothing compared to elders and ancients. The rats merely needed to slow them down. The second they faltered, the rats were there with loops of wire, small explosives, and an assortment of rodent-sized weapons.

Avraniel laughed. She’d never been fond of rats although she’d always respected the determination and cunning it took to survive despite everybody wanting them dead. However, she’d made an exception for the ninja rats. They weren’t too bad. The little bastards were fiendishly cunning, maniacally determined, and suicidally loyal.

Blasts of fire, lightning, ice, wind, darkness, and a bunch of other crap she wasn’t too sure about shot toward her. Illusions clawed at her mind, and an assortment of mundane projectiles followed. Dealing with each of the attacks separately would have taken way too long, so she didn’t bother. Instead, her magic roared, and she lashed out with her daggers. Twin waves of devastation rippled outward. The incoming magic boiled away, and her awareness, honed to a razor’s edge as the thrill of battle overtook her, sharpened and expanded.

The vampires reeled back. The slowest were reduced to ashes by the flames, and Avraniel laughed again as the rats continued to wreak havoc. They were tricky to keep track of at the best of times, but with all the debris the people eater and the other ancient were throwing around, it was nearly impossible to find them. Her magic roared again, and tongues of flame leapt from one vampire to the next. They died one after the other, their passings marked by bursts of fire and ash. As fast as they were, her flames were faster. The elders did their best to put up a fight, but there was a reason vampires feared light and fire. Avraniel was a star maiden. They didn’t stand a chance.

The people eater hurled the other ancient through the ceiling, and the whole ballroom shook as their twisted forms vanished upward only to reappear a moment later as they smashed another hole through the roof and crashed into the floor. The floor gave way beneath them, and a deep, inhuman groan echoed through the ballroom. That hadn’t come from either of the ancients. It had come from the dungeon itself – oh, right. The idiot had mentioned the dungeon was alive. Hopefully, that meant it could take a beating because the last thing Avraniel needed was for the damn place to collapse on them.

An elder danced past her flames, and Avraniel grinned. Not bad. She beckoned the vampire forward, and the elder lunged at a speed no normal human could ever hope to perceive, let alone match. Avraniel ducked, and a smirk crossed her lips at the expression of horrified disbelief on the elder’s face. She drove a dagger coated in white fire through the elder’s chest, and the vampire exploded into a cloud of smouldering ash. Another vampire leapt, spear angled toward Avraniel’s chest. Rather than dodge, she caught the shaft of the weapon in one hand as the marble floor at her feet cracked beneath the force of the attack.

“Seriously?”

Her eyes gleamed gold, and the spear melted. The vampire shrieked as molten steel covered his hands, and Avraniel drove a booted heel into the vampire’s gut. The force behind the blow pulped his torso before ravenous flames devoured his body. As the remaining vampires grew more and more panicked, their eldritch origins came to the fore. Unlike the people eater, they couldn’t transform, but their faces twisted into macabre caricatures, and their teeth lengthened. The fire within Avraniel grew hotter. She was a star, and stars had been set in the heavens to ward off abominations like them. Her flames burned white, and the stellar steel in her veins quickened. This was what she lived for.

Heat and radiance exploded out of her, a tide of brilliant devastation that cleansed the ballroom. Only the rats were spared although the magic that concealed them had no hope of surviving the onslaught. They retreated and shielded their eyes from the otherworldly brightness spilling out of her. As the dazzling display ended, the people eater pulled herself out of the floor. She was still in her inhuman form, but she was a lot smaller than before. She must have taken a lot of damage. Her tattered, inhuman limbs held another warped abomination. For a moment, she seemed poised to devour it before she tossed it over to land in front of Avraniel. The implication was obvious.

“Yeah. Yeah.” Avraniel’s eyes blazed, and she unleashed her powers on the creature before her. It went beyond burning things to ash. Her fire burnt and burnt and burnt until there was nothing left – physical, spiritual, or otherwise – of the other ancient vampire.

“And you said I was wrong to call you people eater. You were totally going to eat her.” Avraniel sighed. She should have toned her blast down a little. The floor had melted and was no longer healing, and the same was true of the walls and ceiling. There was no trace of the jewellery or finery the other vampires had worn either. Damn it. Some of that had looked pretty valuable. Oh well. Nobody ever wore their best loot. They probably had it stashed away in a back room or vault. Once they killed this Solus creep, they could search the place properly and have Gerald store all the loot.

The people eater’s nightmarish form quivered, and she transformed back into her human form. “That…” She was covered in blood, gore, and who knew what else. “Please… shut up.”

Avraniel gave her a mocking curtsy. “My, how impolite.”

“I shall assume that the other vampires are dead. What happened to their clothes? Several were similar to me in height and build.”

Avraniel gestured at the scorched ruins of the ballroom. “Did you not notice all of the fiery death I was dishing out?”

“…” The people eater massaged her temples. “Could you not have burned only their bodies but not their clothes? I know you have the control for that.”

Avraniel shrugged. “Meh. Better to be sure. I don’t want them coming back to bite me when I’m not looking.” Normally, she’d have found the idea of being lectured by someone who was completely naked hilarious – and, honestly, it still kind of was – but she knew what the people eater could do.

“You only needed to spare one set.”

“I wanted to be thorough.” Avraniel pointed. “There’s a door over there. There might be stuff for you to wear… or loot.”

“I hope so. Otherwise, you will be lending me that cloak of yours.”

Avraniel let the rats pick the lock – she didn’t want to accidentally blow up any loot – and they found themselves staring at a pair of fledglings. Her eyes narrowed. They couldn’t have been vampires for more than a week or two. There was something familiar about them too…

“Crap.” Avraniel grimaced and stepped in front of the people eater who was still covered in gore. The fledglings were cowering from her. “They look like younger versions of a woman I met in one of the villages. I’m betting they’re her daughters.”

“You’re not with the vampires?” the taller of the two girls asked fearfully.

“Nah. And don’t worry about them anymore. They’re dead.”

“Oh… then… that must be what all the explosions and fire were.” The girl swallowed thickly. “They took people from our village. They… they killed most of them, but they turned us. We didn’t want to, but they didn’t give us a choice…”

The people eater sighed, and her magic enveloped the room. “They haven’t killed anyone yet, which is good. Unfortunately, it is already too late to reverse the transformation.”

Huh. Avraniel hadn’t known that was possible. Then again, the vampires she usually ran into weren’t the kind to miss their humanity. “So what do we do with them?” The girls quailed. Really? She hadn’t done anything yet. Then again, it wasn’t as if they could defend themselves. Their transformation had given them more magic than any of the villagers, but they were nothing compared to her or the people eater. “Why aren’t they trying to rip our faces off? Don’t fledglings normally do crap like that whenever their coven gets wiped out?”

“Dealing with Livia so thoroughly helps, as does the fact that they were turned against their will.” The people eater hummed thoughtfully. “We can send them back with one of the rats. We exterminated everything on our way here, and the rats at the entrance can keep an eye on them. We can decide what to do with them after we have dealt with Solus. Staying on the island may be… difficult for them.”

That was an understatement. Although the other villagers knew them, if they went back after being turned into bloodsuckers, she’d put money on everything ending in tears, stakes, and pitchforks. Leaving the two girls to the people eater, Avraniel rummaged through a nearby closet for clothes. The people eater gestured at herself, and Avraniel idly used her flames to burn away the muck and gore that covered her. If they didn’t have anywhere else to go, the people eater could take them in. It wasn’t as if she had to worry about their sire taking control of them. Nope. When Avraniel killed somebody, they stayed dead.

She found a blouse and a pair of trousers and tossed them to the people eater. The vampire glanced down at her feet. Oh. Yeah. Shoes. The clothes she’d found so far all seemed to be in sizes the girls wore. The people eater could squeeze into their clothes if she tried, but the shoes might be a different story. Oh well. If she needed to, the people eater could go barefoot.

“There. Try not to ruin those.” Avraniel snickered. “Maybe we should bring a second set. Who knows when you’ll decide to strip down again.”

“I will stab you.”

“Sure you will.”

They sent the sisters back with one of the rats and continued onward, fighting their way past more zombies, spirits, and a bunch of other stuff Avraniel wasn’t sure how to describe. Avraniel sneered. This was getting annoying. How had this Solus idiot even found the time to make and summon all this crap? Or was the dungeon making it? That would be just their luck. They’d be up to their eyeballs in zombies, monsters, and spirits if this went on. They still hadn’t found any good loot either. Stupid vampires. They must have hidden their loot.

Finally, they reached the anchor. It was guarded by a glowing spirit made of light. She figured the necromancer had chosen it in case the vampires tried to double-cross him. A spirit with this much power would chew through all of the vampires except the ancient without breaking a sweat.

The spirit stayed silent as they approached, a tall, brooding, vaguely humanoid giant. Glittering blades branched off from its shoulders in a manner reminiscent of wings, and strange symbols gleamed in the air around it. As they drew closer, she could feel its attention focusing on her. Its glow shifted, and the solemn air of melancholy around the spirit gave way to surprise.

“Do you know me?” Avraniel asked. “Because I think I’d remember meeting a giant, glowing… whatever the hell you are.”

The spirit chuckled and spoke with a thousand different voices. “And I thought that my imprisonment here in this… imperfect form would bring me nothing but misery. I did not expect to meet She Who Defies the Darkness. I thought you dead although, I suppose, in many ways you still are. How else could I describe what you have become when all that remains is the tiniest sliver of infinity.”

“She Who Defies the Darkness?” That was a little too close to another name she knew to be a coincidence. “Is that right?”

“It is… and you also carry a fragment of She Who Shields the Innocent. I thought her dead as well, but… even a tiny spark can rekindle a flame if the conditions are right.”

Avraniel’s eyes widened. The spirit had to be referring to the Bow of the Sun. But what it was saying… was it trying to get her to drop her guard? “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I cannot say. I am not a star. Your ways are not mine. But I have seen it done, and what has been done once can be done again.” The spirit stared at them. “The magic that binds me here will not permit me to speak further.” The air grew heavy, and crimson symbols began to appear over the spirit’s body. “I will be forced to attack soon. Destroy this… shell that I have been imprisoned in and then disable the anchor.”

“Damn it.” Avraniel growled. “Can’t you tell me anything else?”

A discordant hum filled the air, akin to a swarm of angry, biting, vengeful insects. The red symbols spread further, and the spirit took a step forward. A gleaming sword made of bitterly cold light formed in its hands. “Strike now! Use the bow you carry!”

Avraniel snarled. She drew the Bow of the Sun, and an arrow of pure light and heat lanced through the spirit’s chest. The spirit toppled back and dissolved into motes of light. A chill wind blew past, and its final words were a whisper in Avraniel’s ears.

“Wrath was your sin… but also your virtue.”

Avraniel walked over to the anchor. It was a complicated structure, similar to the altars they’d seen in the villages, albeit on a far grander scale. Strange symbols covered the anchor and its surroundings, and the anchor itself seemed to twist and wind in on itself in utter defiance of conventional geometry. The idiot would have a field day once they killed Solus. This kind of crap was right up his alley.

“I assume you wish to keep the spirit’s words private?” the people eater asked.

“Yeah,” Avraniel muttered. “Or maybe not. The idiot might be able to help me out.” She snarled. “Stupid spirit. It should’ve spent more time spilling the beans and less time blathering on.”

“Cryptic speech is practically a prerequisite to being a powerful spirit.” The people eater pursed her lips and motioned to one of the rats. “Peruzzi, you can deal with the anchor. I shall assist you. I am no expert in runes and seals, but Timmy’s instructions were quite clear.”

“Fine. I’ll keep my eyes peeled.” Avraniel smirked. “Just don’t accidentally blow us up – and try not to blow up your clothes either.”

* * *

Meixing twisted away from the slashing sword of a zombie warrior. Truly, these creatures were formidable! Each had several times the strength of a grown man, and they wielded both their swords and their large tower shields with ease. By carefully attacking with its sword while making skilled use of its shield, the zombie was akin to a walking fortress. It could have slain a dozen regular soldiers with ease. However, Meixing was no novice with a blade, and the Empty Cup Style had several techniques to counter such a formidable combination.

Rather than meet strength with strength – which would have been a silly idea even if she’d still had both her arms – she flowed, smoothly ghosting to the side as her jian redirected the zombie’s blade away from her and into the ground. In the brief moment it took the zombie to pull its sword free and adjust its stance, her sword found the narrow slit of the zombie’s helmet. A tiny spark of her magic enhanced her strike, and the zombie’s skull was reduced to pulp. She retreated half a step as the body toppled to the ground and then stepped neatly around the attack of her next opponent.

Speed, efficiency, and precision – these were the aspects of battle she focused on. Deadliness followed as a natural consequence of the three. Power was important, but it was worth little on its own. With so many opponents, simply heaving powerful strikes might work at first, but she would soon tire herself out. Exhausted, she would be easy prey for lesser zombies, to say nothing of more formidable foes.

Her teacher had also taught her to use her magic in a more discerning manner. Strictly speaking, pure magic could be used to bring out the innate qualities of a weapon. That was how warriors could split steel with wooden practice swords. However, her own specific magic could also be of use. Her magic let her move objects made of metal, but it had always been far stronger when used on swords, knives, and other weapons. Her teacher had encouraged her to focus less on broad, sweeping movements and more on extremely rapid but minute movements. She had not understood at first, but then he had demonstrated a similar technique, albeit using his own magic.

By using his magic to vibrate his sword incredibly rapidly, the so-called trembling edge massively increased the destructive power of his weapon, easily surpassing what would normally be possible with pure magic enhancement. He had likened it to turning his sword into a massive saw that moved back and forth countless times each second. Naturally, the technique took a toll on a weapon, so it could not be used freely with a standard blade until true mastery had been achieved. However, her magic not only made her weapons more durable but it also ensured that novice usage of the technique was still impressively destructive. According to her teacher, the monk had used a similar technique himself to compensate for having only a single arm.

Finding herself boxed in by multiple opponents, Meixing had no choice but to use the technique to shear through the heads and bodies of her foes. Their armour must have been enchanted or reinforced by runes since sparks flew with every impact, but her sword would not be denied. Yet as pleasing as it was to practice a new technique, the sheer quantity of foes had gone from amusing to obnoxious. They had already lost most of their zombies in the earlier chambers, and without Gerald, they had not been able to replace them.

She could see why this Lord Solus Aeron was considered a Grand Necromancer. Had Meixing assaulted this tower alone, she would doubtless have perished, overrun by the sheer number of undead. Indeed, it was difficult to imagine making it past the zombie hydras or zombie behemoths without the others.

Thankfully, though, she was not alone. Her teacher, Claw, and Daerin were there, along with the stalwart ninja rats. The rodents had proven their valour, and they were essential to detecting and disarming the many traps that littered the dungeon. Although they lacked the raw power needed to strike down the largest and mightiest of the zombies, their speed and equipment allowed them to distract and hinder the undead, so she and the others could land killing blows. Katie was fortunate indeed to have their loyalty.

“Stay aware of your surroundings,” her teacher warned. “And do not stray from our formation. A solitary warrior will soon find themselves greeting their ancestors.”

Meixing hastily retreated. Unknowingly, she had pushed further forward than she thought. It was not the thrill of battle that had caused the separation, so much as the relentless ebb and flow of the battlefield. It was surely a deliberate move on the part of the zombies, a tactic employed by the Grand Necromancer who controlled them all. She wondered if her teacher’s words also applied to him. He cut through zombies the way a farmer cut through crops. A hundred could have encircled him at once, and she would bet all the money she had that he could slay them all without a scratch.

Claw was nearby, and she was glad to see that although the cat’s fur was ruffled, he bore no signs of injury. The blood and gore that marred his fur belonged to his foes, of which there was no shortage. She smiled. He would undoubtedly demand a bath later. Like many felines, he was not especially fond of water, but he was even less fond of being so filthy, and he could hardly lick himself clean when he was covered in such muck.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Daerin. The hardy dwarf’s golems had done much to keep them from being surrounded, but he was a powerful warrior in his own right, for all that he preferred to play the role of a smith and craftsman. He moved with surprising speed and agility despite his armour, and his blows, though blunt and straightforward, fell with all the strength befitting a son of rock and stone.

His golems were true works of art. They had taken damage, but their ability to repair themselves had allowed them to continue long after normal golems would have fallen. They had established a routine, with badly damaged golems retreating until they were ready for combat again. So far, roughly three quarters of his golems remained, which spoke to their quality. What could an army of such golems achieve? She wasn’t sure whether the prospect excited or scared her.

“Is there no end to these damn things?” Daerin growled. His golems had taken weapons from downed zombies in a bid to spare their own. “Bah! No wonder everyone hates fighting necromancers. I liked it better when we were the only ones with zombies.”

“Imagine trying to attack the castle,” her teacher said. “Timmy has more zombies, not to mention Sam and his ilk. How are you three holding up?”

“I am fine.” Meixing wiped sweat from her brow. She had slept more peacefully since Lord Bolton and the others had aided her. However, the number of zombies and the length of the battle had begun to tell. It was a good thing that her jian was of fine quality with formations on it to maintain its strength and sharpness. A regular weapon would either have broken or grown completely blunt by now. Of course, her teacher had little to fear. She had seen him split a boulder with a twig. “I can keep fighting.”

“As can I!” Claw struck a pose atop his downed foe. His aura tiger remained formidable, but it would not be long before the cat had to dispel the construct in favour of simply enhancing his claws. When that happened, he would have to be careful. The construct not only extended his reach but it also served as armour. Claw could reinforce his body with magic, but magic could only go so far. He was, in the end, a cat. He would never be as durable as Spot, whose scales alone granted him protection from all but the mightiest of blows.

“I’m a dwarf,” Daerin rumbled. “We’re not the fastest, but there aren’t many who can outlast us.”

“Then we shall press on. According to the ninja rats, there is a fortified hall ahead of us. There are mercenaries there defending our objective.”

They fought their way to the hall, knee-deep in the bodies of the zombies they slew. Once this was all over, Meixing would have to give her clothes a most thorough cleaning. At the very least, she would ask Spot to cleanse them with his white fire. Perhaps she should invest in more clothes as well, now that she no longer had to worry about where her next meal would come from or whether she would have a roof over her head.

There were indeed mercenaries waiting in the hall. From the presence they exuded and the quality of their weapons and armour, it was clear they were veterans. They were experienced in battle and unlikely to forsake their employer. Why they had not been deployed earlier was a mystery to her, but they were dangerous, particularly their leader. The man had more magic than any of them, including her teacher. Admittedly, raw power was not everything, but power combined with experience was always dangerous.

“Hmm… a formidable foe.” Her teacher glanced at her. “Keep your guard up.” He studied the hall and the defences the mercenaries had prepared. His expression remained calm, but Meixing did not think the situation was favourable. The mercenaries had prepared barricades and had positioned themselves accordingly. Given the open nature of the hall and their need to act swiftly, there was little room for subtlety or scheming. “A frontal assault,” her teacher said. “With the golems and what zombies we have leading the way. Prepare yourself.”

They charged with the golems and zombies leading the way. Magical defences sprang up, and the mercenaries unleashed a disciplined barrage of projectile fire. Arrows, crossbow bolts, and magic rained down on them. Their zombies went down in droves, and their golems faltered beneath the sheer weight of attacks pouring down on them.

Suddenly, there was a flash of light and a sound like a river breaking its banks. The magic ahead of them shattered, and the next wave of projectiles were knocked aside. Meixing’s eyes widened. Her teacher had been using a jian and the Empty Cup Style this entire time, which meant the technique he had used must be something she could learn.

Their remaining golems and zombies crashed into the barricades and did their best to either climb over them or tear them down. Regular soldiers might have panicked, but the mercenaries held their ground. They used magic to thin out the zombies and worked together to overwhelm the golems. Yet as skilled as the mercenaries were, Meixing was confident that she and the others were better. Claw was right beside her, and the cat leapt into the fray as she hurled her other swords forward to clear a path for him.

A wave of fire rushed out to greet her friend, and Claw laughed and brought his claws down. A wave of cutting force rippled outward, and the flames parted. One of her swords caught a swordsman in the throat, and another two struck down crossbowmen who’d peeked out from behind their barricade to aim at Claw. Her remaining swords lanced toward the mage, and the mercenary knocked them aside with blasts of flame and force. In the split-second he took his attention off Claw, her friend leapt and landed on the mage’s chest. He bared his teeth, and the mage died a moment later. Then, as if he was a bolt of lightning, Claw leapt from one foe to the next, his claws like swords as he struck down each of his opponents.

A bolt of actual lightning raced toward him, and Meixing sent a sword to intercept it. The attack sent her sword spinning away, but a second weapon caught the mage in the shoulder before a third struck him square in the chest. Nearby, Daerin hacked a man down with his axe only for a spear to skitter off his armour. It must have been an outstanding weapon because it left a long, jagged mark across the dwarf’s armour. Daerin roared and seized the shaft of the spear in his hand. He yanked the spearman closer and smashed his helmeted head into his chest. The blow caved in his opponent’s chest, and Daerin shoved him aside.

“Damn it,” Daerin growled. “That’ll take forever to fix.”

The golems had begun to flag. The mercenaries had grasped their ability to repair themselves and were ruthlessly targeting the damaged golems and destroying them before they could finish their repairs. But the golems had done their job. They had bought Meixing and the others the time they needed to close in on the mercenaries and overwhelm their defences. Meixing had just pushed past another barricade when her teacher’s voice snapped out.

“Meixing! Behind you!”

She turned, sword at the ready, and a wave of force washed over her –

Her arm was gone – gone! The blackened blade that had severed her limb cracked and then exploded into shards of demonic ice. Her head jerked back, and additional agony exploded from her right eye. Behind her, Claw yowled in a combination of hate and rage and sorrow. His bloodied figure shot forward, and his claws tore into their foe. It wasn’t enough. Their foe struck back, and Claw went flying. His small form hit the ground hard and lay still.

Despite the pain, her blood boiled with fury.

She tried to move, only to fall to her knees.

Visions filled her mind.

Who would want a cripple?

What could she do without her right arm?

Claw had believed in her, and where had that gotten him?

A second strike severed her left arm.

How could she fight without either of her arms?

Cruel eyes gleamed with mirth, and a huge, inhuman foot crushed Claw.

She screamed.

Where was her family?

Why had Claw sacrificed himself for her?

Where was her teacher?

No.

This wasn’t real. The demon had only taken one of her arms, and Claw had survived the battle. She had lost an arm and an eye, but she hadn’t failed her friend. And even if this was real, even if she had no arms, she could still fight. As long as she was alive, she could use her magic, and her magic could move her swords. The twisted figure of her enemy loomed over her, and a scream that was equal parts agony and determination tore its way past her lips –

Her enemy was gone. The shattered courtyard where she had very nearly lost her life was nowhere to be found. In its place was the hall with the anchor, but the din of battle had vanished. Instead, all was still and silent.

Her eyes widened in awe as she took in the state of the battlefield.

It was as if a storm of blades had descended upon the battlefield. The leader of the mercenaries – he must have been the one to strike her – was little more than a smear. The same was true of the other mercenaries. Never had she seen such a… violent technique. The mercenaries had seemingly been torn apart by countless strikes, reduced to mere offal. She stumbled and would have fallen, but Daerin was there to catch her. The ever-reliable dwarf steadied her and offered her a gourd. She drank from it without thinking, and the unexpected burn of strong alcohol had her coughing and wheezing. She spat out most of it, but the shock also cleared her head.

“Easy, lass.” The dwarf’s voice was gruff but kind. “I didn’t think you’d try to chug it down. A nip will do.” His gaze hardened. “I know that look. I don’t know what that bastard showed you, but you could use a good drink.”

She took a tiny nip of the alcohol. It burned as it went down her throat, but with the burn came a startling clarity. “Teacher?” she asked. “What… what happened?”

“Their leader used a powerful mental attack against you. That… displeased me, so I cut you free of his attack and then made sure he could not try again.”

Daerin chuckled grimly. “This might be the first time I’ve seen him angry, lass. Next thing I know, they’re all dead.”

“You cut me free of his attack?” Meixing asked. She was shocked. Powerful mental attacks could be exceptionally troublesome to deal with. Indeed, the strongest such attacks could continue for some time even after the caster was killed since they rooted themselves deep inside the minds of their targets. Against attacks of that level, there was often little that could be done, other than hoping for the target to break free on their own or for the attack to fade.

“You were on the verge of breaking out of it yourself, but I thought leaving you there any longer would be unwise.” Her teacher glanced at the carnage around them, and there was cold steel in his gaze, stern and unbreakable. “As for cutting you free of his attack, I do not boast when I say that there is nothing in this world that my sword cannot cut.” The words were spoken without a hint of hubris. He had stated a fact.

“How… how can I learn to do the same?”

“Hmm…” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, and she could see the rats waiting hopefully as well. It wasn’t every day that a warrior of the Heavenly Sword’s calibre spoke on matters such as these. Her own parents would have gladly handed over their children to listen to him speak seriously on matters pertaining to the blade – which granted a certain irony to her present situation. “The attack I used was not a technique in the conventional sense although it was inspired by one. What is a swordsman? What is a sword? What does it mean to cut? After I left my homeland, I pondered such questions deeply. It nearly drove me mad. Simply telling you the answer is not enough. You must experience it. You must live it. You must become the answer itself.”

“Even so, I would be honoured to hear the answer you found.”

“A swordsman and their sword are one and the same,” he replied. “To cut – to kill – is the purpose of a sword. Yet that implies a separation between the sword and the world around it. The supreme state of swordsmanship ignores such petty distinctions. There is no swordsman. There is no sword. There is no world. All are one. And so to cut or to kill becomes as simple and easy as thought itself, and cutting magic becomes as straightforward as cutting paper.” He used a word at the end that was specific to Meixing’s language. In the language that Katie and the others spoke, it might be translated as soul-world-reflection-truth. It was magic that was not magic, the ultimate and supreme ideal of all warriors, yet she had never heard it stated in quite this manner before, or so succinctly.

She did the only thing she could. She kowtowed and pressed her head to the floor, heedless of the blood upon it. For how could she worry about mere blood when she had received such priceless words of wisdom? “I will think deeply on your words, teacher. But the technique that inspired your attack…?” It was greedy to ask about what was clearly a terrifyingly powerful technique after the wisdom he had shared, but she could not stop herself. Her curiosity was too great.

“Ah. That was not a technique from the Empty Cup Style. Indeed, it was not a technique meant for a jian. It was a technique drawn from the Supreme Tyrannical Heaven-Defying Sword, which is the style from which the Sky-Severing Sabre originates. As such, it was originally meant to be performed with a dao.”

Meixing gasped. The Supreme Tyrannical Heaven-Defying Sword was rightfully considered one of the greatest sword styles that used a dao, and the Sky-Severing Sabre was a truly legendary technique. Her teacher must have learned the style while slaying its creator to avenge the Monk of the Empty Cup. To learn a style by facing it in battle was already ludicrous, but to master it to the point that he could transcend its most potent techniques while using a different weapon? His title of Heavenly Sword was truly fitting.

He turned. “We can speak more of it later. Daerin, I leave the anchor to you and the ninja rats.” He paused. “Never forget, Meixing, that just as techniques from benevolent styles can still be used for evil, so too can techniques born of malevolent styles be used for good. A sword – or technique – will only ever be as good or as evil as the one who wields it.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Timmy made his way through the dungeon and up toward what he was certain would be an obnoxiously ostentatious throne room. Grand Necromancers were prone to extravagance, and Solus was no exception. Timmy had the self-awareness to realise that he wasn’t immune to that unfortunate tendency either, which was why he was always vigilant about going overboard. Theatricality had its place, especially with regards to intimidation, but pointless showmanship was an easy way to end up dead.

His castle was different. If he was going to spend exorbitant sums of money restoring it, then he was going to make sure it combined aesthetics and functionality. It was possible for a lair to both look awesome and be pretty much invincible. Depending on how his investments performed, along with how the war ended up going, he might be able to expand his castle instead of simply renovating it.

Others might have baulked at the expense, which was shaping up to be truly astronomical, but the castle held a special place in his heart. Thanks to centuries of neglect, it had been in woeful condition when his master had gotten it, and it had only fallen into further disrepair thanks to his master’s unique combination of stupidity, ineptitude, stinginess, and pointless evil.

Basic maintenance? Forget about it. Frankly, it was a miracle it hadn’t collapsed.

His master had possessed a penchant for experimenting on servants and murdering anyone who annoyed him. That included anyone with the gumption to mention that the castle might need a non-zero maintenance budget.

Besides, the castle was Timmy’s seat of power. If he couldn’t feel safe there, where could he? By the time he was done, the castle would be a splendid sight to behold and utterly impregnable. Considering the fact that none of his master’s many, many enemies had managed to take it despite all the neglect, it wasn’t farfetched to believe it might truly be impervious to siege or assault once it was properly renovated.

It was almost nostalgic being on his own with nobody else around except his own zombies. After his master had perished but before Katie had arrived at the castle, Timmy had done a lot of adventuring on his own. It had been risky. If he’d gotten hurt or otherwise incapacitated in the wilderness or inside an ancient ruin or forgotten tomb, he wouldn’t have had anyone to rely on. He would have died in the middle of nowhere with no one the wiser. It had almost happened several times, and he’d only survived thanks to his wits and thorough preparations.

But risks had been necessary. For all that his master had been a drunken wreck toward the end, his fearsome reputation had still served as a deterrent. Once people found out that he was dead, they’d come for the castle. Timmy had been in desperate need of resources to repair the worst of the neglect and to set up proper defences. He’d been good, sure, but far from unbeatable. Leaving the castle as it had been would have been a death sentence. He’d needed to ensure that the castle could provide him with an insurmountable home field advantage, so he could further hone his talents, build up his forces, and make himself a less appealing target.

His risk-taking had paid off. His thorough research, knack for making connections, and willingness to take chances had filled those years with tomb robbing, ruin exploring, and dungeon looting. He had faced many of the most storied and dangerous places in the world and had emerged victorious – and considerably wealthier. He had been injured many times, and more than once he’d been forced to flee since escaping emptyhanded was better than dying next to a pile of treasure.

Not all of his jaunts had worked out. Several times, he’d fought through hordes of monsters and outwitted countless traps only to find that somebody else had already found an alternate route to the treasure. Other times, people had swooped in to steal the fruits of his labour. He’d remembered those people, and he’d been sure to retrieve his treasure and pay them back in full.

However, the infusion of wealth and other resources from those expeditions had been priceless. The incredibly potent barrier he’d set up around the castle – the equal or better of any fortress in Everton or the empire – had been painstakingly crafted using knowledge and materials he’d acquired from a handful of related ruins. He’d also obtained a variety of artifacts that he no longer relied upon but which had played a pivotal role in allowing him to ward off attacks from his enemies. He’d kept those artifacts and allowed Katie to study them although it was unlikely that she’d ever need them. The artifacts themselves exacted a heavy toll, and the castle’s security was no longer lacking. Moreover, Katie’s power was increasing at a truly monstrous rate. By the time she was a teenager, anyone strong enough to threaten her would have no problems dealing with artifacts of that level.

This time, however, his rewards for winning would be survival and the defeat of another Grand Necromancer. There would, of course, be plenty of treasure and loot to be had, but he wasn’t here for that. No. He was here to defeat another Grand Necromancer. Real clashes between Grand Necromancers were rare. Defender’s advantage was usually too strong to make an attack viable, and they typically had too much to lose and too little to gain to make a decisive confrontation worthwhile.

Left to their own devices, a Grand Necromancer’s lair was a killing field. It was where idiots went to die. Indeed, under regular circumstances, Timmy would never have considered a direct attack on Solus. Instead, he would have waged war against him through his connections, gradually weakening the other necromancer by cutting off his access to corpses and other key supplies before eventually making a move once he had accrued an insurmountable advantage. Likewise, Solus had never been foolish enough to attack Timmy’s castle.

Although necromancers often travelled extensively during their formative years, Grand Necromancers rarely moved their base of operations. Instead, they preferred to fortify their favourite lair. In the long run, it was better to settle in one place since that allowed them to make connections, perform more advanced and delicate research, and gather resources more efficiently. Solus had already established a proper lair elsewhere, so moving here was a gamble.

However, moving wasn’t necessarily a bad idea. If his activities here hadn’t been noticed earlier, he would have been able to multiply his power several times over. With a living dungeon under his command, he would have been more secure than ever before. But Solus had been noticed, and now it was a question of whether or not all the risks he’d taken would pay off. Timmy has here to ensure they wouldn’t.

As Timmy continued down the passageway, more zombies came forward to greet him. These were the usual riff-raff that were designed more to slow him down than actually threaten him, but they were also accompanied by more powerful zombies – everything from zombie warriors to zombie hydras and other monstrous creatures. The passageways he’d gone through earlier had been too narrow to let his larger zombies fit. As a result, the strongest zombies he’d been able to bring with him were his composite zombie warriors. They were a variant of his zombie warrior elites. Rather than being crafted out of primarily human components, they made extensive use of various kinds of beast people and orcs, along with hydra parts.

Zombie warrior elites were generally stronger than their living counterparts, and orcs and beast people were typically stronger than humans. Timmy hadn’t skimped on their equipment either. Not many necromancers could call upon the services of a master dwarf craftsman, and few of his peers could match his connections when it came to acquiring rare materials. There also wasn’t a necromancer alive who could match his skills with runes and seals. He was considered a grand master in that area too although he’d never taken the exams to formally earn recognition – being a criminal made that somewhat difficult. Nevertheless, his skills were recognised by many experts in the field, and he had connections to the different organisations that presided over the most skilled and powerful practitioners.

It was situations like this that allowed him to distinguish himself from his peers. Not only was he capable of controlling all of his zombies individually but he was also able to impart his own formidable combat skills to them. That didn’t mean a lot when applied to the weakest zombies. Their physical limitations prevented him from fully utilising his skills. But these zombies were the elite of the elite, and they were more than capable of taking full advantage of his prowess in combat.

And not to boast too much, but he was no slouch in battle. His master might have been better with a blade, but his master had been one of the world’s finest swordsmen when he’d been sober. However, his master had never been able to fully transfer his skills to his zombies. Timmy wasn’t at the same level as his master had been during his prime, but he could survive against people who were – and he was a lot better at transferring his skills to his zombies.

That meant he had a huge advantage against other necromancers. Most necromancers only learned how to fight well enough to survive and then let their magic do the rest. Timmy could go into battle against the vast majority of warriors and be confident that he was better in close combat than they were. As a result, Timmy’s zombies had the potential to be far better fighters than the zombies of other necromancers since he knew how to fight and could control them accordingly. Although there were a few other necromancers with similar combat skills, they lacked his fine control and ability to command large groups of zombies.

And so, now that he was focused solely on the zombies that had accompanied him, his zombies didn’t just beat Solus’s zombies. They cut through them like a hot knife through butter. His composite zombie warrior elites were stronger, faster, more durable, and fought with far greater skill. Solus was a magnificent necromancer with an outstanding grasp of soul magic, but he was not the warrior Timmy was. Sure, he could hold his own in combat – Grand Necromancers had to be reasonably proficient in combat to survive long enough to earn the title – but Timmy was in a different class altogether. Against any of his fellow Grand Necromancers, Timmy was confident that he would hold the edge in close combat, barring the use of magic.

Each of Timmy’s zombies was effectively a bigger, stronger version of himself that didn’t feel pain or get tired although they couldn’t use any of his magic. One of the reasons he’d learned how to use so many weapons was because it made his own zombies more effective with those weapons too. And each of these zombies had a masterfully crafted weapon to go with their equally impressive armour. They crushed their opponents with ease, and as the first zombie hydra approached, Timmy reached into the sack he’d brought along.

The sack was larger on the inside than the outside, and although it couldn’t compare to Gerald, his painstaking research had not been in vain. Its carrying capacity was better than anything he could buy on the open market. Perhaps when the war was over, he could spend more time improving it. One day, he’d catch up to and then surpass Mike the corpse dealer, but first they had to win the war.

He palmed a handful of metal strips that had been sharpened into throwing knives. Each carried a seal designed to suppress regeneration. He’d made them because werewolves, hydras, and other regenerators were troublesome opponents. Zombies often won by wearing their opponents down, but that was unlikely to work against regenerators.

As his zombies closed in on the zombie hydra, the creature spewed acid at them. He split up his zombies to avoid the deluge, and the zombie sent a stream of the corrosive fluid toward Timmy himself. Rather than dodge, he pulled out a pair of metal stakes and drove them into the ground. A barrier formed. It wasn’t big, just barely sufficient to cover him, but it would do. The acid struck the barrier, and Timmy smiled thinly. In his enemy’s stronghold, necromancy alone would never have been enough. His opponent was another Grand Necromancer who held the defender’s advantage. Timmy would be fighting without much support, and he would be badly outnumbered. If all he had was necromancy, he was certain to lose.

His zombies leapt at the zombie hydra, hacking and slashing. Its blood spurted everywhere, and his zombies moved to avoid it as the runes and seals on their armour lit up to repel any that managed to hit them. The zombie hydra ignored their blows, content to weather their attacks with its regeneration, and then his knives hit. There was a minute stutter, something only another Grand Necromancer would have noticed, as the zombie’s regeneration failed. Solus immediately seized full control of the zombie in a bid to understand what was happening. Timmy wished him luck.

It had taken Timmy years to devise those seals. The anti-regeneration seals that were normally used against hydras were larger, more complex, and required more power and a proper seal array. At best, they could be scaled down to fit onto swords and spears. They could not be put on objects as small as knives while still retaining their effectiveness. Timmy had not only found a way to put them on knives but he had also dramatically reduced the power they needed to operate. Of course, there were trade-offs. Already, the seals had begun to degrade as the zombie hydra’s innate regeneration fought to overcome them.

He sent in his zombie salamander, one of the few non-humanoid zombies he had that was small enough to easily traverse the corridors of the dungeon. The zombie chirped and then unleashed a blast of searing heat straight at the centre of the zombie hydra’s chest. Without its regeneration active, the attack did horrific damage. The zombie hydra toppled back, thrashing and flailing as the flames eagerly devoured its flesh. His zombie warriors stepped in to finish the job, chopping and hacking at it with inhuman strength.

Timmy smiled. He could easily imagine the frown on Solus’s face.

The other monstrous zombies met similar fates, overcome through the teamwork of his zombies and cunning applications of his runes and seals. Something that many necromancers overlooked was that monstrous zombies were difficult to move as naturally as humanoid zombies since necromancers were, for the most part, humanoid in shape. That rarely mattered against lesser foes, but Timmy knew how to exploit that seemingly minor disjunction to maximum advantage. Take a four-armed giant. The upper pairs of arms were almost always faster and more dextrous than the lower pair when personally controlled by a necromancer. Why? Because necromancers usually only had one pair of arms. Knowing that, Timmy was able to command his zombie warriors to strike at areas that the upper pair of arms were unable to easily defend.

In the next chamber, Timmy was confronted by a host of zombie crustaceans, all of which were larger than normal. Solus must have found merfolk trading partners because acquiring this many would have been almost impossible for regular monster hunters. Timmy had been hoping to face more wraiths or other spirits, but Solus knew better than to rely on those against him. As the crustaceans advanced, Timmy took a moment to size them up before issuing his orders.

They were a bad matchup for his zombies. Their thick shells would be difficult for weapons to pierce or smash, and their huge, crushing claws would deal serious damage despite the armour his zombies wore. He frowned. He didn’t want to resort to this so early, but he couldn’t afford to lose too many zombies here. Timmy drew on his reserves of willpower, steeled his heart, and then called on his eldritch sorcery.

A wave of ineffable effulgence swept outward, and the zombies crustaceans were momentarily locked in place. His zombies rushed forward to take advantage of the opening he’d provided. Revealing that technique was less than ideal, but he would lose if he had to face Solus without his zombies. Although his zombies weren’t able to kill all of the zombie crustaceans before his eldritch sorcery wore off, they were able to give themselves a decisive advantage.

Timmy continued forward, pointedly ignoring the dull ache that had settled into the back of his mind. Eldritch sorcery didn’t always demand an obvious toll, but a price always had to be paid. He was simply better at enduring the consequences than most people. His time with his master had seen to that, and Sam had taught him all he could about how to manage the risks. His friend had also given him a precious gift – which might be his only chance of victory – but it wasn’t time to use it yet.

There were more chambers and corridors, and Timmy fought onward with the grim determination of a man who knew how far his goal still was. Solus, that jerk, had evidently decided that the only proper place to build his throne room was as high up in the fortress as was practical. Combined with the dungeon’s ability to be larger on the inside than the outside, and the end result was a lot of stairs, hordes of zombies, and no shortage of traps. If only they were dealing with a regular fortress and not a dungeon connected to a nascent magical nexus. He could have gotten Avraniel to blast the damn thing from the outside.

Back when Timmy had been struggling to gather resources for his castle, he’d fought against another necromancer who’d decided to build his throne room at the very top of his fortress. Timmy had solved that particular problem by disabling his barrier and then flying a zombie wyvern laden with explosive straight into his opponent’s throne room. The other necromancer had somehow managed to survive the explosion that followed, but he hadn’t survived Timmy’s shovel. Ah. If only Solus could be that stupid, his life would be so much easier.

At some point, perhaps because he was aiming to exhaust Timmy, Solus began to mix in spirits and summoned creatures again. It was a reasonable strategy. Mixing up his defenders would force Timmy to expend more resources and tax his ability to multitask. Timmy would have to rely not only on his zombies and his runes and seals but also on his eldritch sorcery and earth magic. More than once, he had to beat a few of his opponents to death with his shovel. Admittedly, his shovel was vastly superior to any regular shovel, but it spoke volumes that he had to use it.

It was a shame that they were fighting in a living dungeon. The structure of a living dungeon was generally resistant to outside influence, and this dungeon was no different. In a regular building, he could have used the walls, floor, and ceiling as weapons. Here, he had to rely on broken bits of rubble and debris, along with whatever was in his sack. Solus had to suspect that he had pebbles and other projectiles in his sack – and Timmy did – but he was careful not to use them. If that possibility somehow slipped Solus’s mind, all it would take was a moment’s inattention and a well-placed pebble to end the fight. It wasn’t sporting, but Timmy wasn’t here to be sporting. By not using anything from his sack to help his earth magic, there was also the chance that Solus could be fooled into thinking that he had already used whatever supplies he had.

Deception.

Misdirection.

Confusion.

In a straight-up fight with both of them at full strength, Timmy would not have liked his chances against Solus – which was why he had no intention of facing him in a straight-up fight. This wasn’t a sparring match. This was a fight to the death, and playing into the opponent’s strengths was nothing less than a complicated way of committing suicide.

* * *

Solus had never liked Timmy. He was happy to admit that, especially since it was hardly a secret. Everyone in the necromancer community knew how he felt. Solus was a half-elf, which meant he had a far longer lifespan than most other people. In fact, he was centuries older than the current Supreme Necromancer.

Once, long ago, he had hoped to rise to that prestigious position. He had challenged the current Supreme Necromancer’s predecessors several times. He had nearly lost his life each time, but he had always managed to acquit himself well and escape. Seeing the top of the proverbial pyramid had only hardened his resolve. Let the shorter-lived necromancers struggle and strive. They might gain power more quickly than him, but they also died more quickly too. He could afford to be patient. He would eventually outlive and outgrow them all, and then he would stand alone as the greatest of all necromancers.

Or so he had thought.

The current Supreme Necromancer was still monstrously powerful, but he had been even stronger in his youth. He’d been so far beyond other necromancers that it had been almost comical. Solus had been forced to admit that despite being centuries older, he didn’t stand a chance against him. It was beyond infuriating. To be so close to his goal, only to be utterly surpassed by someone so much younger. But he had time. The Supreme Necromancer was a freak. His successor would not be as powerful, and Solus would be there waiting.

Was it the best way to claim the title? Of course not. But he could worry about public opinion after he’d claimed it. As the saying went: the victor got to write history. He wasn’t so foolish as to think he wouldn’t eventually be surpassed. Half-elves were long lived, not immortal. However, he could live with that if he managed to grasp the title. Yet, to his dismay, the Supreme Necromancer stubbornly refused to yield the title to anyone as the years wore on, and he went from a freakishly talented upstart to a legendary old man.

Again Solus comforted himself. He was a half-elf. His day would come. He knew it would. The old codger couldn’t stay on top forever. There were other Grand Necromancers. Sometimes, there were more than a dozen, and other times, there were as few as five. He wasn’t worried about them. He could beat any of them, perhaps not easily, but definitely if he had time to prepare. Some had caught his eye over the years. Millie was equal parts impressive and disastrous. Her zombies were works of necromantic art, the very pinnacle of their profession. Yet she could only make them slowly and never in large numbers. She was also more interested in shoring up her territory than in challenging for the title of Supreme Necromancer.

If worse came to worst, he was confident he could defeat her with weight of numbers and his soul magic. It helped that she wasn’t a particularly sociable person either. She had few allies to call upon, and none that he couldn’t deal with if necessary. There had been others he had been troubled by, like Stephen, but they had either fallen short of his expectations or grasped too greedily for the position they all coveted. The Supreme Necromancer might have one foot in the grave, but despite being in the twilight of his dotage, he was nevertheless a terror who was rightfully considered to possess the fighting power of an entire nation.

And then there was Timmy.

The first time Solus had seen him, he’d been a scruffy, little boy with a split lip, a black eye, and a limp. Everyone had known what sort of monster his master was, and none of them had truly expected Timmy to survive. There had been rumours that a few of his fellow apprentices had escaped, but all of the others had met grisly fates. Solus was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a kind man, but he wasn’t given to pointless cruelty either. Timmy’s master might have been a Grand Necromancer, but he was also a contemptible man who had squandered his many gifts on cheap booze and needless cruelty. Timmy would simply be the latest casualty of the man’s wanton brutality.

But Timmy had survived, and he’d improved at an incredible rate – and then his master had perished. No one knew exactly how, but Timmy had become Lord of Black Tower Castle while still a teenager. Solus had assumed he would meet his end soon after. The castle was legendary in necromancer circles, and there was no shortage of people who wanted it for themselves. Solus would let them squabble over it before moving in to crush them all and seize it for himself once Timmy had exhausted whatever relics and other devices his master had left behind to defend the place. The dead man might have been a fool, but his viciousness had been legendary. Solus wanted no part of it. Swooping in at the last minute was easier, safer, and far more convenient. The castle was a truly remarkable location despite how badly it had been neglected. It belonged in the hands of someone who could make proper use of it.

Once again, though, Timmy had survived. He had dealt with each and every threat, and he had reinforced the castle and its defences to the point that even Solus couldn’t be certain of victory if he attacked it. Timmy had achieved all of this by taking risk after risk after risk as he raided tombs, explored ruins, and delved into uncharted lands for treasures and artifacts that could fill his coffers and add to his power. Solus had never seen a necromancer so adept at what was normally regarded as work for adventurers or mercenaries. Worse, Timmy had also proven to have a mind for business and trade. Rather than sit on the wealth he had acquired, Timmy found ways to grow it, building not only greater wealth but also increasingly useful connections in a range of different areas.

During the reign of Timmy’s master, Black Tower Castle had been a shell of its former glory, kept safe by enslaved eldritch beings who were as likely to turn on him as intruders. Under Timmy’s reign, the castle and the lands around it grew ever more prosperous and productive. Wealth flowed into his vaults, and Timmy went from strength to strength as he used that wealth to repair the castle, purchase all manner of exotic materials and corpses, and fund multiple avenues of research. What Timmy lacked in raw power, he made up for in versatility and preparation.

Timmy was a threat in a way that few Grand Necromancers were. He had no real holes in his skillset, no areas of obvious weakness that could be targeted. His greatest weakness was his raw power. However, although he wasn’t the mightiest amongst them, he wasn’t the weakest either. He was also careful to invest his resources in ways that bolstered his strengths and mitigated his weaknesses. In a world ruled by specialists, he was a true generalist, and that made him dangerous. Generalists usually perished long before reaching Timmy’s level, but those that survived were always dangerous. More than one necromancer had challenged Timmy over the years, hoping to leverage their specialties against him. Timmy had shown an alarming ability to manipulate battles to ensure they would be fought on his terms. His enemies would find themselves exposed, their weaknesses dragged into the open as Timmy made them into the deciding factors of the battle. It spoke to Timmy’s strategic and tactical awareness, skills that many necromancers lacked.

Year after year, Timmy’s position improved. Each victory made others more reluctant to attack him, so Timmy was able to focus more on developing himself and his territory. The lessons on logistics, trade, and politicking that Solus had taken centuries to master came easily to Timmy. Many of their fellows sneered at Timmy, saying he’d have been better off as a merchant, but Solus understood exactly how dangerous Timmy had become.

Ultimately, necromancy was a battle of resources, and Timmy was acquiring them faster than anyone. The others might sneer at him now, but it wouldn’t be long before Timmy surpassed them. Rubbing salt into the wound, the Supreme Necromancer appeared to genuinely like him. Solus and the Supreme Necromancer rarely spoke, but when they did, it was always with icy politeness. The old man knew he wanted his position, and he had no intention of giving it up. But the Supreme Necromancer spoke to Timmy the way he would a favoured nephew. He had joked about one day giving his position to him – and Timmy had joked about not wanting it, as if there was any necromancer in the world who would refuse such an honour!

Solus was confident that in a fair fight with minimal preparation time, he would win the majority of the time. But Timmy was no fool. If they fought, it wouldn’t be a fair fight, and he and all of the other Grand Necromancers had seen what Timmy could do with time to prepare. There was a reason none of them had launched a serious attack against him in years. It simply wasn’t worth the risk.

Apart from his formidable combat power, Timmy was more than happy to retaliate by leveraging his connections. His enemies in the past had found themselves iced out of key markets, with monster hunters, corpse dealers, alchemists, and all manner of other professionals refusing to do business with them or selling their services to Timmy instead. There were even rumours that he had the backing of a merchant prince! Fighting Timmy was less like fighting a single man and closer to fighting a country.

It wasn’t fair. Solus had worked every bit as hard – or harder – for centuries, yet he was somehow falling behind!

Every year, the gap between Timmy and the Grand Necromancers who had once looked down on him grew smaller and smaller. Already, he had surpassed several of them and moved comfortably into the top half of their kind. In truth, Solus was no longer sure that any of the others could beat Timmy if he put all of his power and resources to work. Indeed, several had already reached out and come to ‘arrangements’ with the younger man, making it clear that they would stay out of his way if he stayed out of theirs. Solus had no intention of making an arrangement. Now was the time to strike. Timmy was already threatening. In a decade, he’d be the most dangerous necromancer alive.

And then there was his damn apprentice.

Katie was somehow shaping up to be even more problematic than Timmy. Solus had never seen a child as naturally gifted as her, which explained all of the assassination attempts that had been made by fearful competitors over the years. None had succeeded. Timmy had taken great care to shield his apprentice, and he had ruthlessly handled each threat while making horrific examples out of those responsible. At this point, Solus doubted if anyone short of another Grand Necromancer or someone hoping to reach that status would dare to lay a hand on her.

Timmy had proven to be an extremely capable instructor while Katie had shown herself to be an extremely apt pupil. There had been no shortage of grumbling from other necromancers hoping to find apprentices of similar talent. There had also been no shortage of worries about how long it would be before Katie had the strength to begin challenging them. Honestly, despite being ten years old, the girl already had the strength and skill to qualify as a proper necromancer in her own right. And unlike Timmy, she possessed the sort of raw power that might one day turn her into an even bigger monster than the current Supreme Necromancer.

Tradition dictated that Katie overthrow Timmy, which would have handily solved many of Solus’s problems, especially if they somehow managed to kill each other. However, that tradition was predicated on apprentices rightfully resenting their masters. Similar to the boy Millie had taken under her wing, Katie bore no resentment toward Timmy. If anything he was her father in all but name and blood.

When the time came for her to stand on her own two feet, she would undoubtedly find a castle of her own, or perhaps Timmy would help her get one, possibly by destroying one of his enemies. To make matters worse, the Supreme Necromancer was said to be quite fond of Katie. If his sources were correct, the pair exchanged letters regularly. Combined with the fact that none of the Supreme Necromancer’s own descendants had gone into necromancy, it was easy to read between the lines. The Supreme Necromancer was angling to make Katie his successor.

Assuming Solus found a way to deal with Timmy, he would still need to find a way to get rid of Katie. Adding to his laundry list of concerns was the realisation that his years had finally begun to weigh down on him. He’d seen his first grey hair last year. He should still have a few centuries left, but he was no longer in his prime. There was a decent chance that this was the strongest he’d ever be – and it still wasn’t enough. That was why he had joined the empire. He needed to act while he still could to seize an unassailable advantage. Creating a magical nexus and a living dungeon to control it wasn’t easy, and it couldn’t be done just anywhere either. However, the island was perfect for his purposes, and once the ritual was complete, he would be close to unbeatable. With a living dungeon powered by a magical nexus under his command, he wouldn’t have to worry about fancy tactics. He would have the power to simply crush whoever stood against him.

Alas, the souls within the dungeon core were fighting against him, and Timmy and his group had launched their attack at an incredibly inconvenient time. He had no idea how they’d managed to get onto the island despite his zombie patrols, but they needed to be stopped. It couldn’t be teleportation. He had several zombies who could sense teleportation, and he’d taken steps to ensure it wouldn’t be possible.

Timmy arriving alone would have been dangerous, but the presence of his companions was disastrous. They had dismantled the garrison, along with his troops outside the fortress. Solus had been left with no choice but to let them in. If he had locked them out, it was easy to imagine Timmy sacrificing his fleet to damage the fortress and turn the ritual into Solus’s funeral pyre.

At least, they’d split up to go after the anchors simultaneously. That was fine. Even if the ritual’s anchors were disabled or destroyed, if Solus could complete the dungeon core, he could still salvage the situation. Timmy must have realised that too since he had chosen to go after Solus. But the fool was on his own. Had he truly grown so arrogant? Very well. If Timmy had finally found the courage to challenge him alone, then so be it. He was more than happy to meet him in battle.

Yet despite his efforts to deal with Timmy before he could reach him, the other necromancer had proven to be annoyingly resilient. Timmy’s necromancy had made him famous, but his greatest strength was actually his diverse skillset. The runes and seals he knew, combined with his earth magic, eldritch sorcery and combat skills allowed him to punch far above his weight. Necromancers were essentially force multipliers, and Timmy was a master of maximisation.

Frustratingly, although Solus knew that Timmy’s companions had laid siege to the ritual’s anchors, the core’s resistance made it difficult to determine the exact situation. Never mind. Although they’d disabled or destroyed the anchors, he’d already taken steps to manage the backlash. More to the point, if he could kill Timmy, victory would be his. Timmy was the leader of the group and the sole person in it who fully understood all the intricacies of the ritual. He could kill Timmy, complete the core, and then flee the area. It wouldn’t be ideal – and the backlash from abandoning the ritual would be severe – but the empire could retake the island, and he could pick up where he’d left off. Timmy might be brilliant, but he’d gotten impatient. In contrast, Solus knew all about patience.

Besides, it was only fitting that the battle to decide his future would take place here on the very same island where the son of a fisherman’s daughter and an elf sailor had been cast out for his necromancy. His mother had told him that life was all about cycles, and now he was back where he’d begun. He might have laughed a little when the empire had brought the island up as a place that fit all the requirements for the ritual. He’d pushed this place so far out of mind that he hadn’t even considered it until they’d brought it up. Honestly, if he’d known it could be used, he might have returned sooner.

* * *

Timmy took a deep breath. The doors to the throne room were at the end of the passageway. This would be his last chance to prepare before he faced Solus – and he needed to prepare. His head ached, and he’d already been forced to drink a potion to replenish his magic. Most of his zombies were gone, and his shovel wasn’t in ideal condition either. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, he would have retreated and waited for a better opportunity. However, he still had one last card to play.

Using several carefully selected runes and seals, along with an eldritch word of power, he cut his surroundings off from outside observation. When he was certain that Solus couldn’t see what he was doing, he reached into his sack and pulled out a special box. It wasn’t much to look at. It was made of a dull grey metal that was strangely cold to the touch. It could very easily have been mistaken for aged pewter. However, the metal’s pedestrian appearance hid its extraordinary origins.

The box was from another world, and there was no smith or craftsman in Timmy’s world who could make more of what it was made of. According to Sam, towering buildings of glass and metal had sprawled across the entire surface of that world. The smallest of them had risen hundreds of yards into the air while the largest measured miles in height.

That world had run afoul of Sam’s kind after they had opened a portal to another dimension in a bid to harvest power. Sam’s kind had noticed, and they had poured in through the portal in numbers beyond counting. The inhabitants of that world had not possessed magic, not in the way the people of Timmy’s world did. Instead, they relied on mundane technology, and they had gone to war with Sam’s people using weapons forged through that technology.

In the end, despite wielding weapons that could boil away seas and split the skies, they had lost. They had fled their dying world on ships that could sail the stars, and they had harnessed the fire of their sun in a final bid to exterminate Sam’s people. They had failed, and Sam’s people followed them, sallying into the darkness beyond the sky and hunting them down from world to world to world.

In the midst of that terrible conflict, those people developed a material that was capable of withstanding the powers of all but the mightiest of Sam’s kind. Had they been given more time, they might have been able to make enough of it to matter. Instead, they were devoured, and the knowledge of the metal and how it could be made and destroyed was absorbed by Sam’s endlessly hungry people. Sam had been a mere hatchling at the time, incomparably weaker, but he had kept a box of that metal. Was it out of simple curiosity, or had he been worried that he would be cannibalised by older and stronger members of his own species? Sam had never said, and Timmy respected his friend enough to know when to set his curiosity aside.

But why had Sam given Timmy the box?

The answer lay in what was inside the box. It was Timmy’s trump card, the reason he’d chosen to go after Solus alone.

Timmy opened the box. Inside it was something akin to a beating heart made of warped, protoplasmic flesh. Just looking at it made Timmy’s skin crawl, and the urge to gouge out his own eyes grew stronger with every passing moment. It was part of a core – a key organ – that Sam had torn out of his own body. For Sam’s species, cores were organs of the utmost importance. The more cores they had, the stronger they were. Most of the time, they kept their cores deep within the twisted, multi-dimensional flesh of their own bodies. Sam had exposed one of his cores, so he could tear a piece of it off and put it in the box.

Timmy and Sam were friends, but the horror knew all too well that there were many places that Timmy would have to go where he couldn’t follow. This piece of a core was something he’d given Timmy recently in acknowledgement of the danger his missions put him in. If Timmy ate it… well, there was a reason he’d been saving it as a trump card.

Trembling, he lifted the lump of inhuman flesh out of the box. Eating it would have some very nasty side effects, and he wouldn’t be able to eat another piece for a long time. At best, in his entire life, he might be able to eat three or four before Sam’s gift consumed him and turned him into little more than an extension of his friend’s body. Should he save this for whatever the empire was planning to incarnate into all that glitter-steel? No. It was tempting, but whatever they incarnated would have powers ideal for countering Sam’s kind. Now was the best time to use it.

Timmy took a deep breath and lifted the piece of core to his lips. He closed his eyes. It smelled almost like raw beef.

It took him the better part of ten minutes to eat Sam’s gift… and another ten minutes to stop screaming and wipe away the blood that had begun to pour from his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. Eldritch power rushed through his veins, and he staggered to his feet to make the last of his preparations. Only once he’d cleaned himself off and finished preparing did he make his way to the doors of the throne room.

“Well,” he murmured. “I might as well get this over with.” Ice and fire rushed through his veins, and something inhuman stirred beneath his skin. “And it’s not like I’ll be able to keep this up for long either.”

* * *

Timmy blew open the doors of the throne room with a seal knife – a knife inscribed with an explosive seal. As he’d expected, Solus was waiting for him. The half-elf had an actual throne to sit on, and the dungeon core was beside him on a pedestal that probably cost more to make than an average person would earn in a hundred lifetimes. On the upside, his taste remained impeccable. The throne and pedestal were both suitably menacing, rather than tacky, and a proper pedestal was needed for the core to fully interface with the dungeon.

Still, he couldn’t help but smile at the style used for the pedestal. It was an archaic style that had been favoured by elite necromancers centuries ago. Given his heritage, it was entirely possible that Solus had been around when it was popular.

Solus was a traditional fellow, and he generally preferred to adopt a cautious approach, as opposed to taking risks. That didn’t make him stupid, but it did make him more predictable in certain ways. It also meant that he was far less prone to making his life harder than necessary, unlike many necromancers.

Solus had lived for centuries, and he had reached his position by slowly but surely accumulating power and expertise. His foundations as a necromancer were absolutely rock solid, which was why nobody had ever managed to dislodge him from his lofty position. At the same time, his unwillingness to take risks had also limited his growth and prevented him from becoming the Supreme Necromancer. Had Solus bet everything he’d accomplished, Timmy thought he might have been able to beat the current Supreme Necromancer’s predecessor. Instead, he’d chosen to play it safe. However, no Supreme Necromancer had ever reached their position by playing it safe. Every one of them had been willing to skirt the all too narrow line between victory and death. Perhaps they were all slightly insane, but they’d chosen to pursue victory over preserving their own lives.

Timmy could no longer sense Evan. Since the ritual hadn’t already been completed, he must be focused on fighting from within the dungeon core. The others must also have done their parts with the ritual anchors. Otherwise, Solus would already be heaving stupidly huge amounts of magic his way. Yes, skill mattered, but against the ocean of power that a magical nexus had, Timmy would have almost no chance of winning, not even with Sam’s gift.

Solus stood, and a horde of zombies rushed forward. Timmy sent his own remaining zombies to confront them and continued his steady walk toward the throne, unbothered by the pitched battle that had erupted around him. Neither of them needed to watch the battle to control their zombies, and looking away from Solus now could easily mean his death. Timmy tightened his hold on his shovel as Solus raised a gnarled staff. It was a magical focus made out of wood harvested from one of the oldest and most powerful trees in the world, and there were various crystals imbedded in it that could aid Solus in battle.

Timmy made sure his sack was in the right place and that the laces of his boots were tied. He’d seen more than one supposedly climactic battle end in very undramatic fashion due to untied laces, and he had no intention of turning into another untied laces statistic. He stopped just shy of halfway across the throne room. It was an impressive place, or it would be once all the decorating was done. Avraniel would probably hate it on general principle due to the prevalence of elvish styling although there were strong influences from various styles that had been popular amongst necromancers over the ages. Amanda might view it favourably since it was more understated than ostentatious, tasteful in a way that many modern throne rooms weren’t. However, the flags, banners, and statues that lined the sides of the room were a bit over the top.

Timmy had defeated plenty of foes over the years, but he’d never felt the need to commemorate each victory. Besides, the less people knew about his opponents, the less they’d be able to speculate about how he fought. Information was power, and Timmy wanted to keep as much of that power out of his enemies’ hands as possible.

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to surrender and stop what you’re doing, would you?” Timmy asked. There was no way that Solus would agree, but he might as well toss the offer out. If nothing else, it might throw the other man off a little.

Solus snarled. “Have you lost your mind? That’s not happening. If anything, I should be the one demanding surrender.”

“I just thought I’d ask.” Solus was not usually an overly emotional person, but the anger in his voice was unmistakable. Timmy could also see beads of sweat clinging to his brow, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He was pushing himself to the limit.

A zombie ogre lumbered at him from behind a pillar, and Timmy palmed a seal knife and threw it. The weapon caught the zombie in the eye, and the resulting explosion reduced its head and upper body to smoking wrecks. It toppled back and hit the ground with a dull thud before falling still. It would have been nice to save that knife for Solus, but zombie ogres were troublesome opponents. It was better to get rid of them as quickly as possible.

“Not using necromancy to defeat my zombie?” Solus shook his head. “Typical. You’ve always relied on tricks to win your fights.”

“You’re not wrong, but we’re not fighting to see who should become Supreme Necromancer. Who cares if I don’t rely solely on necromancy?” Timmy had a decent grasp of Solus’s power. The magic radiating from him was weaker than it should be. He must still have a significant chunk of his power tied up in the ritual. He was probably trying to free up all the power he could, but with the backlash from the ritual anchors and the other restrictions the ritual imposed, there was only so much he could do. “And we’re fairly evenly matched when it comes to necromancy, but you’ve got more zombies here than me. I’d be an idiot to rely solely on necromancy against you.”

“How pragmatic.”

“You do know that I can stop your ritual, right? You could save us both a lot of trouble if you stopped it yourself.”

“Nothing will be stopped.”

“Is that so?” Timmy shrugged. “If you want to beat me, you need to strip power out of the ritual. You’re already doing that, but you’re not doing it fast enough to matter if I make this quick. And speeding up the process has its own risks. You could easily damage the ritual or kill yourself if it goes wrong and you get hit with more backlash.”

“I can deal with the consequences after I kill you.”

The battle between their zombies raged ever more fiercely, but neither of them paid it any mind. “I’m curious,” Timmy said. Although he wanted to get this over with, he could feel Sam’s power boiling away inside him. He’d thought it had already stabilised, but it refused to completely settle. He needed to buy a bit more time. “What made you work with the empire? You’ve never been the type to work with others.”

Talking would give Solus more time to reclaim power from the ritual, but it would also give Evan more time to fight from within the core. If he and the other souls inside the core could resist Solus, the other necromancer would be cut off from the power of the nascent magical nexus. The longer the struggle went on, the more stress it would put on Solus’s mind and body. A more powerful opponent was dangerous, but increased weariness and fatigue might outweigh the benefits of more power. It was a delicate balance, but Timmy was betting on Evan. It took a special sort of man to hold on this long, so he was hoping he could hold on a little longer.

“You have only yourself to blame.” Solus sent more zombies at Timmy, but his own zombies moved smoothly to intercept them. “Your knack for making alliances and acquiring resources accelerated your ascent beyond my expectations. As for the empire, I simply decided to adopt a similar approach, and the empire was happy to help me. You’ve been quite the thorn in their side.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, but you must know that they’ll cast you aside the second they think they can get away with it.”

“Of course, and I will be ready to do the same when the moment comes.” Solus paused. “After all, I know a lot about betrayal.”

Timmy raised an eyebrow. “Is this where we compare our histories to see who has the more tragic backstory? Let me guess, you were thrown out by your parents when they realised you were a necromancer. Congratulations. You’re just like the rest of us. Welcome to life as a necromancer. It explains why so many of us are jerks.”

Solus glared. His emerald eyes gleamed with disdain. “And there’s the self-righteousness I’ve come to despise, as if luck didn’t play such a large role in your success. I’ve worked every bit as hard as you – harder – for centuries, yet I have less to show for it.”

“Luck?” Timmy grinned. “I don’t know how you define luck, but I spent my childhood wondering if I’d live to see another day. I spent my teens coming up with ways to kill my master and fighting off assassins and people who wanted to take everything I had. And self-righteousness? I prefer to think of it as self-responsibility. The world treated me like crap, but that doesn’t mean I have to treat everybody else the same way. Nobody gets to tell me who I am. I decide who I am, and I decided to be a better man than my master ever was.”

“And yet you’re so willing to criticise me? Who are you to judge me?” Solus’s power was gathering in earnest now, a storm on the horizon, ready to sweep Timmy aside.

“We all make choices. That’s what living is. I chose to take risks, to try to make connections. It didn’t always work, and I’ve got the scars to prove it, but it was never going to work if I didn’t try at all. You chose to play it safe – too safe – and so here we are.”

“You seem to enjoy preaching. You should have been a cleric.” The air around Solus began to glow, a strange, eerie colour that Timmy couldn’t quite put into words.

“A cleric? I’ve had plenty of time to think. That’s all. Thinking was all I could do when I was recovering from the beatings, the poisonings, and the stupid training exercises that I’m fairly sure were designed to kill me, all because my master enjoyed watching me suffer. I might have Black Tower Castle, but you better believe I paid for it with blood, sweat, and tears. You’ve always been afraid of taking risks, and you’ve never been willing to bet your life on anything. The world broke you, Solus, but it never broke me.”

The half-elf’s lips tightened, and his magic folded in on itself, gathering strength and density with each passing moment. Despite the power he’d left tied up in the ritual, he still had more power than Timmy. But Timmy had always made the best of what he had, and he’d gone into this knowing what he’d be up against. Sam’s gift would be the equaliser. “And you seem to forget what happened the last time we fought. You ran for your life.”

“Because ambushing a boy after a conference is so brave. You’re lucky my master was too drunk to do anything except leave me behind. If he’d been sober, you’d be dead. And your objective was to kill me and my master. You failed. Surviving meant I won.” Timmy smirked. “And I’m not a boy anymore, Solus.”

“Perhaps. But if you think I’ll let you become the next Supreme Necromancer –”

“Who cares about that title? It’s more trouble than it’s worth. Besides, I can think of someone better suited to it. Give my apprentice a few years, and she’ll be ready to claim it.” Timmy had to bite back a smile when Solus’s scowl deepened. Knowing that Katie would soon surpass him had to piss him off. He’d give it a decade – at most – before Katie had more raw power than any necromancer in the world. It was his job to make sure that she got there and had the skills to match. “Now… are we going to just stand here and insult each other, or are we going to try to murder each other like proper necromancers?”

BOOM.

The attack closed the gap between them more swiftly than the thunder it left in its wake. Solus must have stored it within his staff, a trump card that could only be used once or twice since it was a soul magic attack that combined all of his power and skill while essentially reducing the casting time to zero.

For all of her prodigious talent, Katie would have died then and there without ever realising she’d been attacked. The same would have been true for almost any other necromancer in the world. It was an attack designed to completely ignore whatever defences Timmy had with a brutal combination of overwhelming power and impossible speed. It should have left Timmy as little more than a burnt-out, soulless husk.

Indeed, soul magic was renowned for its incredible projectile speed. Its main disadvantages were how long it took to cast and prepare and its relatively poor performance against large groups. Against a single target, it could inflict terrifying damage, and the sheer speed it moved with meant that it was almost impossible to dodge unless the target was already expecting the attack. Solus was no slouch. He had made sure not to give any tells before unleashing his attack.

But Timmy had come prepared because what Solus had done was exactly what he would have done if he’d been in the other necromancer’s shoes.

The soul magic struck – but Timmy remained standing. A strange smell, similar to lightning mixed with pepper and cinnamon filled the air. The space around him quivered, and ghostly specks of light flitted back and forth. A sound akin to a drumskin being pulled taut filled his ears, and he tasted silver and steel in the back of his mouth. The sights, sounds, tastes, and smells were the results of his mind trying to make sense of something that was beyond comprehension. Without Sam’s gift, he wouldn’t have been able to perceive anything beyond a vague but terrible sense of unease.

Ah, yes. The wonders of eldritch sorcery.

It was the Ashen Cloak of the Forbidden Orchard.

Long ago, in a world that no longer was, there had once been an orchard. In that orchard were fruits grown from seeds that had been stolen from the divine orchard of the gods of a distant realm. Those seeds had been stolen in secret and twisted by otherworldly powers until their divinity gave way to taint and corruption. Eventually, the gods discovered the orchard. In their wrath, they burned it to ash and slew the thieves and all of their descendants. Yet those blood-soaked ashes possessed special properties. Specifically, they could be used to protect against soul-based attacks.

Recreating that accursed ash required a highly advanced form of eldritch sorcery. Timmy would have taken days to prepare it without Sam’s gift, and even with his friend’s aid, he would never have been able to pull it off in the midst of battle, which was why he’d taken his time before entering the throne room.

As the crack-boom of the soul magic echoed through the air, Timmy’s mind swam. Agony lanced through him, and the vision in his right eye blurred. The god of knowledge from that ancient pantheon had given up an eye to divine the location of the forbidden orchard despite the best efforts of the thieves to conceal it. Those who relied on the spell’s protection had to pay a similar price. The fact that Timmy could still see through his right eye at all meant the Ashen Cloak could take another hit, possibly two if he was lucky. And it wasn’t as though he needed his right eye to see the battle. He still had his left eye and his zombies. As for the pain, it was backlash since the Ashen Cloak was never meant for human use. But that was fine. He was accustomed to pain. It let him know he was alive. More importantly, Sam’s gift gave him a store of eldritch power to draw upon. Otherwise, he’d already be on the verge of collapse. Under regular circumstances, that attack would have killed him a dozen times over.

“How?” Solus roared. He must have placed a lot of hope in that strike either ending their battle outright or swinging the fight in his favour. More magic gathered, sharp and cutting as a winter gale, but Timmy was already on the move. Without the element of surprise, it would be far harder for Solus to hit him with another attack of similar power, assuming he even had another up his sleeve. “Eldritch sorcery?”

Timmy didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he formed a sign with his hands and spat a word of eldritch power. The fingers on his left hand broke, and an ominous weight settled over the two of them. The stronger the eldritch sorcery he invoked and the faster he wanted it to take effect, the greater the price he had to pay. It was why he always made sure to leave an offering or two whenever he had the chance. There was only so much he could ‘save up’, but those small offerings added up. Without them and Sam’s gift, he wouldn’t have a left arm.

The clanking of chains filled the air, at once celestial and infernal. It sounded distant, but with each passing moment, the clanking came closer. Pain seared through his left arm, and he had to make sure it was still there and hadn’t been torn off. It was as if every bone in his arm was doing its best to rip its way out of his body. Fighting past the pain, he palmed seal knives in his right hand and flung them at Solus.

The half-elf used his staff to conjure a glowing barrier that weathered the explosions before lashing out with another blast of soul magic. Damn it. He really did have a second attack ready. Timmy’s right eye went completely blind, and he bit back a curse. Solus was incredibly strong. He’d dispelled the Ashen Cloak in two attacks.

Timmy stumbled, but he was able to turn his stumble into a roll that allowed him to avoid a third attack that could have ended the fight then and there. He threw more seal knives that detonated in brilliant flashes of light and deafening bursts of sound. As a half-elf, Solus had keener senses than him. Blind and deaf, Timmy ordered his zombie viper to attack. He’d hidden it in the armour of one of his composite zombie warrior elites. Venom could be deadlier than any blade, and it was easy to miss a creature as small and low to the ground as a viper amidst the chaos of their battle.

However, Solus was ready. One of his zombie warriors slapped the snake aside, and Solus roared, blood leaking from his eyes and ears. More soul magic thundered down at Timmy. Solus wasn’t holding back at all. Every single attack was unleashed with killing force. But Timmy had seen the attack coming through the eyes of his zombies, and the earlier explosions had thrown off Solus’s aim. Timmy dove to the side and pulled sand and pebbles from his sack to block the next attack. Solus’s magic cleaved through his makeshift barrier and struck his shovel. The tool rang like a bell, and his right arm threatened to go numb. However, the shovel held, and Timmy smiled thinly. He’d forged his shovel himself using the best materials he could find, along with the strongest runes and seals he could fit onto it. He’d also woven additional magic into it to further bolster his defences, but Solus’s attack had exhausted all of the extra power he’d hidden inside the shovel.

An eldritch word of blinding left Timmy’s lips just as Solus finally got his vision back. The other man was slow to counter it, and he reeled back. However, he had the presence of mind to change his barrier from a wall into a sphere as Timmy sent sand and pebbles at him from every direction. Solus could still see through his zombies, but Timmy had made a deliberate effort to kill off those that were closest to their battle to hinder his vision. It was a small detail, and Solus had missed it in their frantic scramble for supremacy. However, Timmy knew all too well that victory was often found in the details.

There was a loud creak as Solus staff split. A wave of power rushed outward and scattered Timmy’s attacks before the staff transformed into a large wooden serpent and rushed into the fray. Magic-suppressing power rolled off it, and Timmy’s sand and pebbles fell to the ground. Solus reached into the folds of his cloak and pulled out another artifact to shore up his defences. Once again, soul magic lanced out, but Timmy was already on the move, several of his zombies leaping forward to take the brunt of the attack for him.

Timmy retreated, sacrificing another trio of zombies to slow the wooden snake down. He used some of the blood dripping from his blinded eye to draw a seal on the ground. His zombies managed to wrestle the snake onto the seal, and he poured power into it. The seal lit up, and ravenous flames engulfed the serpent. Timmy sensed another spike of power and hurriedly cast another eldritch spell of protection. His remaining eye went blind, and the barrier he summoned lasted just long enough for him to get clear.

That had been another soul attack, and it had hit with remarkable force. Solus had to have burned through an artifact or a potion to use it. He must have used the snake’s attack to conceal what he was doing. A normal person would have been in grave trouble if they suddenly went blind in both eyes, but Timmy wasn’t a normal person.

He was a necromancer. He didn’t need his own eyes to see. Instead, he relied completely on his zombies to show him his surroundings. Even amongst other Grand Necromancers, he was likely the only one who could have adjusted so seamlessly to going blind. The others would have hesitated for at least a split-second, and it would have cost them their lives. Moreover, the blindness he was suffering from was a price he had to pay for his eldritch sorcery. As a result, it was not readily apparent to others from the appearance of his eyes. He knew this because he’d tested it with Sam. Although he was blind, his eyes appeared normal, apart from weeping tears of blood. That was why he needed to make Solus think he could still see. Otherwise, Solus would do the smart thing and start killing off Timmy’s zombies instead of focusing solely on him.

Solus was now pulling magic not only from the ritual but also from the core which was connected to the nascent magical nexus. Whatever resistance Evan had put up, it was no longer enough. If Timmy had to guess, most of the souls inside the core no longer had the coherence to fight back. All they could do was follow Solus’s orders.

The half-elf’s veins bulged, and he went terribly pale as sweat rolled down his body. He and Timmy were both drawing on whatever power they could muster, and they were both well past the point of easy precision. This was closer to a tavern brawl, and Timmy had always been good at those. Yes. If the enemy wanted a clean, precise fight, then the best thing he could do was to make it ugly, messy, and awful.

Timmy brandished his shovel and spat another word of eldritch power. Its purpose was simple. Pain. Solus reeled. Timmy had overloaded the word to the point that it had actually managed to pierce Solus’s defences. He could have tried a stronger word, but that would have taken too long. The soul magic attack that Solus had prepared fizzled and died as his concentration wavered.

The price? More pain shot through Timmy’s body, and he went deaf.

Solus staggered, and wraiths and other spirits rushed forward. Normally, Timmy would have used necromancy or runes to put them down, but that wasn’t possible since Solus was pouring necromantic energy into them to reinforce them. Instead, Timmy switched his shovel for a seal knife and detonated it before using eldritch sorcery to temporarily seal the area against further summoning attempts. His right hand broke, and he spat blood as an additional seal knife slipped from his hand. He no longer had the dexterity to hold knives, but he forced his mangled hand to close around his shovel. He wouldn’t be able to switch between his shovel and his knives anymore, but he couldn’t afford to leave his shovel behind, no matter how much it hurt to hold it. Sand and pebbles swirled around him, and he thanked his high pain tolerance for keeping him in the fight as he launched his sand and pebbles at Solus again.

The artifact in Solus’s hands shone brightly. The barrier around him held firm, and the half-elf began to chant. Timmy growled. It was slightly distorted since his zombies didn’t hear things in quite the same way as a living person would, but he recognised that chant. It was similar to a prayer, a way to shape soul magic into what was commonly referred to as a soul nova. The effect of the attack was both famous and utterly fitting, given its name. It basically exploded the soul of the target.

Solus hadn’t tried to use it earlier since he knew Timmy would never have given him the time needed to complete it. Now, however, they were both in horrible shape, so it would be hard for Timmy to interrupt him and all but impossible for Timmy to dodge. Solus was also drawing power for the chant from the dungeon core. It would weaken the core significantly, but it would also massively increase the power of the attack. If Solus finished, he’d have an attack capable of cutting through any defence Timmy could put up while having the strength to kill him many times over.

Timmy bet everything on his next move. He unleashed an eldritch word of power – the last he would ever speak in this battle – and was immediately struck mute.

But so was Solus.

But unlike Timmy, Solus wasn’t expecting it. The half-formed soul nova came apart in a geyser of magical and astral detritus that shook the fortress to its foundations. Around them, the clanking of otherworldly chains stopped, and waves of unnatural power washed over them. Timmy couldn’t see it himself. He was blind. However, his zombies could see it. An arc of brilliant, indescribable light leapt from Timmy to Solus. It hung between them, a chain of ineffable radiance, a shackle wrought of some of the most powerful and complicated eldritch sorcery that Timmy knew.

The clanking was a countdown to a contest – a winner-takes-all battle that pitted Timmy against Solus in a battle of wills. The prize? The winner got to live.

Solus was no weak-willed fool. He fought with ragged, brutal determination. He did his best to claw Timmy’s mind apart, to tear open his soul and shred his consciousness. He had centuries of experience to fall back on, centuries of memories to weaponize. What could Timmy hope to do against that?

Timmy’s smile was bloody, and he replied by throwing memories of his childhood at Solus.

Had Solus ever had to push the bones of a broken leg back into place while being poisoned?

Had he ever been left out in the rain during winter while being blinded… and wait… are those howls… are there wolves closing in?

How about being exposed to some of the most horrific eldritch sorcery in existence just to see if he could survive it? Sanity? Who needed it?

On and on it went, a relentless tide of suffering, not for any great cause or purpose but simply because his master was a cruel, drunken, evil man. Timmy had lived that childhood without breaking. He’d also caught glimpses of other timelines where he had died thanks to the peculiarities of certain forms of eldritch sorcery. Every wound, every failure, and every death – he’d seen and experienced them all. Yet he hadn’t broken. Even Sam had been surprised that he’d managed to stay sane.

Now, Timmy was going to find out if Solus could do the same. He was betting his life that he couldn’t.

Unbidden, more memories from Solus slipped into his mind, and the pieces fell into place. Solus had covered his tracks well, and his long lifespan meant that everyone who knew the real story was long dead.

Solus had been born on the island. How fitting. He’d been detested not only because he was a necromancer but also because he was a half-elf born out of wedlock. His father had been an elf sailor from a passing ship. Although his mother’s friends and family had turned their backs on her, she had still tried to do right by him. She had always believed in him – until he had awakened his necromancy. That had been the final straw. With no one to turn to, Solus had bargained his way onto a ship and had left the island behind.

Part of Timmy pitied him. Solus had not chosen who his parents were, nor had he chosen his magic. Yet Solus had still made his own choices, and those choices had led him here, to this time and place, as inevitably as Timmy’s had. Once Solus had grown strong, he could have tried to do better. He could have found an apprentice and given the child the life he’d never had. If nothing else, he could have drawn a line in the sand and refused to involve innocent people in his dealings. If he’d sought revenge against those who’d abandoned and ostracised him, it would have been harder to blame him.

However, Solus hadn’t cared who he used to obtain more power. Whether they were innocent or guilty, whether they deserved it or not, as long as they could be used to help him obtain more power, then Solus had been happy to use them. He wasn’t the worst person that Timmy had ever met, not even close. Indeed, he wasn’t all that bad by necromancer standards, but that didn’t mean Timmy agreed with his decisions.

Going through life alone was hard, but taking a chance and reaching out wasn’t easy either. Maybe Timmy was a stupid, naïve idiot who should have known better, but he’d taken chances and reached out to others. Sam was perhaps the best example. Maybe it had been nothing more than the desperation of a lonely, scared, little boy, but he’d risked everything to befriend the protoplasmic horror. It would have been so easy for Sam to betray him, but Sam never had. Instead, Timmy’s faith had been rewarded, and he’d gained a wonderful, albeit very strange, friend. There had been others over the years. By all rights, Timmy should have stayed as far away from Vicky as possible, and by all rights, she should have killed him the second she knew who he was. But they’d become friends, and they were both much happier for it. There was also James, jerk that he was.

Maybe it would all come crashing down one day, and Timmy would die cursing his own foolishness. However, the thought of living his life in constant fear of betrayal… no. He refused to live that way. He’d live on his own terms, and if he died, then so be it. He’d die on his own terms too.

Solus began to flag, and Timmy pressed his advantage. Desperately, the other necromancer tried to pull power from the core – and the core refused. It had to be Evan. He was fighting with everything he had left, dredging up whatever reserves of willpower and resolve he could muster. The ritual and Solus’s machinations must have reduced Evan to little more than a fraying, broken soul, but he was putting all of his trust in Timmy, hoping that Timmy could find a way to win. Timmy grinned. What a stupidly naïve thing to do. There was no way he could let him down.

Timmy had never been the strongest or the fastest or the most talented, and there were times when he was painfully aware of his limitations. But he was cunning, and above all, he was determined. It was that determination that had allowed him to survive. It was that determination that had allowed an abandoned boy to get up over and over and over again when anyone else would have laid down and died. Deep down inside, he knew that it was his determination that made him special. All of his gifts, all of his skills, all of his cunning – none of it would have mattered if he hadn’t possessed the determination to keep moving forward.

This battle wasn’t about power or skill or talent. It was about who could dig the deepest, and Timmy was the only one with a shovel.

The chain that linked them flashed, and a tidal wave of inexpressible light washed over Solus as his willpower crumbled. The light faded, and the chain vanished. Where Solus had once stood, there was now only a pile of ashes that soon disappeared, drawn into the darkness between worlds.

Timmy stumbled and would have fallen if not for his shovel. Even so, the pain of using it as a crutch was agonising because of his mangled hand. That was fine. The pain helped keep him conscious. It let him focus on what needed to be done instead of passing out or drifting off. One second at a time. One step at a time. Focus. Get the job done.

Timmy staggered over to the core and put his broken hands around it as best he could. Evan appeared in his mind, and Timmy was glad that he could still converse mentally despite being struck mute. Otherwise, this would have been incredibly awkward.

“I need your help,” Timmy said. “To put an end to this.”

Evan nodded, but Timmy could see how badly damaged his soul was. Another minute of battle would have been the end of him. “I’ll do what I can.” He paused. “You look like crap.”

Timmy grinned. “I feel like crap too. With Solus gone, the ritual will go out of control if we don’t do something. I need you to stop fighting and work with me, so I can stop it.”

“What if it can’t be stopped?” Evan asked.

“Then you become a malformed dungeon core, and this entire island gets swallowed up by an unstable dungeon before turning into a necromantic wasteland. Anybody who isn’t either a necromancer or stupidly powerful probably ends up dead.”

“What do you mean by a malformed dungeon core?”

“You’ll live. As long as the dungeon exists, you’ll live, but I doubt you’ll be sane. At best, you’ll become increasingly inhuman. At worst, since you’re a conglomeration of souls, you’ll lose yourself. The sheer number of souls used to make the core will inevitably change you,” Timmy said.

“And almost all of them were criminals of the worst kind.” Evan shuddered. “I don’t want to become like them, and I don’t want to destroy this island either. I… I still have family and friends here. I want to protect them.”

“Then we have to stop the ritual,” Timmy said. “But part of that will involve stopping the completion of the core.”

“If… if you do that, will I die?” Evan trembled. “I want to live, but if that’s the only way… I… I can do it.”

Timmy wracked his mind for a solution. “In a way, you’re already dead. All that remains is your soul. If the core isn’t completed, it will crack. All of the remaining souls will leak out into the open. You’d go to the afterlife.”

“The afterlife, huh?” Evan chuckled weakly. “That doesn’t sound so bad. I just wish I could stay and take care of my daughter. That fisherman’s boy was going to ask her to marry him. I’m sure of it. He’s a good man, you know, and she likes him. I’d have grandkids to dote on…”

The despair was easy to hear in his voice, but there was an undercurrent of determination that made it clear that he would do what was necessary. Timmy took a deep breath. He was running on fumes now. Without Sam’s gift, he would already have collapsed. However, he should be able to manage this. After all, he was a Grand Necromancer for a reason.

“I can capture your soul if you want,” Timmy said at last. “I can keep a sliver of the core intact to house it. You wouldn’t be sharing it with any other souls. I can try binding that sliver to a golem. If it works – and I can’t guarantee that it will – you’d be able to control the golem. It would become your new body. It’s not the same as being alive again. If anything, it’s closer to possession of an inanimate object. But… it’s something.”

“You can do that?” Despite the horrific nature of what Timmy had suggested, Evan’s voice was full of hope.

“Even if it works, it wouldn’t last forever,” Timmy said. “It’s similar to a lich’s reliquary, but we don’t have your original body to work with, and your soul is already badly damaged. At best, you’d have thirty or forty years before it breaks and you get sent to the afterlife. It could also fail without warning before that. It’s impossible to be sure. But you should keep your sanity till the end. Dungeon cores are pretty special. An incomplete core is still better material than any normal reliquary. It helps that you’re not very powerful. Containing a stronger soul is always harder.”

“You’re right. It’s not the same as being alive again, but it’s a lot better than nothing. It’s more than I could have hoped for.” Evan nodded firmly. “All right. Tell me what I have to do.”

* * *

Katie fought the urge to simply burst into the throne room. Her master’s zombies were still active – she was almost as familiar with his magic as her own – whereas Solus’s had either dropped dead or had begun to behave erratically. Her master must have won, and Solus was probably dead, so why hadn’t he contacted them?

As tempting as it was to rush ahead, she sent the rats in first while she, Gerald, and Spot braced themselves for possible combat. Her master had always warned her to never let her guard down until a mission was complete and she was safely home. People were often at their most vulnerable when they thought they had won. The rodents scouted the area quickly and then gave her the okay. Apparently, the others weren’t far behind them either.

She hurried into the throne room and gasped. The echoes of incredibly powerful soul magic and eldritch sorcery still hung in the air, and the remnants of a large-scale zombie battle littered the chamber too. Her master was slumped on a large throne, and she could see Spot’s eyes light up with greed despite the fact he wouldn’t be able to sit in it properly. It was made of eerie black stone and covered with strange symbols.

“Master! Are you okay?”

He was sitting awkwardly, and as she got closer, she realised that both of his arms were in terrible shape. It looked as if he’d stuck them into Spot’s mouth and the dragon had decided to chew on them a bit before letting go. He was also covered in blood, and his clothes were in tatters despite the protection she knew was woven into them.

“What happened to you? Where’s Solus?”

He turned to look at her, but although his eyes seemed normal, his pupils didn’t react at all when Spot unleashed several brilliant plumes of white fire to destroy the last of Solus’s zombies and clear away some of the spiteful miasma that clung to the area. It might have been nice to take those zombies, but he’d warned her about using the zombies of other necromancers. There could be fail-safes built into them, and Solus was a Grand Necromancer. It was usually better to harvest enemy zombies for parts before performing rituals to remove any lingering influences. Even then, it was only worth the effort for more exotic zombies.

“Are you blind?” Katie asked. “And deaf?” she added when she noticed the blood dripping from his ears. “How much eldritch sorcery did you use?” she wailed. Others might have considered her actions pointless, but she knew her master could see and hear her through his remaining zombies. “Wait… are you mute too?”

The answer came in the form of one of her master’s zombies writing on the ground using the gore oozing from the stump of its wrist as ink.

Chalkboard.

“Ah!” Gerald, who had remained utterly silent so far, finally shook himself out of his stupor and bustled over with a chalkboard. Katie couldn’t blame him for being shocked. She knew her master wasn’t actually invincible, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him in such an awful state. “Do… do you want a potion, Timmy?”

The zombie took a piece of chalk and began to write, and Katie read the words aloud. “Potions won’t work right now. Eldritch sorcery demands a price. Until it’s paid, potions won’t do anything. Solus is dead. Less than ash. I also dealt with the core. I can explain later. Protect it. Gerald, get me the items on this list.” The core was on a pedestal beside him, a blood-red sphere perhaps the size of a man’s head. Once again, draconic greed flickered in Spot’s eyes, warring with the concern that also filled his features. The dragon turned to Timmy, and white fire kindled in his jaws. “Don’t. Your fire won’t work either.”

What followed was Gerald pulling out a bizarre collection of items that her master had given him, some of which were incredibly rare and exotic whilst others were positively mundane. Katie soon realised what he was doing. The majority of his injuries must have been inflicted as payment for his eldritch sorcery. Without further action, he’d be crippled for months, maybe even years. However, they were sitting on top of a partially formed magical nexus. The change in the atmosphere of the dungeon meant he’d already taken steps to deal with it, so it should dispel itself and gradually return to normal. However, he could use the power that remained to help pay off the ‘debt’ he owed due to his eldritch sorcery. Once he’d paid that debt, he could use magic and potions to deal with his injuries.

The high point of the ritual involved a mongoose and a cobra fighting to a draw – and it had to be a draw. Why exactly that was necessary, she’d never know, but most eldritch rituals made very little sense. It took intervention from the ninja rats, but the two animals eventually collapsed, exhausted, with neither the worse for wear. The ritual circle flared to life, and it began to draw power out of the dungeon. Katie gulped. That was a lot of power. Wait. Her brows furrowed. She knew her master had access to powerful eldritch sorcery, but this amount of power… there was no way he should have been able to use so much. Had he done something special?

Her master’s zombie began to write on the chalkboard again, and Katie quickly read the words. “I did something I probably shouldn’t have, but it was necessary. I’m going to throw up now, so can you do me a favour and get Spot to burn what comes out?”

Gerald’s jaw dropped. “Um… what’s going on?”

Katie had a sneaking suspicion. “Get back, Gerald. Spot, get ready. Use your white fire. Do not hold back.”

The dragon frowned. What’s going on?

“If my master did what I think he did, then no wonder he’s in such bad shape.”

The zombie added more words to the chalkboard, and Katie smiled as she read them out. “Clever girl.”

Her master stumbled over to an empty part of the throne room and threw up. A combination of blood and other, less easily identified, substances poured out of his mouth. At the very end, chunks of twisted, warped flesh spilled across the ground.

“What… what is that?” Gerald breathed. “And – ah!” The bureaucrat shrieked as the chunks of flesh twitched and then began to flow toward each other like living quicksilver.

Seeing that, Katie no longer had any doubts about what her master had done. Those chunks of flesh had come from Sam, but away from the protoplasmic horror, they were reverting to their primal instincts – regenerate, consume, grow.

Katie tugged her master out of the way with her shadows. “Spot! Now!”

The dragon didn’t hesitate. A blindingly bright blast of white flame came from his mouth. The throne room shook, and Katie pulled her master further back as Spot’s scales flashed white. He really wasn’t holding back. When the flames finally cleared, there was nothing left behind except a vast expanse of molten stone.

“What are we burning?” Avraniel’s voice rang out. “And is there any loot?”

Katie turned. The others had arrived. She breathed a sigh of relief and explained as best she could.

“Right…” Avraniel eyed the area Spot had burned and lobbed some of her own fire at it too. “That sounds incredibly weird. I don’t know how you define friendship, but where I come from, we don’t eat parts of our friends, even if doing so gives us access to stronger eldritch sorcery.” The elf smirked at Amanda. “The people eater on the other hand…”

“Be silent.”

Katie breathed a sigh of relief as Spot toddled over to her master. The dragon breathed healing fire over him, and her master’s posture immediately eased before he flopped onto the floor and stared up at the ceiling. Wait… was he still blind?

“Master, are you still blind?” Katie asked.

Rather than reply with words, his zombie wrote on the chalkboard. Once again, Katie read out the message. “I can be healed now, but I’ll be blind, deaf, and mute for at least a week.”

“Why?” Katie asked. “I thought the ritual you performed paid the price for you.”

“The ritual helped, but there are limitations, especially since I had some help from Sam when using my eldritch sorcery. Without the ritual, I’d be stuck like this for years, so it’s not too bad. I wouldn’t mind a potion though. My magic is almost completely exhausted.”

“Of course.” Gerald bustled over with a potion. “I can get you some new clothes too. The runes and seals you use to keep your clothes clean appear to have, well, exploded.”

“Instead of the chalkboard, allow me to help,” Amanda said. “I can read your mind and use my illusions to mimic your voice.”

“That’s kind of creepy,” Avraniel said.

“I think Timmy would prefer that to relying on a chalkboard the entire time.”

Her master’s zombie wrote a single word on the chalkboard. “Okay.”

“First of all, thank you for healing me,” her master said to Spot. “My hands have never felt better.”

The dragon nudged him with his head. They looked really bad before. What happened to them?

“Eldritch sorcery demands a price, Spot. My hands practically exploding was part of the price I had to pay.” Her master reached up with one hand and patted Spot fondly. “But don’t worry. Your healing fire fixed them.”

You’re not fully healed yet. Spot scowled. I can keep healing you. I have plenty of power left.

“Most of my remaining injuries aren’t the kind your fire can fix. As for the others… they can wait until tomorrow. Too much healing magic on top of everything else I’ve done to my body isn’t a good idea.” He gestured vaguely. “Katie, can you help me up?” She used her shadows to help him to his feet and gave him his shovel. She knew he’d feel better with it in his hands despite how badly damaged it was. “Solus had a lot of power gathered up here. Even after stopping his ritual and paying the bill for my eldritch sorcery, there’s enough power to keep this place going for a while, possibly years.”

“What does that mean?” Avraniel asked. She gestured, and her flames burned away the muck and gore that clung on to Katie’s master. It was a stunning display of control, and she could see Spot’s eyes gleam. He didn’t have that level of control yet, but that only gave him further motivation to train and improve. “And get over here, Spot. I need to make sure you’re okay.”

Spot chirped and nearly bowled Avraniel over with a happy tackle. The elf laughed and managed to hold her ground, her keen eyes searching Spot for any signs of injury. When she didn’t find anything, she gave Katie a warm smile.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on him, twerp.”

“You could say he was keeping an eye on me,” Katie replied. Spot had definitely pulled his weight – and then some.

“Yes,” Gerald added. “We’d have been in quite a lot of trouble if it wasn’t for Spot.” He glanced at Amanda and winced. “Um, I don’t wish to be rude, but… would you perhaps be in need of new clothing?”

Katie blinked. Oh. Now that she looked at her more closely, Amanda wasn’t wearing the same clothes as before, and her current set seemed a bit tight.

“Yes,” Amanda said. “That would be very much appreciated.”

Katie set up a curtain of shadows for Amanda to change behind as her master began his explanation.

“This place was a living dungeon built on top of a nascent magical nexus. However, we stopped Solus’s ritual. As a result, the dungeon core was never fully completed, and the magical nexus did not finish forming either. Given enough time, this place will eventually collapse in on itself and disappear. As for the currents of magic in this area, they’ll eventually get back to normal too although it could take anywhere from a few years to a century or two.”

Avraniel and Spot exchanged worried looks. “Wait… what about the loot?”

Spot gasped in horror. Will the loot vanish too? He stared at the throne in horror, aghast at the very idea of it disappearing.

“And what about his library?” Katie asked. She hadn’t seen it yet. But Solus was a Grand Necromancer. He had to have a fantastic library.

“Don’t worry. Now that Solus is dead and his ritual has been stopped, it should be possible for Gerald to store this place with his magic,” her master said.

“Really?” Gerald gulped. “I know I have a lot of space to store things, but this place is enormous.”

“Remember what our experiments showed, Gerald?” Her master grinned. “It’s not how big it is on the inside that matters. It’s how big it is on the outside. Sure, the fortress is large, but it’s still way smaller than the dungeon.” He chuckled. “And don’t forget. Time doesn’t pass inside your magic unless you want it too. You can store it away, and we can explore it properly once we’ve got the time.” He cleared his throat. It was not a pleasant sound. “Also, storing the fortress will prevent it from contaminating its surroundings and speed up the rate at which the ambient magical currents return to normal.”

So the loot is safe? Spot wrapped one wing around Gerald and nuzzled his side. You’re the best, paper pusher!

“Uh… I’m happy I can help.”

“But can you actually store something this big, paper pusher?” Avraniel asked. “Yeah, I know the idiot said you could store the fortress, but the fortress is still way bigger than that tower you’re always dropping on stuff.”

Gerald pursed his lips. “I’m not saying it will be easy. It is very large. However, I think I can manage it although I will have to be outside to do it. I’ll have to watch my reserves too. I have a feeling that storing the tower might take more power than expected since it does have the dungeon inside it. I also need to avoid passing out. I don’t know what’ll happen if I lose consciousness while storing the fortress.”

Katie was morbidly curious – it was bound to be interesting – but it was probably best to experiment with something smaller and less volatile first.

“We’ll work something out.” Her master motioned for the core, and one of his zombies brought it to him. It had stopped shining and had gone dull and lifeless. He asked Katie to hold it with her shadows and then gave it a stout whack with his shovel. The core crumbled to dust, leaving behind a small, marble-sized shard. Crimson light rushed outward, and Katie shivered as she felt the souls that remained within the core vanish into the afterlife. “Daerin, can I have one of your golems?”

“Aye. But why do you need it?”

Her master explained, and Katie nodded sympathetically. Evan had helped them a lot, so it was only right to help him too. She wasn’t sure if she could have lived the rest of her life as a golem, but Evan seemed happy to do it. They put the shard inside one of the stoutest golems Daerin had – a construct built with independent action in mind and the ability to maintain itself for decades – and then headed back toward the entrance.

If Evan tripped a few times while getting used to his new body, they all politely ignored it. He couldn’t talk yet, but Daerin said he’d work something out. The dwarf didn’t usually give his golems the ability to speak since they were focused on combat, and he could always have them deliver written messages. However, there were golems that could speak, and he was more than capable of making the necessary modifications. Even Avraniel was taking it easy on Evan. The man-turned-golem had proven his courage.

“Master, you need to be more careful when using eldritch sorcery.” Rather than watch him limp back the whole way – he still had a noticeable hitch in his stride despite Spot’s healing – she carried him with her shadows. Spot had also offered to carry him, but he’d decided it was more dignified to let Katie carry him. Yes, Spot was a dragon, but he was still small enough that carrying a grown man on his back would look more awkward than majestic. “What if we weren’t on top of a half-formed magical nexus?”

“Then I’d be fine once we got home. The things underneath the castle would notice if I used their power to feed other eldritch beings, but I have some stuff stored away that could easily pay the bill – and I know Sam does too.” Her master flexed his hands. They no longer looked mangled, but they still moved stiffly. “I don’t ask Gerald to store it because it’s… volatile. There are also other options, but I’d think long and hard before using them.”

The good thing – depending on who you asked – about eldritch entities was that the vast majority of them were amoral by human standards. They didn’t care how the bill was paid. If necessary, she and her master could always summon a few particularly nasty or evil creatures and then sacrifice them to help. It was dangerous, but with the others around, it shouldn’t be too hard.

“Besides, I probably would have died the moment the fight started if I hadn’t used eldritch sorcery.”

Katie nearly dropped him. “What? It was that bad? You have to tell us what really happened!” She’d known the battle was hard. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have used so much eldritch sorcery, but he hadn’t said anything about it being that bad!

Katie listened with mounting horror as her master gave them a proper account of the battle instead of glossing over the details. He was likely still leaving certain details out – such as what he and Solus had said to each other – but he shared enough for her to grasp his overall strategy. She wasn’t sure whether to yell at him or hold him and never let go. She was so used to him winning with seeming ease that it was terrifying to hear about a fight where he’d spent most of his time on the backfoot against an opponent who hit so hard that he would have died if a single attack had slipped through his defences. He’d won because Sam’s gift gave him an edge that Solus couldn’t account for, and he’d still relied heavily on Evan helping him out, as well as the rest of them doing their parts.

Katie trembled and stubbornly pulled him closer, so she could hold his hand. She felt better. The warmth of his hand was a reassuring reminder that he was alive. Sure, he wasn’t fine yet, but he would be.

For all that he’d been the only real constant in her life, it was easy to forget that her master wasn’t the strongest Grand Necromancer in terms of raw power. His skill, cunning, intelligence, and ability to acquire and deploy resources had been able to make up the difference this time, but she couldn’t help but wonder about the next time or the time after that? What would happen if he came up short?

Her jaw tightened, and she nodded fiercely. She’d just have to get stronger. She was smart. She knew how much potential she had. One day, she’d be more powerful than any necromancer. He wouldn’t have to push himself to fight such unfavourable battles. She could fight for him. In the meantime, she could talk to the Supreme Cleric.

“Master,” Katie said. “I think I’ll tell the Supreme Cleric about this.” The Supreme Cleric had known her master since he was a teenager. She could talk some sense into him. Sensing her concern, her master’s hand tightened around hers ever so slightly. If necessary, the Supreme Cleric could also kill anybody who threatened him.

“I would rather you didn’t. Vicky already has enough people to worry about – and far more people to murder – without adding to the list.”

When they got outside, the two fledglings that Avraniel and Amanda had found were safely inside a pair of boxes that had been loaded onto a wagon that was being overseen by the ninja rats. They must have won the battle at sea too because Jake and the other ships had docked, and they were busy policing their prisoners. Apparently, Scar had only been willing to spare some of the enemy ships after being told there would be many more in the near future that he wouldn’t have to spare. She hadn’t been able to feel it inside the dungeon, but now Katie could feel Scar’s bloodlust. It was akin to a storm on the horizon, just waiting to sweep in and crush everything in its path. Since he was her zombie, she did her best to calm him. She also sent a thought to him about setting up a whale sanctuary in this area. They’d already sworn to protect the beluga whales, so perhaps they could protect horned whales too. If there were more horned whales, then more of them would get old. From what Scar had said, those old whales would gladly seek death in battle, as opposed to wasting away. Everybody would benefit.

“Gerald, how’s your magic?” her master asked. “Care to give it a try?”

The bureaucrat rubbed his hands together. “Now is as good a time as any, I suppose, and you did say that storing the fortress would prevent it from contaminating its surroundings. The people here don’t need any extra problems to deal with.”

Katie had met plenty of powerful mages in her life. Some of them were obviously powerful. Nobody with functional magical senses could stand anywhere near Avraniel or the Supreme Cleric and not realise they were stupidly, ridiculously strong. The way they held themselves gave them away too. Avraniel was brash to the point of being arrogant while the Supreme Cleric held herself with quiet but utterly assured confidence.

At first glance, Gerald’s timidity made it easy to mistake him for a weakling, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Not only was Gerald braver than he thought but he was also far more powerful than he realised. Sure, he didn’t have the flashiest magic. All he could do was store things and then take them out. However, depending on what he had access to, his magic went from being relatively harmless to an absolute nightmare to deal with. From a logistical standpoint, he was easily the most valuable member of their group.

Watching Gerald throw octopi at his enemies or call out boulders to drop on people was actually pretty funny. However, it was moments like this that served as reminders of what he was truly capable of when he used his magic to the fullest. Yes, his magic was simple, but his power let him take that simplicity to an absurd level.

“Give me a moment.” Gerald quickly took out several magical potions and drank them. Although magical potions were normally consumed after running low on magic, drinking them ahead of time could occasionally reduce the pounding headache that came from magical exhaustion. The main reason they weren’t normally consumed ahead of time was because the strongest potions could fill someone’s magical reserves beyond capacity. To prevent injury, the body normally leaked that excess power back into the environment as quickly as possible. If that excess magical power remained in the body long-term, well, the consequences were usually pretty horrific – and fatal.

But Gerald could put that extra magic to work if he used his magic right away, which was exactly what he planned to do. “This is the single largest thing I’ve ever had to store,” Gerald said. “You do want the underground parts too, right?”

“Get everything you can. We’ll tidy up the rest later,” Katie’s master said.

“All right.” Gerald took a deep breath. “I think I can get it all now that its magical defences have been deactivated and its no longer a living dungeon. Thanks for that, Evan.”

The golem gave Gerald a thumb’s up. Hopefully, Daerin would give him the ability to speak soon because she doubted Evan or the other villagers knew sign language.

“Hmm… let’s see… how about… this?”

Gerald’s magic swelled. It had always been hard to get an accurate idea of his reserves since his control was actually incredibly good and his magic was usually so quick and efficient. He hardly bled any power into his surroundings either, and there was also something a bit… wonky about his magic, which made Katie wonder if he was somehow storing his magic inside his magic, as bizarre as that sounded. She could feel him struggle – that was a lot of magic – as his power washed over the fortress, saturating it, and then…

POP.

With a sound akin to a giant soap bubble bursting, the fortress vanished. Huh. She couldn’t remember his magic doing that before. Was it because the fortress had been a dungeon? Katie winced, and her nose itched at the strange not-smell that filled the air. There had been a lot of eldritch sorcery involved too. That might have had a role to play.

“Damn.” Avraniel spoke for all of them. “Just like that?” She cackled and patted Gerald on the back. “Not bad, paper pusher. Not bad at all.”


Chapter Thirty

Timmy gave the ground one last affectionate pat with his shovel. Despite how unruly his earth magic was, it was still very much a part of him, just like his necromancy. Using it, flawed as it was, felt right in a way that few things did. It might also explain why he’d taken an interest in farming and masonry, in addition to his more necromancy-related hobbies. Oh well. Magic worked in mysterious ways, and centuries upon centuries of research by countless nations and scholars had failed to fully solve its many mysteries.

He had no idea where Gerald had gotten all the dirt they needed to fill the colossal hole in the ground where the fortress had been. It would have been fine if Solus had simply excavated the area to build his fortress. However, once the fortress had transformed into a living dungeon, it had devoured that dirt to fuel its own growth. As a result, they’d been left with a very big hole and no dirt to fill it with. Cue Gerald. If Timmy had to guess, the bureaucrat had probably been roped into helping with construction or waste disposal at some point. Gerald could be a bit of a pushover although he’d gotten better at standing his ground. Regular exposure to Avraniel would do that, along with regular missions in which death and danger were regular companions. He was honestly shocked that nobody had thought to pressgang Gerald into mining since his magic could, in theory, dig holes with incredible speed and precision.

Then again, simply removing rock and dirt could easily lead to a collapse if it wasn’t done properly. An earth mage could not only move rock and dirt but also reinforce any passages or tunnels they made too. Gerald’s magic also had a number of unusual quirks. For instance, it was easier for Gerald to store a massive boulder than it was for him to scoop dirt out of the ground. It could be related to how Gerald’s magic perceived objects. ‘Individual’ objects appeared to be easier to store in comparison to parts of a greater whole.

Gerald was also fairly risk averse. Perhaps he had been approached about mining only to take one look at the dark, lantern-lit interior of the mine and then go running in the opposite direction. Timmy would have to speak to Daerin. The dwarf had gotten a speculative gleam in his eye, and Timmy wasn’t sure if Gerald had the gumption to turn him down despite his recently increased backbone.

“That went rather well.” Gerald glanced down at the list of tasks they had to complete before leaving the island. “I’m glad the island didn’t break in half or anything when I stored the fortress.”

“At worst, a bit of it would have broken off.” It had been several days since his fight with Solus, and Timmy had regained the ability to speak. However, he was still blind and deaf, which was why he had several of his zombies accompanying them. They were his eyes and ears. “The fortress wasn’t that large on the outside, relative to the island, but the inside is another story.” Based on their experiences, he estimated that the dungeon inside the fortress was at least a dozen times larger than the fortress. “It’s not giving you any trouble, is it?”

Gerald shook his head. “It’s fine. It felt a bit odd at first. It’s easily the largest single object I have stored away, and it being bigger on the inside than the outside isn’t something I encounter every day. However, I still have plenty of space left.”

“You’re surprisingly terrifying.” Timmy reached for the gourd at his waist and took a sip. Although he could speak, his throat was still sore. However, the minty tea that Old Man had suggested had worked wonders. Gerald immediately shook his head, but Timmy laughed and patted him on the back. “No, I mean it. You could do terrifying things with your magic, but you’ve chosen to be as helpful as possible.”

“I suppose I could do a lot of awful things.” Gerald shuddered. He clearly didn’t enjoy thinking about the more… gruesome ways his magic could be used. “I can already drop boulders on people, but what if I dropped explosives instead? Or what if I stored a lot of acid and then let it loose? I could also store lots of mud and create a mudslide.” He swallowed thickly. “But I’d prefer not to do those things. My magic has always helped me. I’d prefer to help others with it if I can, as opposed to killing them.”

Timmy’s grin turned rueful. “If more people thought that way, Gerald, we wouldn’t be fighting this war. Just remember, if you ever have to choose between yourself and your enemies, choose yourself. None of us are going to look at you any differently. Now, what’s next on the list?”

“With the hole filled in, we can expand and repair the garrison and the docks. They weren’t too badly damaged during our initial attack, but they managed to put up a decent fight before Jake and the others could make landfall.”

The pair of them walked the short distance to the garrison and the docks. The beleaguered imperial ships had been forced back to the docks by Jake and their other forces. They had held on in the hope that Solus would prevail and turn the tide in their favour. However, Solus had lost, and they’d found themselves on the brink of extinction as Scar went on a rampage. The whale had wanted to kill everybody, but Jake had managed to convince him to accept their surrender. Scar had an overly developed sense of vengeance, not that Timmy blamed him. Scar had lost his entire family to the empire, and every year, the empire’s whalers hunted down more of his kind.

But as Jake had wisely pointed out, if they stopped accepting surrenders, then all of their opponents would fight to the death. Not only would that force them to kill way more people but it would also expose them to much greater risk. As a sailor, Jake also wasn’t fond of slaughtering men who were struggling out on the water. Jake had wondered if he was getting soft, but Timmy thought it spoke well of him. Jake wanted revenge against the empire, but he wasn’t going to drown himself in blood to get it. It wasn’t the rank and file who’d given the order to wipe out the privateers. If Everton won, Timmy would have to see if he could find out who’d given the order. If that particular individual just so happened to run into Jake in a dark alley, well, he’d call it justice not revenge.

Scar had pointed out that the enemy sailors would make for an excellent meal – not that he needed to eat anymore – but both Timmy and Jake had chosen to ignore the comment, as well as Spot’s steadfast support for the idea. Regardless of their enemy status, Timmy wasn’t going to advocate eating soldiers who’d already surrendered.

Timmy wouldn’t have blamed Jake for feeling more like Scar. The empire had betrayed him and his crew and had done its absolute best to kill him. They had also wiped out almost all of the other former privateers, many of whom had been Jake’s friends and colleagues. But Jake was a good man. He would have regretted it in the future, and Timmy didn’t want Jake to live with that regret for the rest of his life. Jake deserved to retire as a successful privateer who could dote on his daughter and eventually spoil his grandchildren rotten. Maybe he could finagle Jake a job as a harbour master in the future. It would suit him, and he’d be able to stay involved with the sea without having to spend a lot of time away. He’d speak to Jake about it later. First, they had to win the war.

“How are you feeling?” Gerald asked. The docks were bustling with activity as their allies worked to repair the damage they’d sustained during the battle. The soldiers from the garrison had been moved into a makeshift camp where Timmy’s zombies watched over them. They hadn’t made any trouble thus far, largely because their commanding officers realised the peril of their situation. They could try to break free, but that was unlikely to succeed and would almost certainly result in massive casualties. They’d already been wary of Solus. Hearing that Timmy had defeated him meant they were terrified of him. Timmy had played up to that fear by dispatching his more menacing zombies to watch over them.

“Better.” Timmy had to remind himself that Gerald had never suffered any truly serious injuries, and hopefully never would. The bureaucrat was very cautious and oddly lucky when it came to injuries, so it was natural he’d be worried. Even Katie had never seen him that badly injured before, if only because he’d been careful to keep the worst of his battles away from her since those battles were the kind where he couldn’t protect her and himself at the same time. Indeed, he wanted to be sure that if he ever lost, Katie would have time to escape and prepare. “However, it will be another week or two before I’m back at full strength.”

Despite multiple healings from Spot, the use of several potions, and paying off the ‘debt’ he’d accumulated, there was still a niggling, bone-deep ache within him, to go along with his blindness and deafness. It was an unavoidable consequence of using Sam’s gift and high-level eldritch sorcery. His lips curled. Sam would definitely chew him out when he got back. The horror might even demand additional cake as compensation for making him worry. Still, Timmy was used to the consequences of eldritch sorcery. They were far from pleasant, but he could work through them. It was also considerably better than being dead. Hopefully, Katie wasn’t actually going to tattle to Vicky because she would absolutely give him an earful if she found out.

“As long as I don’t have to do anything too crazy, I should be fine.”

“Is eldritch sorcery always so dangerous?” Gerald asked. Timmy studied the damage to the docks through the eyes of his zombies. He could easily identify several areas where his earth magic could help, but the bulk of the work would have to be left to specialists. “I’ve seen you use it before, but you were never that badly affected by it.”

“Eldritch sorcery always has a cost, and that cost usually depends on speed, power, and persistence. The faster you want to do something, the more powerful the effects, and the longer you want those effects to linger, the higher the cost will be. Against Solus, I had to use a lot of power very quickly.” Timmy tapped the ground with his shovel and reached out with his magic. He’d opted for a more construction-oriented shovel today since he didn’t anticipate a lot of fighting. The stones that had been used to make the docks were of high quality, so it was more a matter of repairing them than replacing them outright. “His soul magic was extremely powerful, and eldritch sorcery was the only tool I had that could defend against it.” There were runes and seals, but nothing portable would hold up to magic of that quality.

“He must have been a terrifying opponent.”

“As I said earlier, if I hadn’t prepared myself before entering the throne room, I would have died seconds into the fight.”

Gerald laughed awkwardly and then stared. “Wait… you were serious about that?”

“Absolutely. The reason you don’t see a lot of soul magic in combat is because it tends to be slow and difficult to use. It’s also not very efficient against larger groups. However, once you reach a certain level of mastery, it can be incredibly deadly. Against a single target, it is capable of inflicting massive damage in a way that is incredibly difficult to defend against. Necromancy does provide some natural resistance, but it wouldn’t have done much against a mage of Solus’s quality.” Timmy shrugged. “Improvisation is an important ability to have, but more often than not, preparation is the key to success.” He poked the ground again. He wasn’t quite satisfied with the repairs he’d done. “Do you still have the stones we picked up from the naval base?”

Gerald nodded. “They had plenty of spares, so they said I could take some. Do you want them now?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Timmy pointed. “I need them over there. I’ll do what I can and then leave the rest to the experts.”

It didn’t take the two of them long to do what they could. There wasn’t time – and without the magical nexus there wouldn’t be enough power either – to set up a full-strength barrier over the entire island. However, there was sufficient ambient magic to create a modified barrier around the garrison and docks.

By using a network of seals to store magic over time, they would be able to deploy a powerful barrier for short periods of time. It would require skilled management – a proper barrier mage would be sorely needed in the future – but it should be sufficient to get through a typical battle. If nothing else, they could focus the barrier around their long-range weaponry to help fend off enemy ships until reinforcements arrived.

And speaking of reinforcements, Everton was stretched perilously thin. However, Timmy had reached out to Lorenzo. Although the merchant prince couldn’t offer him any formal support, he did have close ties with several mercenary companies. They were good fighters and loyal to whoever employed them, provided they were paid on time and in full. Timmy had purchased the services of roughly a thousand men to hold the island in his name and see to its maintenance and fortification. Lorenzo had vouched for them, and Timmy had added a little bonus to their fee, along with a promise to help them secure better equipment in the future. He doubted that any mercenary company operating out of the Mercantile Alliance would have the gall to deliberately make an enemy out of a merchant prince, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. Building a favourable relationship with the mercenaries now would also make it easier to hire them and their colleagues in the future – which might become necessary, if only to keep the empire from hiring them instead.

“How are your repairs going?” Timmy asked as Jake walked over with several of his crewmen. The captain had taken a number of wounds, but none of them were serious. Chomp had done a marvellous job of fending off boarders. “Anything I should be worried about?”

Jake shook his head. “Nothing we can’t handle. The old lady has a few more scars, but you know what they say about scars, right? Scars give character.”

“That’s good to hear. How long until we’re ready to set sail? I have a feeling it won’t be long before we’re on the move again.” Losing the island and the magical nexus was a devastating blow. The empire would have to respond.

“If we had to, we could sail tomorrow. However, another two or three days to finish up would be preferable. As for the rest of our forces…” Jake turned a speculative eye toward their other ships. “A full week for the lot of them. The imperial ships we captured took a beating, so we might have to leave them behind although we will eventually be able to repair them. There are a number of skilled shipwrights amongst the prisoners. In exchange for better food and conditions, they’ve agreed to work for us. We’re keeping a close eye on them, but there haven’t been any signs of treachery or sabotage yet.” Jake grinned. “We told them we’d feed them to Spot and Chomp if they make any trouble.”

“Good man. The next time I brush Spot’s teeth, I’ll make sure to do it where they can see.” Timmy grinned. “That’ll really give them something to think about.”

“We’re not actually going to feed them to Spot and Chomp, are we?” Gerald asked.

“Of course not. Everton has rules about the treatment of prisoners, and we’re supposed to stick to them.” Timmy smirked. “But they don’t know that.”

“How are the locals?” Jake asked. “I can’t say I’ve spoken to more than a handful of them, and they were nervous around us, to say the least, not that I blame them.”

“It’s back to business for most of them. They’re not happy that we’re militarising the island, but they understand there’s no getting around it. They’re involved in the war now, whether they like it or not, so it’s either us or the empire. They were a bit happier after I explained how they could benefit from this once the war is over,” Timmy said.

“If we win, this island is in a very convenient spot,” Jake said. “It’s a fine place to resupply and make repairs, especially now that there are proper facilities. That should mean more trade.”

“That’s the idea.” Timmy stared out across the water. He still couldn’t see himself, but he had several zombies seagulls patrolling the skies. Scar was still brooding, his massive form lurking just below the surface near the entrance to the harbour. “How’s the whale sanctuary going?” Katie and Jake were working on it together, but the captain had taken the lead. He wasn’t a whaler himself, but he’d met his fair share of them over the years.

“They never extended the horned whale treaty to this area since they’re relatively rare here. However, there are plenty of other whales around – or there used to be. Whalers have done quite a number on them over the years. Horned whales are the most valuable, but they’re not the only ones that can fetch enviable prices, and with no rules about how many people can take…”

“Overfishing.” Timmy nodded thoughtfully. “We did promise to protect the beluga whales, and it would be better in the long run to have a system for managing whales of all kinds rather than letting it turn into a free-for-all. From what they’ve said, the locals here don’t really go after whales. They prefer fish, so they won’t complain if we set up a whale sanctuary.”

“Since we control the island now, we can enforce a sanctuary ourselves,” Jake said. “Not that I expect to see many whalers here until the war is over. Nothing ruins a whaling trip more than getting caught in the crossfire between two dreadnoughts. Ideally, we’d formalise the whale sanctuary, but that’s not something I can do.”

“Leave that to me,” Timmy said. “It’ll have to wait until the war is over, but I should have the influence to manage it by then. In the meantime, we can use patrols and my zombies to protect the whales. The mercenaries also have a few ships of their own, and scaring off whalers should be decent practice.” He rubbed his chin. He needed to shave soon. “There are truly deep waters nearby. I would not be surprised if there are sea monsters and merfolk lurking about.”

“Is that bad?” Gerald asked.

“It can be,” Jake replied. “But it can also mean profit.”

“Yes. Hunting sea monsters is extremely dangerous, but it can also be highly lucrative. Depending on what sort of merfolk we’re dealing with, we could either be sitting on a gold mine or a pit of poison.”

“Really?” Gerald’s eyes widened. “There’s that big a difference?”

“Definitely. Certain groups of merfolk are highly isolationist,” Timmy said. “And they will attack anyone who intrudes into what they perceive as their territory. In contrast, other groups are friendlier and will be much more amenable to trade.”

“I remember when I was young,” Jake murmured. “There were whales where I used to live. But by the time I was old enough to go out on the water, they were all gone. Whales were so valuable that people just kept hunting and hunting them until there weren’t any left. People were always complaining about it, saying there were fewer and fewer whales, but it was our fault. If we’d managed the whale population better…”

“That’s why the treaty governing the hunting of horned whales is in place,” Timmy replied. “Nobody wants to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs, but when times get tough, people will do whatever it takes to survive. The long-term consequences don’t matter to people when they’ve got empty pockets and empty bellies. We will have to keep an eye on fish stocks, but based on what the locals have told me, fish populations have been fairly stable for several generations.”

“I spoke to Tom,” Gerald said. “The fishermen don’t keep exact figures, but they do keep a tally of how much they sell their catch for. It’s true that prices fluctuate, but I was able to make a rough estimate of how much they’ve been catching. The numbers have been steady for at least the past fifty years. They seem to understand that overfishing would ruin their livelihoods.”

“Long-standing fishing communities are like that, but if sea traffic picks up, they’ll have more people to sell to. The temptation will be there,” Timmy said.

Timmy might not have been a fisherman, but similar principles applied to the forest in his territory. It was a priceless resource, not only to him but also to all the settlements nearby. As the population in his territory grew – and it had been growing rapidly over the past several years – some of the villages were bound to turn into towns. More people meant more demand on the forest’s resources, which was why he kept detailed records about it and made sure the villagers did the same. Everything from how many deer were hunted to how many hydras spawned was recorded. Even how many trees were cut down or planted was noted.

Timmy had no intention of letting the forest suffer due to overuse. Not all of the villagers understood why he enforced quotas or demanded strict bookkeeping, but they nevertheless obeyed his orders. He was a Grand Necromancer, so defying him was out of the question. He also had his zombies and the ninja rats run regular patrols to deal with poachers and other miscreants. The leaders of the villagers understood his reasoning, and they did their best to ensure their fellows complied.

The patrols also gave the younger rats opportunities to learn and practice while reminding the villagers that he took their security seriously. As scary as his zombies were, the villagers were still happy to know that those same undead would swiftly strike down any bandits, criminals, or monsters that threatened them.

It still rankled him how badly certain nations had mismanaged their natural resources. Cutting down an entire forest might prop up the budget for a year or two, but it could take centuries or longer to regrow unless you had a stupidly powerful plant mage – and almost all plant mages of that level were elves. Needless to say, elves held a very, very dim view of people who cut down forests.

Besides, magically regrown forests were seldom the same as those that were allowed to grow properly over time. There were also all sorts of complications involved in using such powerful magic over a wide area. It was better to manage resources properly. For example, by establishing tree plantations to supply the wood needed for construction, paper, and other purposes.

In a similar vein, Timmy had made a point of introducing more modern farming techniques to his territory to ensure the health of the soil, and he was always experimenting to see how farming could be made more efficient and less taxing on the soil, farmers, and livestock. It wasn’t easy. Farmers could be very reluctant to experiment, but that was where being a Grand Necromancer with access to his own fields came in handy. He never approached the farmers emptyhanded. Instead, he made sure to approach them only after his own fields were bustling with produce.

History was replete with examples of nations that had turned their breadbaskets into dust bowls through over-aggressive farming. They often turned to magic and alchemy to solve their problems, but they rarely succeeded. How could they when they had little understanding of how crops interacted with the soil. Sadly, it was rarely the people in charge who paid the price, barring the occasional rebellion. Instead, it was those at the bottom that suffered the most.

The innovations he’d found elsewhere or developed himself had been instituted in his territory first – once again, being a Grand Necromancer certainly helped expedite reforms – but he’d been helping Vicky and James do the same in their domains. The three of them shared their innovations and encouraged them to spread. Everton was their home. The stronger it was, the better, especially since winning the war would see him granted a full pardon and an official title as the proper rule of the castle and its surroundings. If he was going to be a ruler, it would be over a prosperous domain. He wasn’t like his master, who’d been more interested in terrorising the local populace than in building something that would last.

Timmy and Gerald soon continued on to their next errand: a visit to see how Evan was settling in. The man – now golem – had been reunited with his daughter, and she’d seemingly taken the whole thing in stride. She had insisted it was better than him being dead, and his morale had improved considerably now that he could talk, courtesy of an upgrade from Daerin.

The dwarf would be meeting them there. He had confessed that there were quite a few dwarves who might be interested in serving their people in a similar fashion for a while before moving on to their eternal rest. Timmy wasn’t sure how viable that was – dungeon cores were the pinnacle of soul-containing materials – but he’d promised to investigate the matter further. Timmy had no intention of ever becoming a lich, but he had explored their techniques thoroughly. Off the top of his head, he could think of three or four avenues for future research. Given their reduced numbers, it was easy to see why dwarves might consider golems controlled by the souls of their valiant dead to be advantageous. Naturally, assuming Timmy could make it work, the option would only be given to the willing. The dwarves would never force one of their own to endure such an ordeal.

They rode a zombie lizard to Evan’s village. A zombie wyvern or zombie drake would have been faster, but there was no need to torture Gerald’s stomach, and Evan’s village wasn’t that far. They arrived to find Spot and Chomp basking in the sun. The big dog had done more than his fair share of the work during the sea battle. He had repelled multiple boarding actions and then led several boarding actions of his own. The enemy soldiers had been ready to fight their counterparts, but they had baulked at the sight of a three-headed dog the size of a war horse. Chomp had not been happy about being left behind, and he’d taken it out on their enemies.

After meeting up with them again, Chomp and Spot had exchanged stories, and the dragon had been pleased to discover that his friend had done well while also avoiding injury. They would need to replace or recharge some of his charms, but that was fine. They could easily make more charms, but Chomp was irreplaceable.

It was easy to forget, but Chomp wasn’t all that old for a labyrinth hound. In fact, he was definitely on the younger side. According to Daerin, Chomp’s flesh and hide would grow tougher as he grew older, so in a decade or two, he might not need any charms at all to fend off blows from regular weapons.

Spot opened one eye as they approached and hopped onto his feet with Chomp not far behind him. The dragon still toddled a little as he walked, but he was definitely developing the sinuous, reptilian grace that dragons were known for. His wings stretched briefly to catch the warm sunshine, and Timmy was again struck by the shift in his proportions. It wouldn’t be long now before Spot resembled a classical dragon instead of a caricature. His next growth spurt might get him there although he still had plenty of growing to do. Twelve feet was impressive for most creatures, but it was tiny for a dragon.

“Taking it easy, are you?” Timmy asked.

The dragon nudged his legs and sniffed at his pockets before Gerald took out treats for him and Chomp. The dog caught his treats and then moved into the perfect position to get some scratches behind his ears. He had six of them, so there was plenty of work for Gerald, not that the bureaucrat minded. The two had come to a wonderful understanding in which belly rubs, scratches behind the ears, and treats were given in exchange for Chomp’s solemn promise to absolutely murder anyone who threatened Gerald.

We helped cut wood and stuff earlier. Spot held up a wickedly sharp claw. I practiced some of Claw’s techniques.

“Is that so?” The eccentric feline had definitely proven his worth. As Old Man had put it, Claw had been born with the soul of a warrior but the body of a house cat. He also claimed to have learned from several masters following the death of his original master, including a dragon, a spirit tiger, and even a magical tortoise. Timmy could believe it. He’d never met a cat who could fight like Claw, and Spot would only grow stronger under his tutelage. “Good work.”

Gerald continued to scratch Chomp behind his ears. “It’s nice that you two are being helpful.” The dog made a contented sound. “And it’s nice to see Chomp here. I’ll admit, I would have felt a lot safer if he’d been with us in the dungeon.”

Timmy turned to meet the villagers who’d come forward to greet them. Many of their houses had taken damage during the occupation, so they’d done their best to repair them. They had also added a watchtower, so the villagers could keep an eye on the sea and signal to the fort or the other villages if necessary. However, most of their work had been aimed at the icehouse. It used a combination of mundane and magical methods to keep the interior nice and cold all year round. It would allow the villagers to store fish and other perishable food for quite a while, making their lives and trade with passing ships easier.

Icehouses were commonplace along the coast of Everton. Although it was rare for every house to have one, any decent-sized village would have a communal icehouse since fish and fresh produce would quickly spoil unless properly stored. Timmy was in the process of adding them to the villages in his domain, and he and Daerin were developing a smaller model that could be built more cheaply than the current devices. Portable icehouses – iceboxes – already existed, but they were expensive and often required expertise or power that normal people didn’t have in order to maintain.

In his master’s day, there had been no icehouses. His master had considered the villages too small and poor to be worth the effort, and Timmy had been in no condition to help them either. Now, however, the villages were larger and more prosperous, and Timmy was in a position to take action. If he and Daerin could get the seals and materials right, it should be possible to put an icebox in every home at a reasonable cost. At the moment, iceboxes were only popular in the largest cities, and only amongst the wealthiest inhabitants.

Meixing was working on the icehouse next to Old Man. The swordsman had insisted, saying that a warrior should know not only how to destroy but also how to build. Claw had assured Meixing that if there were any nails that needed to be struck or wood that needed to be cut, he would be more than up to the task. For a cat, he was surprisingly knowledgeable about construction.

“How’s it going?” Timmy asked.

Old Man hammered in a nail and then turned. “It’s going well. How are the docks?”

“We’ve done all we can,” Gerald said. “The experts can handle the rest.”

“Good.” Old Man patted the unfinished icehouse fondly. “We’ll be done by this afternoon. It would be quicker to do it with magic, but the villagers have been helping us, which means they’ll know what to do if there are any problems after we leave. Of course, if there are any problems with the magic involved, they’ll need to consult a mage.”

Although the icehouse used cold-related runes and seals to lower the temperature inside, proper mundane construction could make it a lot more efficient. Since Timmy was going to do the runes and seals himself, he was confident that the icehouse could last for decades, perhaps longer, without magical maintenance. Instead, the majority of the maintenance would be mundane in nature, such as keeping the building in good condition, so there was no reason not to show the villagers what to do. Timmy had also used a more conventional design, so even a mediocre user of runes and seals should have no problems carrying out repairs.

“How are you doing, Meixing?”

The girl smiled back. Timmy was pleased to see her in a better mood. Old Man had told him about the mental attack she’d taken, but she appeared to have pushed through it. The person responsible was already extremely dead thanks to Old Man, so there wasn’t a lot more they could do. Meixing had spoken to Amanda. The vampire had offered her counsel and had suggested several exercises to help her defend against such attacks in the future.

“I have never helped build anything like this before. My parents always said such work was beneath me, yet it is… relaxing. I have also been testing several ideas with my magic.”

“Oh?”

“It would seem that nails are close enough to weapons that I can easily move them with my magic.” Meixing’s lips curled. “I could simply use my magic to drive the nails in, but I can also use my magic to hold the nails in place while I strike with my hammer.”

“Nails, huh?” Timmy could see the possibilities. Shooting nails at people would be deadly in a fight, and if she could pull them out of wood, then she’d have extra weaponry whenever she was near most buildings. “Keep playing around with it. You never know what else you might discover. Do you know where Evan and Daerin are?”

“In Evan’s forge,” Old Man said. “Working with his apprentice.”

That was a good sign. Evan’s apprentice was the son of a friend who was a fisherman. Apparently, the boy got sick easily, but he’d proven to be a dab hand with a hammer. Evan’s daughter meanwhile, had little talent for the forge, but she was learning to be a healer and apothecary from the old woman who handled those duties for the village. Evan had no other children – and he wouldn’t be having any others, now that he’d become a golem – so the boy would likely succeed him. Hopefully, Daerin wouldn’t give the lad too much grief. The dwarf’s standards were absurdly high, and he’d chewed Timmy out multiple times despite Timmy being fairly accomplished at smithing, albeit not in Daerin’s league.

Timmy headed to the forge after leaving Gerald to speak with the villagers about what they needed. Spot and Chomp trailed after the bureaucrat, most likely because lunch wasn’t far, and they knew Gerald had food with him. Knowing Spot, the dragon would probably fly off and grab some fish for extra food too. He was a growing dragon, and there were plenty of fish in the sea.

The forge couldn’t compare to the facilities Daerin had in the castle, but Timmy could tell that it had been well cared for. He had to stoop slightly to get through the door. Evan had been powerfully built but on the shorter side. In fact, now that he thought about it, the majority of the people on the island were short by Everton’s standards. Inside, the heat of the forge washed over him, and Timmy reinforced his zombies with his magic. Daerin was watching everything with a keen eye and a faint frown. Despite how surly he could be, there was no smith in the world who would turn down the chance to learn from a craftsman of Daerin’s calibre.

Timmy listened as Evan spoke. His voice had improved after a few adjustments, but it was still a work in progress. Usually, nobody cared if a golem’s voice sounded unnatural. However, Evan was in a unique position. Anything they could do to give him a more natural voice would be greatly appreciated.

“Hello,” Timmy said once Evan had reached a natural stopping point in his work. “You’re hard at work.”

Evan turned away from the forge, and Timmy studied the golem intently. He was slightly taller than Timmy and built with the excellence Daerin prided himself on. The dwarf had further customised the golem to grant Evan a more approachable appearance. Even so, Evan’s new body was nothing to sneeze at. He was far faster and stronger than any normal man, and his self-repair function would be able to fix all but the most grievous of damage. Apart from being made of incredibly durable materials, he was also protected by a variety of runes and seals. It was not an exaggeration to say that if a platoon of imperial soldiers arrived, Evan would be able to dispatch them himself.

Evan was so sturdy he could handle the metal in the forge directly although Timmy noticed that he had donned gloves and other protective clothing. It was either a holdover from when he was human or a measure to prevent his apprentice – who was flesh and blood, not metal – from developing bad habits.

“Burt,” Evan said to the boy beside him. “Go ask around the village. A lot of tools were lost or damaged during the occupation. Make a list of what needs to be replaced and what can be repaired.”

“Yes, sir.” Burt scurried off. He was scrawny, but that had more to do with his age than malnutrition. Unless Timmy missed his guess, he was at that age when boys tended to shoot up in height at the expense of building muscle. Give him a couple of years of solid meals and work at the forge, and he’d have shoulders worthy of an apprentice smith.

Evan set aside the piece he was working on. It was a tool used by fishermen to haul in particularly large fish. Daerin examined it keenly and then nodded.

“It’ll do.” Daerin’s lips twitched. “I don’t know a lot about fishing, but based on what you’ve told me, it’ll do what it’s supposed to.”

Evan chuckled. “You have my thanks. I can already see improvements from your advice.” His gaze drifted to the door. “Burt is a cheeky lad. He said I was taller and more handsome this way.”

“Kids these days.” Timmy smiled. That was a good sign. Burt wasn’t afraid of him. “Are you settling in okay?”

“I won’t say it’s been easy.” Evan flexed his hands. The level of articulation was incredible, but Daerin was a master. His golems were his pride and joy. “I didn’t know my own strength at first. It made working impossible. It’s strange… in many ways, this body is a lot better than my old one, but it isn’t as sensitive.” He tipped his head to Daerin. “No offence, master dwarf.”

Daerin shook his head. “None taken. Metal is many things, but flesh has its own advantages. Even the dwarves who use our finest prosthetics say the same.”

“And the villagers?” Timmy asked quietly. “How are they taking your… changes?”

“Well,” Evan said. “That’s a bit more complicated.”

“I imagine so.” Timmy had his zombies bring over chairs for the three of them, pausing briefly to reinforce Evan’s chair with a rune. Golems were substantially heavier than humans of the same size. “Has it been bad?”

“I won’t say it’s been good, but it’s been better than I feared. My daughter, thank the gods, accepted me quickly. When they sacrificed me, the last thing I saw with my own eyes was her weeping as they dragged her off. I was so scared that her soul would end up in the core with mine. My body might be metal now, but she knows my soul is the same. That’s all that matters to her.” Evan bowed his head. “Thank you, Timmy. Whatever time I have with her is a blessing I never thought I’d get.”

“Winning would have been a lot harder without your help. It was the least I could do, and it’s nice to use necromancy in a way that doesn’t terrify everybody.”

“Tom asked permission to court her.” Evan chuckled tinnily. “He’s come out of this whole mess with more steel in his spine. He’s a good man and an excellent fisherman. He’ll take care of her and any children they have, and I know my daughter would be happy to have him. He also offered to move to this village. I think he knows how much harder it would be for me if she moved away, and it’s not as though I could move myself. The people in this village know me. I grew up here. They’re willing to give me a chance. I don’t know if that would be true in the other villages. At least nobody has said they should burn me at the stake.”

Daerin sneered. “I’d like to see them try. With your new body, you could fight everybody in this village at the same time and win.”

Evan slowly clenched and unclenched his fists. “I’m starting to understand that. It scares me, but… it’s not all bad. If there’s ever any danger, I won’t be helpless. I can protect the people I care about.”

“I’m glad it seems to be working out,” Timmy said. “I was going to offer you and your daughter a place in my territory if you got rejected. But if you ever feel that you have to leave, contact the people at the garrison. They’ll be able to reach me.”

“I appreciate the offer, but my place is here.”

Timmy got up. “It’s been nice talking to you, Evan. I hope everything works out. I’ll let you and Daerin get back to work.”

“How much more fighting do you have to do?” Evan asked. “Other than here, I mean. It sounds as if you’ll be busy.”

“Busy? That’s one way to put it.” Timmy sighed. “In a better world, the empire would see sense and call this whole thing off. Unfortunately, reality isn’t that kind. I’m afraid that I’m going to have to kill a whole lot more people before this war is over. It would be nice to take a break, but even if I find the time, it would only be the calm before the next storm.”

“Then best of luck to you, Timmy. Take care.”

Timmy’s words would prove prescient, much to his dismay.

A week passed by, and they were able to focus on fortifying the island while the mercenaries Timmy had hired arrived in force. They were a stout bunch, coffee-loving as so many in the Mercantile Alliance were, but battle-tested and filled with the hard-earned braggadocio that defined the finest mercenary companies. Their leader was a tall, lean man with a duellist’s eye for battle and a spectacular hat featuring the feathers of several exceptionally rare birds. The hat was a testament to the man’s success, and Timmy wondered if he took it off during battle or wore it as a show of confidence. Despite its ostentatious appearance, it was covered in enough defensive magic to serve as a decent helmet.

Ships from Everton had also managed to sneak past the empire’s naval forces and make their way to the island. Timmy was impressed that Vicky had managed to wrangle them, given the current naval situation. The island’s location would put these ships in an excellent position to launch raids on the empire’s supply lines in the future.

The last force to arrive consisted of a trio of dwarven submarines. They had docked at a secluded cove, and Timmy had used his zombies to ensure that only those with proper clearance could get near them. Daerin had been delighted to see them, and the dwarf had retrieved several barrels of his finest booze from Gerald to celebrate with them. The submarines had already had a dramatic impact on the empire’s shipping, and the empire was furious. However, with the majority of their ships tied up in the armada, the empire was in no condition to lay siege to the heavily fortified home islands of the sea dwarves. Vicky had also used the awesome power of money to bribe a supposedly neutral tribe of merfolk into sending the occasional sea monster toward the empire’s supply lines.

However, the peaceful and productive days of establishing and building up a base couldn’t last. Gerald’s communication sphere – the one they’d gotten from Daniel – flashed, and Timmy called for a meeting at the fort. Vicky appeared. She hadn’t sent another astral projection to them, so she was either still dealing with the aftermath of her battle with the emperor or wary of splitting off any of her power since another confrontation could happen at any moment.

Vicky’s smile was warm but brief before her expression grew sombre. Katie must not have told her about Timmy’s injuries because she would have been decidedly aggravated if she knew. Heh. He really did have the best apprentice – or Katie was waiting for the right time to spill the beans. He could easily imagine her holding it over his head the next time they discussed her research budget.

“I wish I had good news, but I’m afraid I don’t. It’s a shame what happened on the island. I’ve never seen an artificial dungeon being created that way although I am familiar with the theory behind the ritual. Solus could have done wonderful things with his talent. Instead…” Vicky shook her head. “At least he can’t hurt anyone else now.”

“Necromancers are rarely well adjusted,” Timmy drawled. “And I say that as a necromancer.” He was extremely glad that he’d regained the ability to see and hear. Vicky would have noticed him relying on zombies in an instant.

“Indeed. Now, let me cut to the heart of the matter. With their great armada continuing to make inroads and engage our defensive lines, we’ve had to gather all of our strength to prevent our defences from collapsing. We’ve done a decent job of it, and our skirmishers and raiders are doing their best to pick off stragglers and pressure their supply lines. We’ve also adopted a scorched earth policy. When we do have to retreat, we take as much as we can and destroy whatever we can’t. It’s not the most pleasant strategy, but it is necessary. The empire can either turn around or continue to press forward with less and less resources and support.” Vicky nodded at the dwarven representative, one of the submarine captains. “You have my thanks, Cerbor. You and your submarines have been outstanding. Continue to do your best and rest assured that your aid will not be forgotten after the war. Everton is known both for always remembering its enemies and never forgetting its friends.”

“We know you’ll keep your word.” The dwarf grinned toothily. “They can’t spot us yet. They’ll work out how to eventually, but I intend to push the limit for as long as I can. Besides, even after they find us, they’ll still need special tactics to hit us.”

“We’ve managed to hire on more privateers. We’ll send them your way. Surface ships should confuse them and make your life easier. We’re also hiring mercenaries, but the empire is hiring as well, so there’s been a lot of competition for the best groups. We also need to be wary of treachery,” Vicky said.

Ignacio – the leader of the mercenaries Timmy had hired – scoffed. “A mercenary need not be a scoundrel.” He beat his chest with one hand. “My men and I are not easy to hire, but when we are hired, we stay hired.”

“We have been hoping to hire others with a similar mindset,” Vicky said. “In the meantime, we’re continuing to wear the armada down. Time is on our side. However, the reason I’ve contacted you is because the empire has finally made their play for the straits. They know that reinforcements won’t be coming – not conventional ones – and they’ve decided to hit the straits with everything they have. Timmy, I need you to take your group, along with Jake and whatever forces you can spare, and make for the straits. We must hold. I have sent another… special representative, but I don’t know exactly when she’ll arrive. She insisted on making certain other preparations, which will slow her down.”

“Do we have any special objectives?” Timmy asked.

“Hold the straits. It’s that simple. I firmly believe that our naval strategy is working. We’ve lost ships and territory, but we’re well supplied. The empire’s armada is burning through their supplies at a spectacular rate, and our efforts to attack their logistics are paying off. We’ve begun to see signs of shortages. If they can’t find a way to force us into pitched battle soon, it won’t be long before they’re forced to retreat. If nothing changes, the emperor will have to involve himself again.”

“And then what?” The emperor had already shown he could stand on relatively even footing with Vicky.

“Parts of my panoply are being delivered, and preparations have been made to let me keep them for an extended period of time. Moreover, I know what I’m up against now. Between my own analysis and discussions with you and other specialists, I should be able to manage.”

Timmy’s eyes widened. Vicky’s panoply was a collection of weapons, armour, and artifacts that only she could properly wield. For a variety of reasons, the individual pieces could not leave the sacred reliquaries of her order for long without thorough preparations. Yet even with those preparations, there were steep penalties to pay. However, having access to pieces of her panoply would put her on equal footing with the emperor who was extraordinarily well-equipped.

“Will you have any other support?” Timmy asked.

“Every combat-capable member of the Council has now taken the field,” Vicky replied. That drew startled gasps from the rest of the room. “If the emperor launches an assault with the great armada, he will not be facing just me although I will be his chief opponent while the other councillors focus on attacking the fleet. That is why you must hold the straits. If the straits fall, they can use them to launch another invasion in a decade or two. If we want to win – and win decisively – we cannot lose the straits.”

“Understood.” Timmy nodded. “We’ll hold the straits. I’m not saying it’ll be pretty, but we’ll hold them.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Lord Errol Stanley Bennett was a Lord of Magic. For most of his life, that had been a very good thing. The Lords of Magic were the magical elites of the empire, and they were paid and treated in accordance with their lofty positions. Even the least of them was considered nobility and could expect a lucrative career, lifelong influence, and a cushy retirement. Although they were most famous for their combat prowess, they also served as the leaders of the empire’s various magical research and development programs. That was the path Errol had chosen, and he’d proven to be rather skilled at the whole research and development thing.

His family had overlooked his lack of combat prowess – despite his family having a distinguished record of military service – and had showered him with praise for his efforts. Thanks to his intelligence, cunning, and hard work, he had risen swiftly through the ranks and had overseen several successful projects. He had been promoted to the point that he now answered to the emperor or the ministers who served directly under him. It was great. He got to do what he loved while avoiding the political and bureaucratic nonsense his peers had to put up with. He’d also become too valuable to risk on the battlefield, so he didn’t have to worry about an angry councillor from Everton blasting him straight into the afterlife.

He'd been paid generously for his efforts, and he’d also been given lands of his own – not bad at all for a third son. He’d also managed to arrange an advantageous marriage to a beautiful and intelligent woman from a wealthy merchant family. Her family had wealth but lacked pedigree, and the more established noble families would never agree to a marriage unless they became truly impoverished. Errol? He was a third son, but he was a rising star, a Lord of Magic from a distinguished family with a track record of success. He could grant them the legitimacy they craved, and they could throw their money and influence behind him.

His wife was no simpleton either. She was skilled in running an estate and adept at handling financial matters, two areas Errol had always been mediocre in. The two of them had also grown to enjoy each other’s company. Indeed, she’d proven to be quite affectionate once Errol had shown himself to be a reasonable man who would allow her to do what she did best while he focused on his own expertise. Theirs might not be the most romantic story, but there was deep affection and respect on both sides. Both of them could have done a lot worse when it came to a spouse, and it was hard to imagine either of them doing better.

Their two children were the apples of his eye, and they had a third on the way. He worked hard every day to make sure they would have the wealth, power, and security they needed to thrive. Even if they didn’t inherit his magical talent or scholarly leanings, if he and his wife could lay a solid foundation, then they would be able to prosper as regular nobles with a heavy interest in mercantile matters.

As of late, however, all of the Lords of Magic had come under increasingly heavy scrutiny, and Errol was no exception. Their titles came with lofty expectations, and they had not been meeting them. To say that the emperor was displeased would be a massive, massive understatement. Errol had been there shortly before the emperor left to join the armada in secret, taking with him an ancient artifact that Errol had spent more than a year studying and repairing. The emperor had wanted a personal and detailed report on the progress of Errol’s newest project. He had managed to avoid the emperor’s wrath since he’d been able to deliver good news, but the emperor had been apoplectic at the collective failure of the Lords of Magic to deliver the results they’d promised in the war. The emperor had declared in no uncertain terms that the reason he was joining the armada and bringing the ancient artifact with him was because he could no longer trust them to handle the war themselves.

Errol growled. Those damn idiots! Admittedly, Errol was a mediocre fighter, but that was fine. He specialised in research and development. If he was on the battlefield, then events must have taken a dire turn. Under promise and over deliver – those were the priceless words of wisdom that his mentor had given him, shortly before he’d retired after decades of loyal service. The old man was now enjoying life at his vineyard. His days were spent making wine, drinking wine, and spoiling his grandchildren. It was a fine way to pass the time, and Errol hoped to someday follow in his footsteps.

The combat specialists had let visions of victory and glory get to them and had promised to deliver the heads of Everton’s Council to the emperor. That had gone about as well as Errol thought it would. There were a few hundred Lords of Magic, which made sense given the sheer scale of the empire. It was perhaps the largest and most powerful nation in the world. Everton’s Council was much smaller, with roughly a dozen members at any point in time. However, each of those members was far more powerful than the average Lord of Magic, with several of them being akin to walking natural disasters. Thankfully, only one of them – the Supreme Cleric – had the strength to face the emperor on equal footing, but the others were not weak.

They were cunning too. Everton had anticipated their assassination attempts and had laid traps to take advantage of their eagerness. What had seemed like a simple matter of using overwhelming numbers to succeed had rapidly turned into a complete disaster. More than one attempt to eliminate a supposedly exposed member of the Council had turned out to be a trap that resulted in the deaths of dozens of Lords of Magic. Some poor bastard had come up with the brilliant idea of ambushing the Supreme Cleric with thirty Lords of Magic.

The Supreme Cleric was a strategic and tactical genius. She had sniffed the trap out, pretended to be caught in it, and then sprung a trap of her own. There had been no survivors. None. Errol had known the Lords of Magic involved. They had been strong and experienced. The Supreme Cleric was just that good. Frankly, sending anyone except their most elite to fight her would be akin to throwing people into a meat grinder, and only the emperor had a realistic chance of actually killing her.

Errol blamed the entire thing on the steady expansion of their ranks and the lack of experience against suitably strong opponents. With the empire’s continued growth, they had naturally appointed more Lords of Magic. Unfortunately, unpleasant political realities had necessitated the appointment of certain Lords of Magic as a way to buy political influence and support. Those individuals weren’t entirely useless – a minimum level of competence was expected – but they weren’t exactly stellar either. Their ranks had swelled, but how much of that was genuine and how much was political theatre was difficult to say.

Some of those appointees had proven they belonged whilst others were only capable of padding out the numbers. Admittedly, even the worst of the appointees tended to be powerful, but intelligence, cunning, and common sense were also indispensable for long-term success. Thank the gods, the present emperor had managed to keep any of those incompetents from obtaining positions of authority, but the situation was still far from ideal. Alas, the emperor’s power was not truly absolute. To rule the empire efficiently, particularly during wartime, he needed the support of various groups, such as the nobility, the merchant class, and the clergy. Appointments to the Lords of Magic were an excellent bargaining chip, one the emperor could not afford to give up despite understanding its deleterious long-term effects. If his predecessors hadn’t normalised such appointments, the situation might be different.

Over the past century or two, the empire had not fought any powers of comparable strength. Yes, there had been the occasional rebellion or expansion, but the empire had been fighting wars it knew it would win. That meant incompetence could be papered over by overwhelming might. Who cared if their Lords of Magic were not reaching their full potential when their numbers and power dwarfed the enemy’s? Well, Everton was different. Everton was a world power in its own right, and their elites deserved their positions.

By all the gods, what had his fellows been thinking? As if a woman as skilled and experienced as the Supreme Cleric would just wander straight into such an obvious trap! That should have made them suspicious, and once their mistake became evident, they should have cut their losses and run. It would have been better to lose a dozen Lords of Magic than all thirty. Instead, they’d panicked and committed. The loss of a few idiots wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world, but many of those Lords of Magic had been solid and dependable. Worse, their replacements were, by necessity, relatively young and lacking in experience. There simply wasn’t time to thoroughly train someone in the middle of an actual war.

The only reason the war was going decently – and that was definitely debatable – was because the emperor had delegated command of the infantry and navy to men of excellent character, proven skill, and commendable experience. The emperor would undoubtedly accelerate his attempts to reform the Lords of Magic in the future, but that was assuming they won. Errol preferred to avoid thinking about what would happen if they lost.

In theory, the emperor’s power was near absolute, but that hadn’t been true for centuries. The noble families and various other groups had used the weakness of previous emperors to grow their influence and power, and they could wreak havoc during a war if they refused to cooperate. They might see further attempts to reform the Lords of Magic as unacceptable. However, if the Lords of Magic continued to underperform, the emperor would be able to force reforms through after the war.

Errol was a patriot, but he also understood the importance of logistics, which was why he was worried. The empire was large, but projecting their fighting power so far from their mainland wasn’t easy. Indeed, that was one of the reasons the empire had first established Everton as a province. It gave them a strong position away from their mainland. The empire’s armada was a hammer that could smash their enemies if only they would stand and fight. However, Everton and its allies had been slowly but steadily bleeding it dry by refusing to engage in a decisive battle while using multiple lines of defence to slow it down, allowing their ambushes and raids to starve it of the resources it needed to function properly. A wolf was no match for a well-fed lion, but a starving lion that hadn’t slept in days was a different story.

It was now a question of whether the armada could force a decisive battle before the lack of resources took a fatal toll. The emperor was with the armada, which should have guaranteed victory, but Errol had heard from a close friend that the emperor had faced the Supreme Cleric in battle. Their fight had ended in a draw, making the emperor one of the few people to have faced the Supreme Cleric and lived when she actually wanted to kill them. That sounded impressive, but Errol was worried because the battle showed that the Supreme Cleric really could stand up to the emperor. According to his friend, the Supreme Cleric had been more powerful than expected, and the emperor had been forced to retreat. Naturally, they were keeping that a secret and were claiming the fight had been a draw with neither gaining the upper hand. Had the Supreme Cleric freed herself from all her obligations? It wasn’t unusual for powerful clerics to have a significant chunk of their strength tied up in various rituals and other magic.

That was why Errol had counselled caution, yet the empire had committed itself to defeating the Supreme Cleric and the other councillors. To be fair, they had wounded several of the councillors, some of them grievously, but none of them had been killed. With the healing expertise that Everton had access to, it was simply a matter of time before they returned to the fray. In exchange, they had lost dozens of Lords of Magic, a decent number of whom had been amongst their elites.

At least the Supreme Cleric had the decency to send urns full of ashes back, knowing that cremation was an accepted form of burial in the empire. Yet her seemingly benevolent actions were also a provocation, and she had succeeded since the emperor had taken the field himself. It was a gamble. The emperor had the power to decide battles himself, but the war was also over if he fell. However, if the Supreme Cleric truly had freed herself from her obligations, then the emperor needed to be out there, if only to stop her wreaking havoc on their forces.

As an expert in all manner of eldritch and esoteric lore, Errol had already been briefed on what the emperor had witnessed in his battle against the Supreme Cleric – not to mention what Errol himself had witnessed when the skies filled with light and song. The report he’d received had done its best to conceal the nature of the battle and the identities of the participants, but Errol wasn’t stupid. There was only one person alive who could use magic like that. He and his colleagues had yet to determine the identity of the Supreme Cleric’s weapon, but the most likely candidate was alarming indeed. He had scoured the oldest and most obscure texts he had, and he had also consulted with several more… interesting individuals. In the end, he had finally managed to find a name and description that corresponded to what the emperor and possibly everyone in the world had witnessed.

Daybreak.

It was the name of a spear – the Spear of the First Dawn, of All Dawns, a weapon forged not by the hands of gods or men but by Creation itself. It was a weapon meant to beat back the darkness and emptiness of the Void, to utterly and absolutely obliterate anything that stood against it. The handful of sources that mentioned it had offered a single piece of advice.

Do not challenge it.

Ever.

In that respect, the emperor’s decision to retreat was correct. He would have died, and the war would have ended in their defeat. Thankfully, the emperor had proven his wisdom and had retreated before she could complete her ritual rather than standing his ground and dying in a pointless display of pride. There had to be restrictions on the spear’s usage. Perhaps it could only be used on targets within a certain range, which would explain why she hadn’t attacked the emperor as he fled. Maybe it could only be called upon every so often. What was abundantly clear was that the Supreme Cleric could not call upon it lightly. There were numerous occasions during the war where the spear would have turned the tide, yet she had never called upon it although the destruction of an important naval base made him wonder. Moreover, the fact that the Supreme Cleric hadn’t called upon it again and had yet to make another appearance on the battlefield suggested that the ritual itself took a heavy toll on her.

The emperor’s advisors had suggested trying to force a situation where she had to call upon it before fleeing and sacrificing non-essential troops and equipment to remove it as a threat. It was unlikely she’d be able to use it twice in quick succession, and the emperor could seize the opportunity to strike her down. Whether or not they went with that strategy was none of Errol’s business. He had done his duty by providing as much information about the spear as he could. His chief concern was his current project. If all went well, it could either win the war for the empire or force the deployment of the spear, clearing the way for the rest of the empire’s forces.

It was just a pity that so many of his current colleagues were completely deranged.

And speaking of those deranged colleagues…

His attention drifted to the vast facility he presided over. They were perhaps a week’s march from the empire’s side of the straits where a great offensive had already begun. He had asked for a delay, so his project could join the battle, but with the armada under increasing pressure, his request had been denied. It was difficult to blame them. As decisive as his project could be, it was also extremely finicky. It could be a year before it showed results, or it could be a week. Unfortunately, to take advantage of the pressure the armada was exerting on Everton and its allies, they needed to attack the straits now. Of course, for his sake, Errol hoped his project showed results sooner rather than later. It wouldn’t do his career or the empire any good to finish after the war had already been lost.

The facility itself was a closely guarded secret, built deep underground and hidden with the best mundane and magical camouflage the empire could muster. If Everton knew about it, they would already have dispatched multiple strike teams to destroy it. However, there had yet to be any major leaks. Everton might know about the base’s existence, but they had no idea of its location. As a result, the project could continue beneath Errol’s watchful eye.

And, boy, did it need a watchful eye.

Even now, as he watched, his clothing covered in protective magic to supplement the assortment of charms he wore, there were multiple people running around screaming while being devoured by unearthly, colourless eldritch flame. A few of them tried to douse themselves in water or fire-suppressing concoctions, but the otherworldly fire would not be denied.

Damn it.

He’d already issued three special notices about that particular ritual and the need to avoid being touched by any of the flames. The ritual had to be followed to the absolute letter. Any deviation could cause a disaster. Yes, walking anti-clockwise in a decagon eight times while clapping a certain tune with geese riding on their back might sound stupid, especially since they also needed to brush their teeth in a specific way afterward, but eldritch rituals rarely made sense. They simply were, and looking like an idiot was better than the ritual’s flames going out of control and burning everybody to death.

He sighed and massaged his temples as the burning group were finally reduced to ash that emitted an ineffable radiance. Specially made golems came forward to collect the ash, so it could be disposed of properly. The more… enthusiastic workers had tried to collect the ashes in the past, and their limbs had rotted off.

This sort of thing was why Errol emphasised safety. Acquiring and training people for this kind of work wasn’t easy. Almost nobody sane wanted to work on projects involving esoteric lore and eldritch sorcery. The people who signed up were either extremely patriotic or incredibly weird. Thankfully, there were those amongst them who could actually follow instructions. Otherwise, this project would be impossible. Errol was skilled, but he could never pull off a project of this size alone.

At least he’d managed to get the workers to follow his clothing mandates. That alone had led to a marked decrease in casualties. It would be nice to have more solid imperial citizens working on this project, but he’d already recruited as many as he could. Instead, he had to make up the numbers with crazed cultists who were only beginning to grasp the concept of proper safety protocols. Was that why the empire hadn’t needed to conduct any purges recently? If the cultists purged themselves through poor safety practices, then it was no wonder there hadn’t been a major cult-related incident in decades. He’d have found their tendency to kill themselves off amusing if they hadn’t become instrumental to the success of the project. As it was, he’d been forced to grow increasingly adept at managing their… eccentricities.

The robes the cultists had originally favoured had certainly been impressive. Errol was a mage. He could understand the appeal of a grandiose set of robes. However, the dangerous and volatile nature of their work necessitated suitable clothing. Full-body covering was essential, and they needed to minimise the possibility of any part of the clothing snagging, catching, or sticking. Moreover, standard fabrics simply wouldn’t do, even if they were enchanted. They needed the toughest protective fabrics possible. His own protective clothing was made using material produced via alchemy and the wool of special sheep, all of it enchanted and covered in runes and seals. He was also wearing the strongest protective charms he could get his hands on, in addition to being protected by several forms of eldritch sorcery.

He had given a similar level of care to his protective eyewear. His vision was somehow still fine despite years of poring over crumbling scrolls and ancient manuscripts, so the moment he’d set foot onto the premises, he’d made sure to don a proper helmet and protective visor. It was all fun and games until a ritual went awry and somebody got a shard of glitter-steel through their eye or an explosion turned their brain to mush.

During his previous projects, Errol had put up signs showing how many days it had been since the last accident as a way to encourage his personnel. However, this project had forced him to abandon that custom since the sign was either stuck at one or zero. He’d lost two dozen people in the last week, which actually made it one of the better weeks. Their first month had resulted in almost a thousand casualties.

Yes.

A thousand.

Admittedly, the overwhelming majority of those casualties had been insane cultists, but it wasn’t as if cultists grew on trees although it often seemed that way. Thankfully, they’d started to wise up, if only so they could better serve the abominations they worshipped. He could scarcely imagine how the emperor or his ministers would have reacted if Errol had asked them to find more cultists.

On the upside, the project was progressing nicely. What bothered him was that he’d been forced to bring in yet another cult to help with the final stages. Errol might have been an expert in eldritch sorcery, but he was not an expert in incarnating otherworldly beings since only a crazy – or desperate – person would summon a powerful inhuman entity into the world and then give it a body. Oh well. The empire needed a backup plan if conventional methods were unable to win the war, and this project was one of several plans they had up their sleeve. The fact that it was currently the leader of those secret projects was telling, as was the emperor’s decision to personally review the reports Errol wrote. The other projects must not have been faring so well, and the emperor had no desire to repeat the mistakes of his father. The exact reasons behind the previous emperor’s demise were the subject of heavy speculation, but there were rumours that a secret project gone awry had been involved.

Errol left his office and made his way to the elevator, which was entirely mechanical in nature to avoid interfering with the various rituals taking place. He rode it up to a higher floor to get a better look at the titanic body that his workers – those damned cultists, and he meant that in every sense of the word – had so lovingly constructed. Perhaps too lovingly if the way they were prostrating themselves before it and carving icons of it into their flesh was anything to go by. Thanks the gods they had the intelligence to keep their blood from touching anything important.

He could understand religious devotion. Several of his charms invoked the power of various gods. The fact that they worked was proof those gods existed. However, he wasn’t about to carve anything into his flesh. Doing so would establish a bond, and the list of beings – divine or otherwise – he was willing to bond himself to in that manner was extremely short. He glanced at the titan again and winced. Simply looking at it made his brain hurt, and not just because of the various esoteric effects already in place. No. He was thinking about how much it cost.

Entire kingdoms had been bought for less.

Glitter-steel was a legendary metal that very, very, very few people knew about and even fewer knew how to make. It required a host of extremely rare materials, all of which were stupidly expensive. The thought of what could have been done with the money needed to build a three-hundred-feet-tall titan out of glitter-steel was almost enough to give him an aneurism. Oh, the research he could have done! The experiments! The research facilities! But his place was not to question. He’d proposed the idea of a glitter-steel titan as a hypothetical solution to their problems, and his superiors had tasked him with making it a reality. Yes, the empire could have commissioned multiple fleets with the money he’d already spent, but this… thing would be worth more than all of the empire’s fleets combined if he could make it work. It was a lot of pressure, but it did come with perks. His budget was so terrifyingly huge that nobody cared if he ordered better snacks or furniture.

“Tell me. Is our glorious lord not truly inspiring?”

Errol barely managed to keep from flinching. Briony was the head of the Cult of Unwavering Light. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, but Errol would gladly eat his favourite hat if that was her real age. Oh, she might appear human, but the energy that seethed beneath her skin would have killed any normal human dozens of times over. One of his associates had asked about pursuing her, but Errol had pointed out that beautiful or not – and there was something inhumanly perfect about her – she was almost certainly completely insane and would probably sacrifice the poor fellow to the god she worshipped the second they were alone. The other man had looked Errol straight in the eye and asked him if he thought she’d take him to bed first because if so, it would be worth it. Errol had whacked him over the head and asked his clerics to examine him for signs of mental contamination. Yet, as unsettling as she could be, there was a method to Briony’s madness. He could work with her.

“He’s definitely impressive,” Errol said. He had no intention of worshipping the entity they were planning to summon and then incarnate, but he wasn’t about to disparage him either. If he did, Briony would most likely attack him, consequences be damned. He had multiple contingencies in place, but whatever lurked inside Briony… he wanted no part of it. “You and your people have done well, but how is our work proceeding?”

He had stealthily added safeguards throughout the creation of the titan to help keep the… creature from getting out of hand, and the fact he was still alive meant that either he really had managed to fool Briony, or she was confident they would fail. It was risky, but he could not allow an abomination like this to walk around unchallenged. Indeed, the first of his safeguards had been added long before Briony and her followers had arrived. If she knew, then they would already have soaked the facility in blood. Just to be safe, he had forwarded instructions about the countermeasures to his superiors. He wasn’t planning on dying, but if he did meet an unfortunate end, he wanted to give the empire a fighting chance of containing the titan.

“All is proceeding as foreseen.” Briony had no eyes, well, not eyes that made sense. Instead, her eyes were luminous spheres of metallic radiance that bore a worrying resemblance to glitter-steel. He had never seen her trip or lose her way, so her eyes must be able to see, but he doubted her vision even remotely resembled a normal person’s.

Now and then, she would weep with joy at the thought of the entity they would be incarnating into the titan. Great tears of liquid light would roll down her cheeks while she sang praise in a language he had never heard spoken aloud until he’d met her. He’d asked her about it once, about how she knew how to speak it. He’d only ever known the language in its written form. Supposedly, all of its speakers had died in one of the empire’s great purges more than a millennium ago after summoning a particularly troublesome entity near a major city.

Apparently, she’d learned how to speak the language when the darkness beyond her eyes had sung lullabies to her as a child. Yeah. Errol didn’t know what to say to that, and the more he thought about it, the more unsettled he became. She had likely been in contact with eldritch entities since her childhood, which would explain a lot of what was wrong with her. The rest of her followers were equally strident in their beliefs, which was why he’d prepared a range of measures to deal with them once the titan was complete. Of course, he was sure they’d try to get rid of him too. He doubted they would accept the empire having control over the entity they worshipped. In the end, it would come down to whose plans were better, and although Errol had never been a great fighter, he was outstanding at planning.

“Soon our glorious lord shall set foot upon this world. All shall know his name, and through him and the empire, an age of unwavering light – of endless peace, order, and prosperity – shall begin!”

The cultists were firm believers in prophecy, and there was a prophecy that had been handed down through their cult for millennia although Errol strongly suspected that the supposed prophet had actually been on a drug-addled trip through the astral plane. Such practices had been – and in many places still were – quite common, so it was always difficult to know if a vision was due to genuine divine revelation or narcotics. That was why the real prophets that Errol knew of tended to live lives of asceticism to ensure that their minds and bodies were as pure as possible. That way they could be certain that their visions were not influenced by outside factors. Nevertheless, prophecy was no easy thing, and even the finest prophets had to be wary of revealing the tides of fate and destiny, never mind trying to change them.

The prophecy spoke of a being of light who would descend upon the world and usher in their version of utopia. The cultists had waited for millennia, but the being had failed to arrive despite being predicted on seventeen different occasions. Eventually, they had taken matters into their own hands. Why wait for the apocalypse if they could usher one in themselves? Their mistake had led to the purge that had nearly annihilated their cult. He also had it on good authority that an offshoot of their cult had once tried to convince a previous Supreme Cleric of Everton that she was destined to birth the prophesied being. She had responded by launching a purge against them.

Some of the cultists believed that the current Supreme Cleric was the prophesied being, but they had split from Briony’s group before the war had begun. To Briony and her ilk, the Supreme Cleric was a false god, an imitation who deserved nothing but death. Now, Errol wasn’t going to complain if they somehow found a way to kill the Supreme Cleric, but he did find their reasoning amusing.

Apparently, a big mark against the Supreme Cleric was her lack of megalomania. As the prophesied being of light, she needed to conquer the world and remake it in her image. Instead, she was content to act as a religious, political, and military leader in a single nation. There was also a strange, lesser-known prophecy about the destined being taking an emissary of death as a consort, but both factions appeared to have dismissed it. To Briony and her supporters, the true god they worshipped should slaughter their enemies in a tide of endless blood before ushering in a new era of peace and plenty for the faithful.

How wonderful.

Despite their stated desire to murder those who disagreed with them, Errol had swallowed his doubts and recruited them – or rather, they had revealed themselves and asked to join. When it came to incarnating otherworldly beings, especially of the kind the project needed, there were few who could match their expertise. Indeed, the titan was made to incarnate the being they worshipped. Of course, Errol didn’t trust them. His guards had standing orders to kill all the cultists if events spiralled out of control. Yet despite his misgivings, there was no denying that their fanaticism and zeal had greatly accelerated the project’s progress.

Errol just hoped that the emperor was still reading his reports despite the increasingly dire war situation. If he couldn’t eliminate the cult, and the emperor was truly forced to honour their agreement and give them land, then let it be somewhere remote. That way they could wipe them out later without worrying about collateral damage. Yes. Somewhere by the sea would be nice. A dreadnought or ten could sail over and flatten them with an extended bombardment.

“And the runes and seals?” Errol’s attention shifted to the titan again. Sculpting it with regular tools had been an exercise in futility. Glitter-steel was simply too tough. Only highly specialised magic and eldritch sorcery of the highest level could affect it. “Have the modifications proven successful?”

Briony nodded and stared at him with those inhuman eyes. “Your changes are not in keeping with our traditions, but they have shown themselves to be effective. That is proof of their divinity, and I cannot claim to know the totality of our god’s will. Your skills must be a gift, given to help bring him into this world.” She reached out with her hands, and the currents of energy around them twisted into insane patterns that made Errol’s brain hurt. “The true summoning cannot proceed yet, but our god’s essence has already begun to leak into this world to fill the mighty vessel we have made. Soon, yes, very soon, the Day of Awakening shall arrive. His eyes will open to find this world ready and waiting for his ascension.”

Errol shuddered. Every day, it got both harder to look at the titan yet harder to look away. His skin crawled, and his eyes twitched, and the urge to kneel was almost overpowering. As unsettling as all that was, it meant the project was on track. It also meant his procedures to ward off mental contamination were working. If they weren’t, he’d be just as obsessed over this creature as the cultists. The glitter-steel was no longer a soulless hulk. It was slowly but surely becoming a vessel for an entity that was just barely contained by the massive array of mystical defences arranged around the titan.

“And the estimated power level?” Errol asked. “Are the projections still accurate?”

“Fear not,” Briony said. She wore a disturbingly happy smile, one that was a little too wide to be truly human. “Our lord will have the power to take the straits and win this war of yours. Our enemies will bow before his might – or they will die where they stand.”

“That’s… great.” Errol glanced away as one of his subordinates signalled to him. An important visitor had arrived. Hmm… had his visitor come early, or had he lost track of time? It was difficult to be sure. Time itself had begun to behave oddly around the titan, another sign of its growing power. An explosion rang out, and he winced as half a dozen cultists wheeled away from a vat of materials, screaming and burning. “Again? How many is that today?”

“Fear not. We can replace them easily. Indeed, they are blessed. They have perished in service to our lord and in his presence. Their souls will further nourish him.”

“Right. Well, I’ll leave it to you then.”

He returned to his office and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that his personal bodyguards were all there and that his defensive magic was still in place. He was honestly a little surprised that none of the cultists had tried to murder him and take over yet, but Briony was deceptively cunning. She likely suspected his contingences, but she wouldn’t act until she was certain she could deal with him. She might even wait until she had benefited as much as possible before making her move. After they won the war, that was when she’d be at her most dangerous, and that was when they’d both make their moves.

He sat behind his desk and turned his attention to his visitor. “Lord Cuthbert. Thank you for taking the time to visit.” Errol tried to gauge the older man’s mood, but his expression gave nothing away, which wasn’t surprising. Lord Cuthbert was better known as the Minister for Public Works – but he was also the Minister for Secret Projects. He wouldn’t be very good at his job without a decent poker face. “You didn’t run into any trouble while you were waiting, did you?” He’d given strict orders that the cultists were to be kept away from any and all visitors.

Although Lord Cuthbert wasn’t well versed in eldritch lore or esoteric minutiae, he was a highly skilled logistician who was able to accurately predict the empire’s needs and was willing to do whatever it took to meet them. He was, by all accounts, horrified by the current direction of the war since he understood better than anyone the damage their logistics had taken. Most of their supply ships were currently doing their best impressions of rotting whales at the bottom of the sea, and their attempts to secure the assistance of third parties to make up the difference had failed spectacularly. It had gotten to the point that they were requisitioning any ships that could help while trying to make ends meet with aerial transport. The latter was like trying to plug a hole in a dam with a finger. Aerial transport was faster, but the difference in cargo capacity was tremendous. Fliers simply weren’t able to carry the same sorts of loads as ships.

“Like those insane cultists?” Lord Cuthbert scoffed. The old man shook his head. “They kept well enough away although I was offered a pamphlet explaining how incarnating their otherworldly god was a sound financial decision.”

“Ah. That must have been Cristopher. I believe he was an accountant before the cult got to him. He still handles the cult’s treasury, if I’m not mistaken.” Errol sighed. “He’s good at what he does and not bad company if you can ignore the whole cult thing.” Errol prepared some tea and offered it to his superior. They had similar tastes, and there was nothing like a good cup of tea to temporarily ease the tension that had been building the longer the war went on. “I assume you’re here for a status report.”

“Yes.” Lord Cuthbert sighed wearily. “I understand the pressure you’re under, and I’ve done my best to mitigate it. I know the risks of rushing. You’ve been very clear on that. However, this project has consumed an awful lot of money and resources, and people are getting nervous. You know that things have not, on the whole, gone to plan with the war. In fact, we recently suffered another setback. People want to see results.”

Errol took a long sip of his tea and glanced at his liquor cabinet. Should he add a nip or two? “What happened?”

Lord Cuthbert followed his gaze and smiled sympathetically. “I know the feeling. Believe me. I know the feeling. Now, tell me, are you aware of our not-so-little necromancer problem?”

Errol nodded. The Grand Necromancer who had been working for Everton and leading attacks against the empire had been identified as Lord Timothy Walter Bolton, the ruler of the infamous Black Tower Castle.

Despite being on opposite sides, Errol couldn’t help but rue the missed opportunity. The more he learned about the man, the more he felt they would have gotten along rather well, and there was a lot they could have learned from each other. Lord Bolton was clearly an expert in eldritch matters and a variety of other fields. Such multi-disciplinary expertise was rare indeed. He was also supposed to be relatively sane for a necromancer. Alas, the only way they were going to meet now was on the battlefield, and if Errol ever encountered Lord Bolton his own, then he was probably going to end up dead in less than a minute. Errol was, at best, a mediocre fighter whereas Lord Bolton and his companions had cut a bloody swathe through some of the empire’s finest. If the stories were true, they’d even managed to enslave a young dragon.

“You are aware that we made a deal with the Grand Necromancer Solus Aeron, are you not?”

“I am. I believe I was one of the people to suggest an alliance with a Grand Necromancer to help mitigate the damage that Lord Bolton has been doing. Lord Aeron was our pick because he was judged to be sane and willing to negotiate. His territorial ambitions also had little to do with our own territories, if I recall correctly.”

“Indeed. Your assessment was in line with the thoughts of several key experts. To cut a long story short, we provided him with the resources required to create a magical nexus that would be controlled through a living dungeon. The location of the dungeon would grant us complete naval superiority in an area that will be useful going forward, especially if our current offensive fails.”

“A magical nexus… a living dungeon?” Errol’s eyes widened. Creating those spoke of an immense level of skill that went beyond what could be expected of even a Grand Necromancer. “You don’t look happy. What happened?”

Lord Cuthbert sighed and motioned at the liquor cabinet. “I think my tea could use a little whiskey.” Once Errol had added whiskey to both their cups, the older man continued. “Solus is dead. The magical nexus and living dungeon have both been stopped, and our forces on and around the island, including our naval assets, are all either dead or in enemy hands. Everton controls the island, and although they have not been able to muster many troops to defend it, a company of elite mercenaries has been hired to protect it. The island is effectively a forward operating base that the enemy can now use – and is probably already using – to re-supply and launch raids. Frankly, it is a complete disaster.”

Errol needed a few moments to digest what he’d heard. “How… how did that happen? I assume that apart from deploying our forces to protect the island, we also made attempts to conceal our intentions.” Secrecy, after all, was often the surest form of security, especially since taking the island from them would have been all but impossible once the magical nexus was completed.

“We tried, but a councillor stumbled across the island by chance. We were able to repel him and his forces, but we were not able to stop him from retreating. Afterward, we increased security around the island, and Lord Aeron tasked more of his zombies with patrolling the seas and skies. We do not know how security around the island was breached since, unfortunately, the ritual to create the magical nexus made long-range communication difficult. What we do know is that Lord Bolton was able to lead a strike force to take the island and kill Lord Aeron. More worryingly, we do not know where Lord Bolton is right now. Given his group’s ability to strike with extreme speed and ferocity, it is unlikely that he is still on the island, which means he may already be searching for his next target.” Errol felt a chill run down his spine. “We are confident that he does not know the location of this facility. However, the loss of Lord Aeron, combined with other events, forces me to ask: how long before our titan can take the field?”

Lord Cuthbert needed a win. No. The empire needed a win. “I cannot be sure. However…” Errol grimaced. “If I approve all of her demands, Briony, the head of the cultists, thinks it can be reduced to less than a month. The process is… inexact, but once the final catalysation is complete, it will only be a matter of hours before the titan can be deployed.”

“How extreme are her demands?” Lord Cuthbert asked.

Errol weighed his answer carefully. “If necessary, they can be managed.”

“I see.” Lord Cuthbert sighed. “Do it. Meet her demands. The assault on the straits is essential. We could not delay it any further, but it could easily drag out for weeks. The titan could play a pivotal role there. If fate is kind and we take the straits swiftly, then deploying the titan elsewhere will help alleviate the pressure on the armada.”

“Can we actually take the straits?” Errol asked.

“That… is a tricky question. As it stands, we have made preparations that will increase our chances of success. I believe it can be done. At the very least, we can pressure Everton into sending everything they can spare to the straits. We also have a… special contingency in place, but another option is always welcome.”

“A special contingency?” Errol pursed his lips. “Oh… is it the one I was informed of during our last meeting?”

Lord Cuthbert smiled thinly. “Negotiations concluded yesterday. She had matters to attend to, but we can now expect her support in the battle for the straits.”

“With all due respect, my lord, but… are you sure? She’s not exactly the most conventional…”

“If nothing else, we can rely on her greed. Her aid will not be cheap, but we’ll find the money. Even if she can’t win the battle for us alone – and she might well be able to – she should be able to inflict enough damage to swing it decisively in our favour. If you can finish your project soon, then we will have all the momentum we need to win this war.”

“Understood.” A muffled explosion shook the facility. One of Errol’s men knocked on the door in a specific pattern. Ah. It wasn’t anything major then.

“Is there a problem?” Lord Cuthbert asked.

“No. More of a semi-regular occurrence.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Timmy frowned as they made their way toward the cove atop some of his zombie drakes. They had sailed for the straits as quickly as they could, but the absence of imperial and Everton ships along their route hinted at the intensity of the battle. If Everton had already lost, they should have encountered ships limping away. Conversely, if they had won, they should have met ships on patrol. The absence of any ships suggested that the naval battle for the straits was fierce and still ongoing.

Rather than take to the air and potentially expose themselves, the drakes were swimming. Despite being famous for their ability to fly, much like dragons, drakes were also excellent swimmers. Up ahead, his zombie fish and zombie birds confirmed what he’d expected. The naval battle for the straits was in full swing. He spoke to the ninja rat perched on his shoulder, and the rodent – one of the clan’s communication specialists – relayed his words to another rat who then passed them on to Jake. Although the ninja rats weren’t as efficient as communication spheres, the esoteric magic they used to communicate was harder to intercept or detect. A moment later, the rat received a reply from his counterpart. In accordance with Timmy’s orders, Jake and their naval escort would go ahead to lend what aid they could.

In the meantime, Timmy and the others would make landfall at a small cove on Everton’s side of the straits that was too shallow for larger vessels and too rough for troop transports. However, the zombie drakes should be able to handle it, and the cove’s location and geography would allow them to make landfall without being detected.

Once they landed, they could climb the nearby ridge and help to repel the empire’s forces. Based on the information he was receiving from his zombie seagulls, the empire had already acquired several decent footholds near the fortress. Thankfully, they had yet to take the fortress, and its defenders were still putting up heavy resistance despite serious damage to the walls.

It wasn’t the only fortress Everton had near the straits, but it was the most important one. Losing it would be devastating since it would give the empire a beachhead from which to launch further attacks. To his dismay, he couldn’t detect any signs of the fortress’s barrier. Given the fortress’s strategic location, it should have one of the strongest barriers in the world. For there to be no sign of it whatsoever – the barrier hadn’t just been breached. It had been completely blown away.

He needed to find out how the empire had done that. Even if Avraniel had lost her temper and had decided to bombard the fortress with all her strength, there should still have been some sign of the barrier. Indeed, under normal circumstances, a broken barrier could still be detected due to the seal work used to support it. However, Timmy couldn’t feel anything.

The only reason the fortress wasn’t already a pile of rubble – although many of its outer walls were – was the stalwart efforts of Everton’s naval forces to keep the empire’s ships occupied, so they couldn’t focus their firepower on the fortress. From what his zombies could see, the majority of the fortress’s own long-range weapons were already in ruins, likely from an earlier bombardment. He could also sense dozens of powerful magical signatures. The empire must have deployed every Lord of Magic they could spare for this assault.

They reached the shore and made their way up onto the ridge as stealthily as possible. The clamour of battle was easy to hear, but they had yet to be noticed. Timmy smirked. It would seem that the arrival of Scar, Roger, and their other monstrous zombies alongside Jake and their naval escort had drawn all of the attention. Good. They needed every advantage they could get, and the element of surprise was a fine start.

Timmy used his magic to draw a rough map of the area into the dirt. He could have asked Amanda to make an illusion, but he wanted to get through this as quickly as possible. The best time to strike was when the enemy was off balance, and he knew they had to be wondering where he was because their zombies couldn’t have come from nowhere.

“This isn’t how I hoped things would be. The empire already has decent footholds that we need to deal with. Katie, you and I are going to flood the area with zombies. We hit them hard and fast. Don’t worry too much about tactics. Swarm them. They’re not expecting us, and they’re trying to push up toward the ruined sections of the walls. We need to break their momentum. Daerin, there are dwarves defending the hills overlooking the beach. Go there with your golems and give them a hand.”

“Aye!” Daerin’s eyes shone, and he beat his armoured chest with a gauntleted hand. “Dwarves fighting alongside Everton against the empire? It’s just like old times!”

Timmy grinned. “Let’s hope we get the same outcome.” He nodded at the demolition rats. “I’ll leave some zombies behind to protect you, but I want you up here on the ridge. Focus on bombarding the empire’s forces.” The rodents cackled and rubbed their little paws together in malevolent glee. They hadn’t been able to cut loose in the dungeon, but here, on a large battlefield, they could do what they did best – blast their enemies straight into the afterlife. “Focus on the landing craft and the beach. I want you to turn everything trying to make landfall into a crater.” His brows furrowed. “Your new weapons can fire up and over the ridge, right?” The rats nodded. “Then put them a little bit behind the top of the ridge. You can use spotters, and the top of the ridge will protect you from retaliation. I know you’ve already drawn up range tables. Here’s your chance to make sure they’re accurate.”

What about me? Spot asked eagerly. His eyes were gleaming, and fire had kindled in his jaws. This was what he lived for, and his dragon’s blood was boiling at the prospect of combat.

“I’ll be sending zombie fliers up to help our aerial forces. Go with them and clear the skies. Gerald has already contacted our forces, so they’ll be expecting you. But just in case…” Timmy gestured to Gerald, and the bureaucrat took out a sash bearing Everton’s livery and tied it around Spot. “There. Now, they’ll know for sure which side you’re on. Don’t worry about what’s happening on the ground. Focus on what’s happening in the air.” He scratched Spot’s head. “I know you’re getting stronger, but if you run into trouble, it’s okay to retreat for a bit.”

Timmy turned his attention to Avraniel and pointed. “If you go that way, you’ll find a bluff with a good view of the naval battlefield. There was a watchtower there, but the empire has already levelled it. However, the rubble should still provide you with decent cover. High priority targets first. You know what I mean.”

Avraniel bared her teeth. “I can handle that.”

“Gerald,” Timmy said. “You and Chomp are going with me and Katie. Chomp will take care of you. Start taking out everything we have and don’t stop until you’re out of zombies and golems.” The big dog nodded seriously with all three of his heads. He was happy to be fighting alongside them again, and he’d always taken his responsibility to protect Gerald very seriously. “Old Man, Amanda, Meixing, and Claw, the empire’s forces are already trying to overrun the walls. I need you to clear the area around the walls. Once you’ve done that, engage the troops on the beach. Focus on the troops the demolition rats aren’t able to hit. We’ll join you when we can.”

Rembrandt squeaked a question.

“You know your capabilities best. Other than the demolition rats who’ll be setting up here, split yourselves up as you see fit. Any questions?” Timmy asked.

Avraniel smirked. “How much loot do you think we’ll get?”

Timmy chuckled. “Worry about loot after we win. Let’s get to work.”

* * *

Daerin growled as he shoved an imperial soldier back and then brought his axe down on his head. The sheer force of the blow, coupled with the magically enhanced edge of the weapon and the peerless quality of its forging, made short work of his opponent. He caught another attack on his shield and then cut his foe’s legs out from under him before bringing his axe down in another deadly blow.

He didn’t hate the soldiers he fought. He’d wager most of them were regular people who were simply following orders. If they had their way, they’d probably prefer to be somewhere else, away from all the blood and mayhem of the battlefield. They weren’t like the goblins that had plagued his kind, foul creatures who lived solely for murder and ruin. Nevertheless, he’d kill every last one of them if he had to. If only their superiors were here, he'd be more than happy to wet his axe with their blood. Bah! No dwarf lord would ever send their men into battle without them, but it was all too common for human leaders to send men to their deaths without ever setting foot onto the battlefield themselves. For all that Timmy was a necromancer, Daerin respected that he never shied away from fighting himself if he needed to.

Daerin continued up the hill toward his stalwart kin as his golems flooded over the hillside. There were hundreds of them, and he split them into two groups. One group did its best to force the imperial soldiers back down the hill whilst the other charged toward the siege weapons that had already been set up. Those weapons were the real danger. Without them, he was confident that he and his fellow dwarves could hold the hills even if they were outnumbered twenty to one. Yes, if there was one thing that dwarves excelled at, it was holding a position. And unlike the goblins, the empire couldn’t afford to lose wave after wave of men, nor would the men themselves continue to advance, heedless of their casualties.

He brought his axe down again and then grabbed a soldier by the leg. The armoured man cried out in disbelief as Daerin yanked him off his feet and flung him down the hill. He had no idea if the soldier was dead or not, but it was a long way to the bottom. Raucous cheers rang out from further up the hill where his fellow dwarves had dug in.

Rather than make their stand at the top of the hill, they had carved out a bunker perhaps four fifths of the way up. The top of the hill would shield them from the empire’s naval weaponry, and they were free to use crossbows, cannons, rocks, and whatever projectiles they could lay their hands on to stymie the imperial soldiers laying siege to the hills. Anyone who made it up to the bunker would then have to contend with a bunch of pissed-off dwarves who were armed to the absolute teeth.

“Get up here, you crazy bastard!” one of the dwarves boomed as he heaved a fist-sized stone at an imperial soldier. The soldier ducked to avoid the projectile, only to sprout a crossbow bolt from his throat as another dwarf took advantage of his distraction. A bolt of lightning crackled up toward the bunker but fizzled against the bunker’s magical defences. In reply, a dwarven mage sent spikes of rock shooting down the hillside. “Are you trying to get killed?”

“I’m going as fast as I can,” Daerin shouted. “I’m a dwarf, not a damn elf! I’m built for endurance, not speed!”

The ground shook as the demolition rats unleashed another salvo of explosives. They had spotters up on the ridge – rats skilled in scrying magic and armed with little spyglasses – whilst the bulk of their weaponry was positioned just behind the ridge as Timmy had suggested. The top of the ridge protected them from return fire, and the long hours the rats had spent developing range tables for their new weapons – they called them mortars – were paying off handsomely. As long as they knew how far their opponents were and their relative elevation, they could aim with a surprising degree of accuracy.

Daerin tossed another trio of soldiers off the hill before reaching the bunker. He threw himself into it and then scrambled back onto his feet as the entire hillside shook beneath the weight of another imperial bombardment. Runes and seals lit up inside the bunker, and a female dwarf cursed wildly before driving her hands into the walls of the bunker to reinforce them with all the earth, rock, and stone magic she could muster.

What were those bastards at sea doing? They needed to keep the empire’s navy occupied! Snatching a spyglass from his belt, he peered out over the water and scowled. Everton’s ships were outnumbered, and the empire was using their superior numbers to hold them off whilst some of their other ships tried to blast the fortress and its surroundings into powder.

As he watched, an imperial ship suddenly began to sink despite not taking any fire from Everton’s ships. He chuckled. That must be Scar. The whale was more vengeful than any dwarf – and far larger too. Chaos erupted on another ship as a massive winged zombie took advantage of its failing barrier to land on the deck. It was Roger, and the zombie shark-hydra-drake spun in a wild circle. He sent crewmen flying and unleashed acid in all directions. It was far from elegant, but it was effective. Elsewhere, a zombie flier unleashed a spray of flammable liquid before a spark ignited it. The galleon it was attacking went up in flames, and the ship beside it began to list to the side as zombie pigeons laden with explosives flew into its portholes and exploded.

“Daerin, is that you?”

He turned. There were a hundred dwarves in the bunker, good, dependable folk all of them. This was grim fighting, but it was the kind of fighting the dwarves were good at, the kind they’d spent hundreds of years doing against the goblins. If the empire thought they’d break, they had another thing coming. Dwarves would die before they broke.

“Erad?” Daerin peered at the other dwarf. It was always harder to tell with armour in the way, but he recognised the voice. Erad was an old drinking buddy, at least, he had been until Daerin had gotten himself banished. However, he’d proven himself a true friend by sneaking Daerin a few bottles of his best before he’d been ‘escorted’ out of the city. “What are you doing here?”

His golems were doing a fine job of slowing the imperial soldiers, which allowed the dwarves to continue raining down projectiles. Further back, a few of his golems had managed to reach the siege weapons on the beach. With so many soldiers nearby, they wouldn’t be able to destroy them. Daerin sighed. He hated losing any of his golems, but those siege weapons needed to go, and the mages defending them were fending off attacks from the demolition rats.

Ordering the golems to get as close as they could, he gave the order for them to detonate their magical cores. Soldiers went flying, along with bits of ruined siege weaponry, and the disoriented mages proved easy prey for the next salvo from the demolition rats. It was a shame, but without those siege weapons, the empire’s infantry would have a much harder time taking the hills. After they’d forced these bastards back, Daerin could scour the beach for salvageable parts. If he was lucky, he might find enough to rebuild a quarter of the golems he'd lost.

“Hah!” Erad reached out, and they clasped arms in the traditional dwarven fashion. Daerin was pleased to see his old friend hadn’t lost any of his strength. “The king couldn’t spare too many of us since we’re still finishing off the goblins. But these lads here are some of our best, and they were eager to go. I was chosen to lead them.” Erad glared. “Bastards have been hitting us for days now. We met them at the beach, but they drove us back.” He smiled coldly. “Although they paid in blood for it. We were knee deep in their dead. They’ve almost taken the hills twice now, but we’ve beaten them back each time. Unfortunately, they’ve been able to keep us pinned down, so they were able to secure positions elsewhere.” He snarled. “It wouldn’t have gotten this bad if they didn’t have such a nasty surprise for us at the start. I don’t understand how they did it, but they blew the fortress’s barrier apart like it was made of glass.”

“We can work out what they did later. Right now, we need to deal with what’s in front of us.”

One of the rats’ mortars struck a landing craft. The vessel’s defensive magic failed, and it exploded. The next wave of mortars were aimed at the beach, and the empire’s forces scattered as they struggled to mount an effective counterattack. A few mages with long-range magic were blasting away, but the top of the ridge was doing its job. Those crazy rodents. Daerin had to get mortars for his kinsmen.

“Friends of yours?” Erad asked. He squinted and pulled out a spyglass of his own. “Rats…?”

“Aye. They’ve got weapons just behind the ridge. They might be rats, but they know their stuff.”

“You’ll have to introduce me. They sound like my kind of rats.” Erad smiled grimly. The imperial soldiers on the beach were beginning to flag under the unexpected and withering barrage from the mortars. Whenever they tried to form up, a mortar would come crashing down to scatter them. However, trying to force their way up the hill one by one made them easy pickings for the dwarves.

Better still, the empire’s navy could no longer afford to support them. Buoyed by the sudden arrival of more ships and zombies, Everton’s navy had redoubled its efforts. Moreover, the empire’s captains had to be feeling the pinch since the tactics for fighting against ships were very different from those needed to fight aquatic zombies.

Indeed, it wasn’t long before Scar sank another ship before finally being forced to retreat by a Lord of Magic whose lava boiled away the water. Even the titanic cetacean wouldn’t have been able to shrug off that. Yet even as Scar backed off, Roger unleashed volleys of acid, forcing the Lord of Magic to defend himself – only to fall as a zombie pigeon snuck its way past his defences and detonated in a fiery explosion. Heh. Timmy definitely knew how to multitask.

“They’re breaking,” Daerin rumbled. “These bastards aren’t goblins. They can feel fear. Kill enough of them, and they’ll lose heart and run.”

“Aye,” Erad agreed. “Goblins are crazy. You can kill a thousand of them, and the next thousand won’t bat an eye.”

Daerin looked around. The wounded in the bunker were being tended to, but he could tell that some of them would need proper care back at the fortress, sooner rather than later. He reached for the pouch at his side, which was bigger on the inside than the outside, and handed it to a dwarf with healing magic. “It has potions in it. Take whatever you need. You’d know who needs help better than me.”

Erad raised his hand. “Cease fire!” he bellowed. “Cease fire! They’re too damn far! Save your weapons and your strength. We’ll let our new friends handle it.” The demolition rats continued to rain explosives down on the retreating imperial troops. An imperial captain had tried to lead soldiers up the ridge, but they had been met by zombie mole people who’d burst out of the ground. The few that managed to get past the mole people found themselves falling into the traps the demolition rats had prepared.

Daerin chuckled. Those zombie mole people were truly making themselves useful. Maybe the empire could have taken the ridge if they’d thrown everything they had at it, but they were being pulled in different directions, and seeing the men they’d sent up get thoroughly trounced made them reluctant to try again. It wouldn’t surprise him if there were ninja rats sneaking around assassinating officers. It was exactly the sort of tactic the rodents excelled at.

“Those friends of yours, they wouldn’t happen to be the same bunch that helped us with the goblins, would they?” Erad asked.

“What gave it away?”

“The zombies – and the explosions.”

Daerin followed Erad’s gaze. He could see the hulking figure of Timmy’s zombie hydra-drake as it spewed acid onto ships before a Lord of Magic severed its wings. The zombie plummeted into the water and dove to escape further attack before re-emerging next to Jake’s dreadnought. The Lord of Magic prepared another attack – the air around him distorting as he readied a storm of scything winds – and then vanished in a cloud of fire as the front half of the dreadnought he was on exploded.

That attack had come from Avraniel. The elf was sniping Lords of Magic while they were distracted and targeting ships whose barriers had already been broken. It was a ruthlessly efficient use of her magic, and it took full advantage of her range and vision. Overhead, the aerial battle was a chaotic mass of zombie fliers, wyverns, drakes, griffins, great eagles, and other creatures. Daerin couldn’t actually see Spot, but he could see the dragon’s flames as he burnt his enemies out of the sky.

“They’re wavering.” Daerin turned his attention back to the beach. “What do you think?”

Erad’s keen gaze swept over the battlefield. The imperial attack via the beach had begun to peter out, and they were trying to evacuate. Rather than destroy their landing craft, the rats had opted to leave them intact – so they could fire on the vessels as they retreated. It was an ancient tactic. Take away any hope of retreat, and men would fight to the death. Give them a way to flee, and they could be cut down as they fled.

“A charge then,” Erad said. “If we can kill these bastards today, we won’t have to worry about them coming back tomorrow. Besides, look at them. They’re in no shape to receive a charge, and their ships can’t offer much support. When no survivors come back, the next lot will be shaking in their boots.” He raised his voice and pointed. “You lot with me for the charge! The rest of you follow us and offer supporting fire! Daerin, we’ll be needing your golems too.”

“Aye. They’ll be with us every step of the way.”

* * *

Spot roared a challenge at the wyvern rider charging toward him with a lance wreathed in lightning. He twisted away from the wyvern’s claws at the last moment and rolled away from the lance before slipping under the other flier and tearing the wyvern open from shoulder to hip. The wyvern shrieked and fell, and Spot seized its rider by the scruff of his neck and tightened his claws. The electricity around the lance vanished, and Spot caught the weapon in his jaws. It was tempting to eat it, but there was fighting to do. A flick of his head sent the weapon screaming through the air to impale another imperial wyvern in the gut.

There were so many fliers up here. He’d been fighting and fighting and fighting, but he still hadn’t run out of opponents. He had to pay close attention to his surroundings too. He couldn’t afford to be caught on his own away from his allies. He was stronger and better in the air than most things up here, but he could still be hurt. The Lords of Magic were especially dangerous.

And speaking of the Lords of Magic…

A shard of ice struck a griffin. The creature’s magic flared to protect it, but it wasn’t enough. The griffin’s wings froze over, and the griffin and its rider plummeted out of the sky. Rage flared inside Spot. The griffin and its rider had been wearing Everton’s colours, which meant they were on his side. Spears of ice knocked more fliers out of the air, and Spot’s eyes narrowed. Aerial zombies were going after the Lord of Magic, but he was retreating, using wind magic to get clear while continuing to riddle the battlefield with ice. Spot glared and dove, skimming close to the surface of the sea, his gaze never leaving his target. Now! He shot up, the sudden shift in direction sending waves rippling across the water.

The two biggest blind spots people had other than behind them were above them and below them, and that was doubly true in the air. He had learned very quickly that although most creatures had a wide field of view, their vision didn’t cover as much space vertically. With the zombies distracting him, the Lord of Magic didn’t notice Spot until the dragon hit him like a winged sledgehammer.

Despite his protective magic and armour, the flying tackle crumpled him. The Lord of Magic spun away as blood and magic filled the air. As he tried to right himself, Spot lunged again. His claws separated the man’s hands from his arms before he could throw any ice, and Spot’s jaws closed on his head a moment later.

Keep doing that. Spot gestured at the closest zombie, trusting that either the idiot or the twerp would understand. Distract the tough guys, and I’ll ambush them.

The nearby zombies moved to obey, and Spot picked his way through the battlefield. They swarmed another Lord of Magic, and Spot went up, put the sun on his back, and then dove. The Lords of Magic were strong, but they were still human. He was a dragon. The skies were his.

* * *

Avraniel raised the Bow of the Sun and took aim at another dreadnought. Jake’s ship pounded away at the other vessel, and there was a fleeting moment of weakness as its barrier flickered beneath the onslaught. There was only a split-second between the ship’s barrier going down and the ship’s barrier mages bringing it back up. Another ship would never have been able to take advantage of that tiny gap, but she could.

An arrow of fire and light streaked through the air. It struck the dreadnought’s deck and pierced through it before detonating deep within the ship. The deck bulged outward and then buckled as heat and radiance poured out of the ship’s ruined interior. It wasn’t enough to sink the ship immediately, but it was a telling blow. The dreadnought listed badly to the side as its barrier collapsed and its cannons fell silent. Jake and his crew did the rest.

Turning her attention to another ship, Avraniel smiled faintly. The Bow of the Sun’s two biggest advantages were the tremendous range it offered and the sheer speed of is projectiles. Both made it difficult to identify her exact location although it was simply a matter of time before they realised where she was. There had been several Lords of Magic who’d come close to finding her, but she’d dealt with them before they could confirm their suspicions.

Scrying magic wasn’t easy to use here, not with all the other magic in the air. It was almost unfair, not that she cared, but trying to fend off her attacks without knowing about them in advance was almost impossible. One of the ninja rats had come with her, an elderly fellow who was nevertheless skilled in defensive and concealment magic. He hadn’t had any reason to use his defensive magic yet, but his concealment magic had definitely helped. It was a pity he was starting to flag. Potions might be able to keep him going for now, but he’d be completely out of commission for at least a day or two after this. As inhumanly efficient as the ninja rats could be with their magic, their skill often outstripped their raw power.

Her gaze zeroed in on a galleon whose defences were stuttering against one of the idiot’s zombies, and she loosed another arrow. The front half of the ship evaporated, and she hummed a merry tune as the burning remnants of the vessel sank beneath the waves. There was something uniquely soothing about picking her enemies off one by one from long range. Yes, it was unfair, and it wasn’t honourable or chivalrous, but she didn’t give a damn. They were fighting a war. If the empire wanted to invade, they couldn’t go around complaining if they got killed in the process. A sharp cry echoed overhead, and her eyes narrowed. Only one person on the battlefield could make that sound.

Spot.

Her dragon was being chased by a trio of griffins, one of whom was ridden by a Lord of Magic. The idiot’s zombies were doing their best to intervene – they’d already eliminated a few others who’d tried to join the chase – but the pace and agility required to keep up was beyond anything except his zombie wyverns, and even they were struggling.

Damn.

Those griffin riders were very good, clearly a cut above the rest. They zigged and zagged through the sky, weaving their way across the battlefield as the Lord of Magic unleashed a hail of gemstones that detonated one after the other. The zombie wyverns who were trying to intervene exploded, and Avraniel growled. Even Spot wouldn’t be able to shrug off a hit from that magic, and those griffins had the size and strength to hurt him if they could get their beaks and claws on him. Spot must have realised it too. If there had only been one of them, or perhaps two, he might have tried to fight. But with three of them, he’d done the smart thing and retreated. However, his earlier efforts to pick off Lords of Magic must have been noticed because they hadn’t let him go. Instead, they were very deliberately targeting him.

To their credit, aerial troops from Everton had seen his predicament and were trying to help, but the empire’s fliers were blocking them. If Spot had been older or more experienced, he’d have seen the trap coming. Instead, he’d been caught off guard, confident that he’d be able to fly his way out of any trap. His confidence wasn’t unfounded. In terms of pure flying ability, he was likely the equal or better of any of his pursuers. However, numbers mattered, and the Lord of Magic who was leading the group was clearly an experienced flier too. He threw more gems out, not with the intent to hit Spot directly but in a bid to corral him and keep him from escaping.

Spot couldn’t shake them, and he couldn’t throw his fire backward well enough to drive them off. Avraniel frowned. They’d have to work on that. It was her fault, really. She’d never had any trouble throwing fire backward, but Spot was a dragon. Dragons were apex predators renowned for the power of their breath attacks. It was natural that Spot was better at breathing fire from his mouth than throwing it backward using his magic.

The rats on Spot’s back were doing their best to help, but there was only so much they could do against such skilled and determined pursuers. Avraniel’s jaw clenched, and the fire within her roared. They thought they could go after her son? Her eyes narrowed, and the fury within her went from hot to cold and sharp and cruel.

The Bow of the Sun began to sing.

Spot knew where she was. He always knew, and she was certain he could reach her. The mental connection between them was stronger than between him and anyone else. The only one who came close was the twerp, and she and the idiot were already doing their best to help him with their zombies fliers.

Help! Spot tried to shoot fire backward as the ninja rats on his back deployed their own projectile attacks. However, the Lord of Magic responded with more gems. They shattered, and the shards formed gleaming barriers of light to fend off the attacks.

The other two griffin riders added their own magic and projectiles. Spot was tough – far tougher than any wyvern or drake of similar size – but rune-enhanced crossbow bolts tipped in adamant were not weapons he could ignore, nor could he ignore bolts of paralytic energy. Against these opponents, being paralysed would be a death sentence. Eventually, he’d be so large and strong that he could ignore magic of this level, but that day was still far away. A wild burst of aerial acrobatics saw him almost break free of the chase, but the griffins managed to keep pace.

“Fly toward me,” Avraniel said, confident that Spot could hear her thoughts. “I’ll get the Lord of Magic.”

It was an incredibly difficult shot. Her target was more than two miles away on a griffin travelling at full speed. The distance alone would have made it impossible for any regular bow, but the Bow of the Sun was not a regular bow. Her brows furrowed as she wove an arrow into existence. Fire magic wouldn’t be useful here. She needed light magic. It might not be the best for area-of-effect damage, but light magic had tremendous projectile speed and incredible penetrative power. In the past, she wouldn’t have been able to do it, but awakening her star maiden heritage had changed things.

“As thin as a needle,” Avraniel murmured, the words slipping unbidden from her lips. “And as sharp as starlight.”

She took one breath and then another. The world came into perfect focus and time slowed to a crawl. Now! She let her arrow fly.

And three miles away, the Lord of Magic died as a beam of light lanced through his defences, pierced his skull, and then vanished into the sky beyond. For a moment, the air around him was filled with the shattered remnants of his defensive magic, and then he slumped in his saddle.

Spot was ready. He had complete faith in her, had never even considered the possibility that she could miss. He threw his entire body into an impossibly tight turn that she knew had to be agonising to pull off. His pursuers, their attention split between the sudden loss of their leader and his brutally tight turn, were caught off guard. He unsheathed the blade-like leading edge of his left wing as black flames enveloped the limb. The closest griffin’s defences buckled beneath the black fire, and Spot’s wing sliced the griffin’s underbelly open. The second griffin rounded on Spot, but it was met by a cloud of black fire. The griffin just barely managed to hold off the ravenous flames, but Spot was already moving, ramming up into its belly, his wings beating rapidly as he tore into whatever he could reach with his claws and teeth. A pair of ninja rats leapt off Spot’s back, and spools of metal wire wrapped around the rider’s throat and the griffin’s wings. Electricity crackled, and the griffin and its rider plummeted out of the sky.

The Lord of Magic’s griffin roared as it closed in, hate clear in its eyes. Spot wheeled around. He raised a claw, and Avraniel saw a technique form around it. It was one of Claw’s. As the two fliers raced toward each other, Spot struck. The griffin fell away, sliced neatly in half. Spot bellowed his victory to the skies, and allied fliers rushed in to surround him as the tide of battle turned again.

The idiot’s flying zombies had finally caught up, and Spot stayed close to them, which gave Avraniel the peace of mind she needed to go back to picking off enemy ships. His over-eagerness had almost cost him, but she doubted he’d make the same mistake twice. Spot was young, but he was clever. As his mother, it was her duty to make sure that when he made mistakes, he lived to learn from them. For all his strength, he was still a child, and children weren’t perfect.

Nobody was.

* * *

Old Man felt a twinge of nostalgia as he ran a soldier through and then turned to kick another in the chest. The blow sent the other man tumbling off the ramparts of the fortress, and the swordsman flicked his sword out to slice another ladder in two, sending more men toppling to the ground with it. Without its barrier and with multiple breaches in its walls, there was plenty of work for him, Amanda, Meixing, and Claw to do before the fortress could be considered safe.

Amanda was nearby, standing sentry over a breach in the walls, and the noblewoman gave orders with impeccable ease and grace as she cut a bloody swathe through anyone foolish enough to approach her. Her august presence visibly bolstered the flagging defenders, and they hastened to obey. There had been a Lord of Magic, but Amanda had forced him back with a hail of bloody spears before Claw had ambushed the man and cut him in half.

In a conventional battle, Claw’s small size – and his corresponding lack of durability – often worked against him. Here, on a cluttered and chaotic battlefield, he was able to play the part of an assassin, a small, deadly shadow who could kill the instant an opportunity presented itself. Moreover, people rarely considered the scruffy cat dangerous until it was too late. Claw was skilled in concealing his strength, and any power they sensed could easily be attributed to the multitude of powerful individuals on the battlefield.

“Teacher!” Meixing shouted. “Another Lord of Magic is approaching!”

He turned his attention to the heavily armoured man who had forced his way up onto the walls. “Deal with this area,” he said to his student. “And lead the regular soldiers in my stead. I will deal with the Lord of Magic.”

“Yes, teacher.” Meixing stabbed another opponent through the slit of their helmet as her swords once again lanced through the air. She was working them quite hard, so they’d have to check them for damage later. However, they were definitely making their presence felt. Even if her swords weren’t able to pierce through an opponent, simply throwing enemy soldiers off the walls would suffice. The fall would either kill them or force the enemy to treat them. She had also used her magic to create impromptu ‘mazes’ of swords, spears, and other weapons to hinder the imperial soldiers trying to force their way through gaps in the walls. “Follow me!” she shouted, gesturing at the nearby soldiers. “We must repel the next wave of ladders!”

Old Man cut his way across the top of the wall, leaving only blood and death in his wake, as the armoured Lord of Magic brought his hands together. Stifling heat built up between his palms, and there was a brief flash before an explosion rippled outward. A pair of hastily repaired magical cannons exploded, and the whole wall shook. Impressive. Despite being utterly outmatched, soldiers from Everton charged forward. The Lord of Magic laughed and gathered heat between his hands again –

Old Man pulled on his magic and stepped in front of the defenders. His slash parted the explosion, and the displaced air of his strike forced the Lord of Magic to dodge. “Fight elsewhere,” he said to the soldiers he’d saved. “This opponent is mine.”

The soldiers rushed off, and Old Man studied his opponent. Although his opponent had dodged, his ‘flying sword strike’ should still have left some mark on him. Yet his armour was completely unscathed. Ah. Now, he understood. The air around his opponent was shimmering. No. It wasn’t the air. It was a defensive array. Runes and seals drawn onto the very air itself? Unlikely. He’d faced such constructs in the past, and they had proven to be relatively fragile.

The Lord of Magic was probably using ink of some kind, perhaps an exotic blend that was nearly transparent, that had likely been mixed with blood or another magically conductive fluid. It was a clever strategy, and control of it might be related to the man’s secondary magic or a well-made artifact. It reminded him of a similar technique that Timmy had mentioned that involved ash and blood.

Old Man made no move to introduce himself, nor did his opponent. Instead, the other man immediately launched another attack. Once again, Old Man stepped, avoiding a torrent of heat and force. Avraniel was better than this man. For all her raw power, she could also wield her magic with incredible precision. She was both a rapier and a sledgehammer. This man was all sledgehammer although that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, given the role he had played in the battle thus far.

Old Man could not be certain, but many of the breaches in the walls were saturated in his opponent’s magic. After the empire had destroyed the fortress’s barrier, their subsequent naval barrages had overwhelmed the magic within the fortress’s walls, allowing this Lord of Magic to blast great holes in them. Old Man’s next strike would have split a tower in two, but the Lord of Magic’s defensive array activated again. Old Man retreated to a safe distance as the spot he’d occupied was consumed by fire. Fascinating. The defensive array appeared to have the ability to counterattack. His opponent had access to immense firepower, as well as potent defensive measures that could easily transition to offence. But even so, Old Man was not worried.

Old Man struck again, and space bent and twisted. His strike should not have reached, not at this distance, but it reached all the same. This time, his target was the defensive array itself. There was nothing his sword could not cut, and the array was no different. It shattered, and his opponent just barely managed to survive his next strike. Instead of losing his head, he lost an arm. As his enemy scrambled to erect more solid defences, Old Man kicked a piece of rubble at him. The stone was swiftly reduced to powder, but Old Man used his opponent’s momentary distraction to slip into his blind spot and strike – only for another defensive array to block the blow.

Impressive.

An explosion tried to catch him, but Old Man was already moving. Rather than rely solely on his defensive array, the Lord of Magic tried to keep him at bay with sudden bursts of fire and force that ripped great gouges in the wall beneath them. Old Man sliced through his opponent’s magic and bent the space around his sword over and over again. Once more, he struck at the defensive array protecting the Lord of Magic before releasing his hold on the warped space around his sword.

Space disliked being bent. It always tried to return to its proper shape – and the Lord of Magic was right in the middle of all that unfurling space. He died a split-second later, and cheers rang out from the fortress’s defenders as his body evaporated in a cloud of blood. Old Man paused for a moment to make sure his foe was truly dead – there were ways to survive such… gruesome wounds – and then turned to see how the others were faring.

Claw and Meixing were fighting side by side, and the feline was busy hurling insults and boasts as he cut down his enemies. For a supposedly humble cat, he was quite talkative in battle. Amanda was directing groups of soldiers as she tore the blood out of dozens of her opponents and then used it to unleash a bloody rain that paved the way for Everton’s troops to push back the empire’s forces. Many of the soldiers wore conflicted expressions. They were happy to be winning but troubled by the brutality of Amanda’s attacks. Eventually, however, they seemed to settle on appreciation. Amanda might be scary, but she was on their side.

“This area has been secured,” Amanda said. “But other parts of the fortress are still under attack.”

“Yes.” Old Man nodded. “The battle for the beach has been won, so the empire won’t be receiving any reinforcements here.” He turned to a nearby zombie seagull that had landed on the wall beside him. “Timmy, some assistance would be welcome to ensure the walls remain in our possession. We’ll continue clearing the area around the fortress of the enemy.”

In response, a zombie drake took to the air from the ridge where the demolition rats were. He must be ferrying them over to help now that the beach had been secured.

“Thank you.”

* * *

Katie had to admit that the empire’s soldiers had done a very good job of digging in. They’d taken several slopes and hillsides leading up to the fortress. Only the dwarves had managed to stand their ground, and there weren’t enough of them to defend every path up from the shoreline. The empire was using these footholds to continue their assault on the fortress. There were hundreds of troops attacking the wall closest to them and thousands more elsewhere. But with Old Man and the others helping with the walls, Katie was confident they could hold.

In the meantime, it was up to her and her master to deal with all these footholds. They had sent their zombies ahead, a tide of undead fury that was taking heavy casualties but keeping the empire’s forces occupied. Unlike the goblins in the Broken Mountains, the imperial soldiers were disciplined and well led. Rather than flee, they did their best to hold their ground before falling back in good order to more defensible positions.

Of course, they were mostly up against lesser zombies – zombies made from the corpses of regular people – and there would undoubtedly be plenty of corpses to replace the losses they took now. That probably should have bothered her more, but she’d seen enough of the world to realise that in situations like this, she couldn’t afford to feel too bad for people who would have gladly killed her and her friends if they could. At the same time, their zombie mole people were busy tunnelling underground. Only the soldiers attacking the ridge near the demolition rats had seen them, so they should make for a nasty surprise later.

“There’s a bunker ahead of you,” her master said. One of his monstrous zombies stomped through a clump of soldiers and then stuck its head into a nearby dugout. The creature belched a thick cloud of poisonous gas into it, and imperial soldiers poured out, gasping, wheezing, and coughing, only to be set upon by their other zombies. The monstrous zombie could have crushed them beneath its bulk, but that would have been a horrible waste of resources since it was a lot harder to raise bloody paste than largely intact corpses. “Use your shadows to clear it out. Do not go inside. You do not want or need that sort of trouble.”

Katie nodded sharply. In all of the study she had done and throughout all of her master’s tuition, he had emphasised that attacking an entrenched position should not be done recklessly. Many a great warrior or mage had fallen after letting their hubris blind them.

She used her zombies and shadows to shield herself from the projectiles coming from the bunker. At her side, Harold retaliated with a withering volley of fragmenting spines. She wasn’t sure if he killed anyone, but the screams that followed suggested that he’d managed to injure a few. She could sense two mages of reasonable power inside the bunker, but they seemed to be more worried about Harold than her. She had the zombie ease away from her and sent him on a zigzagging path toward the bunker to make him harder to hit while throwing a few of her regular zombies in the way to intercept attacks and act as distractions. At the same time, she advanced toward the bunker, careful to use whatever she could for cover while also reanimating the bodies of any enemy soldiers she came across.

Once she got close enough to the bunker, she attacked. Her magic surged, and every shadow in the bunker erupted outward into a forest of razor-sharp spines that could easily pierce through armour and shear through flesh. The bunker went still and quiet, and Katie examined the interior of the bunker with her shadows. One of the mages had managed to survive by using his magic to blend in with the walls of the bunker, but the shallow wound on his leg gave his position away. Her shadows stirred again, and the mage joined the rest of his comrades.

For a moment, Katie contemplated turning everyone inside the bunker into a zombie, but a sudden pang of hunger from her shadows suggested a better course of action. Her shadows devoured the bodies, and she summoned a shadow werewolf. The werewolf required more power than a zombie, but it was far more durable and had incredibly keen senses. It was also specialised for close combat whereas Harold was better suited to handling more distant threats. If necessary, the shadow werewolf could also pick her up and carry her away from any threats she couldn’t beat.

“Aim for that siege tower, Harold.”

The zombie dutifully fired a salvo of exploding quills at the siege tower ahead of them. The structure’s defences kept it from being destroyed outright, but a subsequent volley of quills filled with hydra acid had it leaning precariously. Her master promptly sent dozens of their zombies at it. They climbed the tower, and their combined weight sent it toppling to the ground.

“A boulder, please, Gerald.” Her master heaved the boulder at another siege tower that had yet to fully erect its magical defences. The massive lump of rock tore through the tower’s base, and it collapsed. “Stay close.” His magic spread through the area ahead of them. “There’s another bunker downhill. They’ve sealed it against magical interference, but they still need to breathe. Flood it.”

Gerald blinked. He was currently doing his best to hide behind Chomp. Soldiers had tried to reach him, but the handful that had managed to get past their zombies had met swift ends courtesy of the massive dog. Perched on Gerald’s head, a ninja rat who specialised in defensive magic kept a wary eye on their surroundings. Rembrandt was with Katie, and he too was on high alert although he hadn’t been very busy. So far, their zombies had done the bulk of the fighting, and her magic made it difficult for anyone to approach her uninvited. Nevertheless, he was reluctant to leave her side. It was easy to be caught off guard on a chaotic battlefield, and he had no intention of letting harm come to her.

“Flood it?” Gerald asked. “Is… is that really necessary?” He looked a bit green around the gills at the prospect of potentially drowning dozens of people.

“It’s either that, or we fight our way in.”

“Ah. Right.” Gerald grimaced. She could tell that he was doing a bit of moral arithmetic, but she knew which way the scales would tip. “Does it matter if it’s freshwater or seawater?”

“Use seawater. It’s easier to replenish.”

Gerald released a deluge of seawater, which her master directed toward the bunker by creating channels in the ground. Those inside had a simple choice: drown or exit the bunker. It took longer than Katie expected, but men began to stumble out of the bunker, and Katie ordered Harold to pick them off while the ninja rats went into the bunker to clear out any stragglers.

“Good work.” Her master scanned the battlefield quickly. “Don’t wander off. The four of us need to work our way across this area. Once it’s clear, we’ll move onto the next area. From the looks of it, the empire landed troops on all the beaches in the vicinity of the fortress, so there’s plenty of work for us to do.”

Katie nodded. Out at sea, she could feel Roger and Scar fighting as hard as they could. Even with their hydra-based regeneration, they needed to be careful. They were taking plenty of damage, which meant they had to fall back from time to time to allow themselves to regenerate. To speed up the process, she pushed more of her magic into them before taking a quick sip of a magic-restoring potion. She’d have to be careful. Drinking too many of those could result in all sorts of nasty side effects, and who knew how long they’d be fighting?

Spot was fighting too, and Katie was relieved to see him staying in formation. He’d gotten a lot stronger, but he would still be in trouble if he had to fight multiple skilled griffins at the same time. In a few years, he’d be so big and strong it wouldn’t matter, but right now, he was vulnerable. Her master sent more fliers his way, and Katie peered through the eyes of a zombie griffin as the dragon tore a wing off a great eagle. Spot was covered in wounds of his own, but he was quick to use his magic to heal any that were serious. Unlike a human, his wounds didn’t make him scared, tired, or reluctant. Instead, each wound only increased his eagerness to fight.

The rats on Spot’s back had done their fair share of fighting, but they had run low on supplies. She asked Gerald for more weaponry and equipment and sent a zombie flier up to deliver them. A request came from the demolition rats, and her master deployed another zombie drake to help them move across the battlefield. They’d cleared the nearest beach of enemy soldiers and landing craft, but there were plenty more elsewhere.

“Stay sharp,” her master warned. “There are two Lords of Magic ahead of us. Let me engage and wait for openings.” The words were meant as much for her as the ninja rats. “Gerald, hang back. Drop a boulder if you think it will work.”

Katie gulped. Lords of Magic were amongst the best the empire had to offer from a magical perspective. It was true that they varied markedly in power, with the mightiest amongst them posing a threat to even people like her master whilst others were noticeably weaker and less experienced. However, it was hard to know what sort they’d be up against until they fought them. The pair were already locked in combat, so they were leaking magic into their surroundings. They were definitely strong, but they could be concealing their full power – and power alone wasn’t a good measure of the threat an opponent posed. Her master had beaten plenty of people who were more powerful than him. Skill, experience, and cunning were all very important. Certain types of magic were also excellent against some types of magic but awful against others. The environment could also play a big role in deciding a battle. For example, fighting a water mage in the desert was usually a lot easier than fighting one next to the ocean.

Her master had impressed upon her the importance of seizing the initiative. Many magical battles were decided in the first ten seconds. Yes, the fight might drag on beyond that, but the decisions that decided most fights were often made very early on. Strike hard. Strike fast. If in doubt, use more power than you think. And above all, pay attention. The nature of combat meant that seizing the initiative would allow her to understand the way her opponents defended. If a second attack that could bypass those defences was delivered with sufficient speed, she could end the fight without ever giving her opponents time to retaliate.

They reached the site of the battle. The two Lords of Magic stood about twenty yards apart. One of them had ripped apart a huge chunk of the fortress’s wall, and the other had deployed shining simulacrums that floated through the air and fired blasts of different kinds of elemental magic. The first Lord of Magic probably had earth magic of some kind, but the second? Were those summoned spirits or magical familiars? Their resemblance to him suggested the latter although how they were able to use so many different types of magic was a question she couldn’t answer. The fortress’s defenders were in full retreat as their own mages did their best to cover them. In contrast, the empire’s soldiers surged through the breach in the wall, supported by the simulacrums.

Her master signalled to her with one hand. It was an abbreviated form of sign language, one of several she’d learned for these sorts of situations. It was also a language Gerald could understand since it was widely used by people in Everton who were mute or deaf and didn’t have access to magic that could help them speak. Yelling to be heard over the din of battle risked drawing unnecessary attention to them.

“Use Harold,” her master signed. “Fire at the one on the left. High speed projectiles. Armour piercing.”

Katie didn’t stop to question the order. She simply gave it. Her loyal zombie complied immediately, and for a split-second she thought they would succeed in eliminating one of their opponents right away. However, the Lord of Magic reacted with impressive speed. A wall of rock rose up to block the attack.

“Keep firing.”

The quills dug into the wall, but they couldn’t get through it. Katie had seen them pierce through armour like it was nothing. The Lord of Magic must have used his magic to reinforce the wall. But how had he sensed the attack in the first place? Ah! If he had earth magic, he could have scattered dust around himself like her master often did.

“Gerald, drop the special boulders on the other one.”

Gerald yelped, and boulders began to fall out of the air toward the other Lord of Magic. He immediately reacted, and several glowing simulacrums darted back to blast the boulders. What made these boulders special is that her master had put seals on them to prevent other mages from affecting them. That would explain the Lord of Magic’s panic. Katie had noticed one of his simulacrums throwing dirt around, so it must have earth magic. However, its efforts to push the boulders away were completely futile.

The Lord of Magic was forced away from his colleague, and her master sent a wave of zombies after him. Katie marvelled at the ease with which he controlled them, cutting off the Lord of Magic’s line of retreat and forcing him to pull back more simulacrums to deal with them. Bolts of fire, ice, lightning, and wind tore through the ranks of undead, but they pressed on, heedless of the casualties they took. A monstrous zombie – a lumbering zombie hydra – stomped forward, but the Lord of Magic reacted with impressive speed. A shockwave of compressed air pulped its chest before bolts of lightning exploded its heads. The huge zombie stumbled back, and tongues of searing flame enveloped it. Her master shrugged and ordered the zombie to stagger away. It wasn’t completely dead, but the sheer amount of damage it had taken would keep it from fighting effectively until it could regenerate. Unwilling to let the zombie hydra retreat, the Lord of Magic sent his simulacrums after it.

He was so invested in preventing the zombie hydra from regenerating that he never noticed the lone ninja rat who’d snuck across the battlefield – until the rodent stabbed him in the throat with a poisoned dagger. Her master had always spoken of the importance of battlefield awareness, and the ninja rats were perfect for taking advantage of any lapses in attention.

“Keep firing at the other one,” her master urged.

Katie issued another order, and Harold continued to launch quills at the wall of rock. Several chunks of rock ripped free of the ground and shot toward them. Her master intercepted them with his magic, but he wasn’t able to stop them completely, which meant their opponent must be very powerful. Instead, he was forced to divert them to either side while Harold helped with his explosive quills.

Their zombies rounded on the remaining Lord of Magic but were immediately cut down by violent sprays of rock moving at incredible speeds, which instantly reduced them to bloody smears. Her master palmed a pair of knives and threw them at the wall of rock. They were covered in runes and seals similar to those on his shovel. His magic flared, and the wall began to quiver. He was pitting his earth magic against his opponent’s. He didn’t need to win. He only needed to weaken the wall enough for Harold to pierce through it.

The Lord of Magic took a split-second to realise what was happening – and he would have paid for it with his life if he hadn’t somehow identified the trajectory of Harold’s quills despite not being able to see them. Nevertheless, he took a quill to the shoulder and another through his gut. He fumbled for a healing potion, and she reached for the shadows beneath him as his concentration faltered. He managed to block Harold’s next attack, and his counterattack would have crushed the zombie if not for her master’s intervention. However, Katie had her opening, and she did her best to exploit it. She stabbed him through the leg with her shadows and then tossed him up against the half-broken wall he’d made. There was a wet crunch, and her shadows lanced through his head and chest. He twitched and then went still as her master began to reanimate the bodies of fallen imperial soldiers. Katie took a deep, shuddering breath as her racing heart slowly calmed. The whole battle couldn’t have taken longer than a minute.

“That’s how you kill a strong mage,” her master said, motioning for her to help him reanimate the imperial soldiers who’d fallen prior to their arrival. Based on their numbers, the fortress’s defenders had fought hard before being forced back. As for the Lords of Magic, Gerald stored their bodies. Reanimating them would take more effort and attention. It was better to do it later when they were safe. “You do it quickly, and you cheat if you can. Now, let’s go send our new zombies after their former comrades.”

Katie winced as screams of shock and terror rang out. Seeing the Lords of Magic fall couldn’t have been good for imperial morale, but being attacked by their zombified comrades sent morale through the floor.

“And we might as well use these too while we’re here.” Her master stabbed his shovel in the direction of some oncoming imperial troops, and the boulders began to roll down the hill toward them. “This area should be fine now. Let’s keep moving.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Timmy waved at the soldiers picking through the battlefield for salvageable materials and equipment. It was amazing how quickly people came to love zombies when those zombies were on their side. The battle had concluded in their favour. The empire’s forces had been driven back out to sea after losing all of the positions they’d managed to establish. A big chunk of the credit had to go to Scar, Roger, Jake, and the rest of their naval forces. Despite being outnumbered, they’d managed to keep the enemy ships from continuing to offer supporting fire. With their losses on land, and some of the fortress’s long-range weaponry finally working again thanks to the dwarves, they had chosen to retreat. Timmy had seen those repairs. They were hastily done, and the weapons were barely functional, but there was a cavernous difference between a barely functional magical cannon and an inoperable one.

Jake and the others might not have been the most numerous, but they were battle-tested, freshly supplied, and backed by an army of aquatic zombies that included a zombie shark-hydra-drake and the world’s most pissed-off whale. Avraniel had done her part too. Any ship whose barrier faltered or broke could expect to be sunk or at least crippled. Scar had been especially pleased by his orders – no mercy. Indeed, it had taken a direct order backed by magic from Katie to keep him from pursuing the retreating imperial ships.

The aerial battle had been tougher. Spot had definitely taken his lumps, but the dragon had paid them back with interest. They’d only been able to manage a stalemate, so the empire’s fliers would still pose a serious threat when they next attacked. Now that Timmy had shown his hand, he couldn’t expect his zombie fliers to have the same impact. Aerial troops were amongst the elite. Now that they knew what they were up against, he had no doubt they’d prepare suitable countermeasures.

Timmy had hoped to kill more of them with his zombie pigeons carrying explosives, but the empire’s fliers had learned quickly. Thankfully, he’d been able to use the initial surprise to kill several Lords of Magic although the most powerful and experienced amongst them had managed to survive.

The commander of Everton’s aerial troops had lavished praise on Spot and was currently talking tactics and strategy with the dragon who had spent much of his time ruthlessly targeting enemy officers. Spot was listening intently, and the commander had picked up several pebbles to better illustrate his points. In aerial combat, skilled officers were priceless, so killing as many of them as possible was a priority since it could swiftly reduce the enemy to a disorganised rabble.

Overall, the battle so far had been bloody, but he’d take it. The fortress had managed to hold, and the empire had been forced back. As long as the fortress stood, they had a chance, which meant those who’d died hadn’t lost their lives in vain. However, repelling another attack of this size wouldn’t be easy. Not only were the enemy now aware of their presence but the fortress and its defences were also in shambles. The barrier was nowhere to be seen, there were multiple breaches in the fortress’s walls, and its towers and weapons were a mess. He'd have to see what they could repair, assuming the empire gave them time to make any repairs. Worst of all were the casualties the fortress’s defenders had taken. Simply put, if not for all the zombies they’d been able to make out of fallen imperial soldiers, Timmy doubted they’d have enough troops to hold the fortress.

Now, the commander of the fortress and the overall leader of the defence of the straits was approaching. Timmy sighed. “Of course, it’s you. That would explain all of the pebbles, coins, and random bits of lint I found imbedded in people’s skulls.” People thought necromancy was evil, but Timmy would argue that killing somebody by driving a piece of lint through their skull was worse.

James chuckled. The fact that he was in full armour – and that armour was dented in multiple places and drenched in blood – spoke volumes of how much pressure the fortress had been under. Timmy hadn’t actually seen him on the battlefield, but that was because James had been busy fighting off assassins and the imperial troops who’d managed to enter the fortress proper. “Who cares how they die, as long as they end up dead?”

Based on the trail of carnage left behind by random bits of debris and various small objects, James had eventually fought his way back out of the fortress’s interior and onto the battlements where he had used the broken shards of stone left behind near the breaches in the walls to lay waste to the empire’s troops. A thin piece of stone the size of a fingernail was seldom dangerous to a man in full armour, but James’s magic could accelerate that stone to speeds that would put arrows to shame. With a bunch of those stones – or a sack full of coins – James could turn entire squads of soldiers into bloody smears in seconds. Timmy had once seen him evaporate a griffin with spare change.

When it came to telekinesis, James wasn’t strong in the conventional sense. He wasn’t about to pick up a mountain and throw it at somebody. What he could do was pick up dozens and dozens of small objects and accelerate them to ridiculous speeds. If Timmy had to guess, James was the main reason the fortress hadn’t fallen despite its barrier failing, its long-range weapons being destroyed, and its naval forces being kept at bay. There were very, very, very few people who excelled at controlling sections of the battlefield the way James did – which was why the empire had done everything they could to force him back into the fortress while they attacked the walls. The empire had probably assembled a strike team made up of elite warriors, mages, and assassins to first separate James from his forces and then kill him. Clearly, however, they had failed. James might be aggravating, but he was not easy to kill.

“I’m not normally a fan of zombies, but I’ll make an exception for today.” James sat down wearily on the crude stone bench Timmy had made with his magic. He was tired, his armour was dented, and he was covered in blood. His sword had seen better days too, and Timmy’s magical senses could pick up the static of multiple damaged artifacts. “So… did you kill any Lords of Magic?”

“Three,” Timmy said. “And keep in mind, I’m being sporting. I’m not counting any that my aerial or aquatic zombies killed or any that I helped kill. Otherwise, my count would be considerably higher.”

“Hah.” James smirked. “Seven Lords of Magic have already fallen to my prowess.”

“Yes, and you look as if you’re about to keel over whereas I’m perfectly fine.” Timmy smirked. “For all I know, you were fighting the crappy ones they dragged in to replace all the veterans that Vicky’s been killing. And are you only counting Lords of Magic you’ve killed today or since the assault started?”

“Who cares about the details?” James waved his hand. “Just accept that I’m winning.” He leaned back against the bench. “And can you do something about the mess? The smell is horrific. I don’t know how you can stand it.”

“I’m a necromancer. The smell of blood and gore doesn’t bother me although I suppose I should do something. You’re supposed to be inspiring the troops, and you can’t do that if you look as if you’re about to drop dead.” Timmy used his shovel to trace runes of cleaning and cleansing over James’s armour. “There.”

The runes flared to life, and the blood and muck that covered James’s armour vanished. Timmy knew that James had similar runes built into his armour, so the fact that he looked akin to something out of a horror story was yet more evidence that he’d come closer to death than he’d like to admit. Such basic runes would only have failed to activate if the armour was completely depleted of magical energy or so badly damaged that none of its runes and seals were intact.

“Thank you.” James tugged off his helmet. “I don’t know if this armour can be salvaged.”

“Ask the dwarves about it.” Timmy studied the other man intently. There were bags under his eyes, and his usual winning smile was nowhere to be found. There were also a number of cuts, bruises, and scrapes. The man who was so often described as having the appearance of a stereotypical prince looked as if he could use a healer, a bath, a good night’s sleep, and a hearty meal. “You know, you look like crap.”

“I’m still handsomer than you,” James replied although there was no real heat to his words. Timmy handed him a healing potion, and James drank it and then tugged off his gauntlets, so he could run his hands over his face and through his hair. “Ever since they brought the barrier down, they’ve been launching nightly raids, in addition to their daytime assaults. We’ve done our best to counterattack, but the barrier going down left us at a huge disadvantage. This fortress had one of the strongest barriers in the world. There were contingencies in place if it was destroyed, but none of them anticipated it being destroyed so quickly or so thoroughly.”

“How did they manage that?” Timmy asked.

“A magical bomb of some kind – the most powerful I’ve ever seen.” James scowled. He wasn’t the expert in magical theory that Timmy was, but few people were. He was, however, well versed in magical weaponry, so his inability to properly identify the weapon was definitely concerning. “I don’t think it broke the barrier with sheer force. It was somehow able to fry all of the runes, seals, and magical conduits that service the barrier. I’m hoping you can take a look at them.”

“Can’t you?” Timmy asked with a grin.

“Oh, shut up. You know I’m not an expert in barriers the way you are. But that bomb… if they can replicate it, we are in a lot of trouble.”

Timmy nodded grimly. At best, it would take days to repair the barrier. Starting from scratch, that time could easily bloat into weeks or months. Being able to destroy the barrier and its supporting magical architecture in a matter of moments, especially given all the safeguards and defences the fortress’s barrier had, was deeply concerning.

“Have Amanda peer into your memories, so she can share them with me,” Timmy said. “I might be able to work out what we’re dealing with, but the amount of power required to fry the supporting magical architecture of a barrier this strong… it would be absolutely tremendous. I can’t think of very many materials that can be safely transported and hold all that energy.” He pursed his lips. “That said, I doubt we’ll have to worry about another bomb any time soon.”

James hummed thoughtfully. “Yes… if they had another, we’d already have seen it used elsewhere or perhaps dropped on our ships, so they can wipe them out. It must be an experimental weapon.”

“Most likely.”

“Some of my advisors suggested that it could have used large shards of star crystal,” James said. “Although they couldn’t be sure. Of course, I have no idea where they’d get all that star crystal since it isn’t easy to purchase, especially in large quantities.”

“Star crystal could do it,” Timmy murmured. “But if they are using star crystal, then we can almost definitely rule out a second strike. Star crystal is exceptionally rare. They might – maybe – have enough for a second attempt, but even that would be stretching it. Besides, whatever they hit you with, we can be confident it was the strongest weapon they had. After all, a half broken barrier might as well be completely whole. They had to be sure the barrier would go down, so they would have gone for overkill.”

“It’s a pity we weren’t able to land a decisive blow at sea.” James’s gaze went to the straits. The empire had retreated, but they had inflicted serious casualties before falling back while only sustaining manageable losses in return. They still had the edge in numbers, and now that they’d seen the zombies, they’d know what to expect. At least, Timmy had been able to keep the zombie mole people relatively hidden. Everyone who’d faced the zombie mole people had either been killed or captured. He’d buried a bunch of them all over the place, so they’d be ready to respond if the enemy made landfall again. “If we can get our stronger cannons up and running again, we’ll be able to keep their ships from bombarding us. The dwarves and our other experts are working on it, but they had to rush some of the repairs out of necessity.”

“I’ll get the demolition rats to set up too. Their new weaponry has impressive range. At the very least, the empire won’t be able to sit back and fire away.”

“I saw.” James’s eyes gleamed. “Can those weapons of theirs be mass produced?”

“They’re already working on it with Daerin, and I’m sure the other dwarves would be happy to get involved. I’ve asked Gerald to round up whatever materials they need. I don’t know how many they’ll be able to produce, but anything is better than nothing.”

“Good.” James slumped back, and his armour creaked ominously – yet another sign of the damage it had taken. Like any sensible warrior, he’d taken steps to ensure it wasn’t noisy. “The elf… Avraniel, I believe her name is, was something else. We can have the bluff reinforced and shielded, so she can continue to snipe away from there. Since she outranges the enemy, they won’t have an easy time retaliating now that our ships have regrouped.”

“That’s true, but we need more anti-air defences. They badly outnumber us in the air, and I don’t think my tricks will work twice. I’ve got my aquatic zombies dredging up the corpses of fliers who fell into the sea, but I don’t know how many will be useable. On the upside, my apprentice and I have been able to reanimate a decent chunk of the dead imperial infantry.”

“Not going to use ours?” James asked mildly.

Timmy shook his head. “Asking our soldiers to fight alongside the corpses of their dead friends would send morale through the floor. We’d have a mutiny on our hands. But asking them to stand back and let zombies made out of the empire’s soldiers fight? I think they can handle that.”

“Well, if the empire didn’t want their soldiers turned into zombies, they shouldn’t have invaded.” James scoffed. “They should be glad we’re not strapping explosives onto the bodies and catapulting them back.”

Timmy snickered. One of the members of the First Council had famously done exactly that during the first war against the empire. “I do have a nasty surprise for them if they make landfall again.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Ever heard of mole people?”

James blinked owlishly. “Mole people?”

Timmy explained what they were. “They’re great at digging, so I’ve got them hidden all over the place. Setting aside their ability to launch ambushes, they can also sense vibrations through the ground. If it walks on the ground, we’ll know about it.”

James laughed. “I like the sound of that. The next time they force a landing, we can wait until they’re fully committed and then surround them.”

“That’s the idea. It’ll only work once, but if everything goes according to plan, we’ll only need it to work once. The empire has plenty of men, but their morale will collapse if they continue to take heavy losses without securing a proper beachhead.”

James smiled and waved at several groups of passing soldiers. The weary soldiers stopped and stared. For the majority of them, this was the closest they’d ever been to a councillor. They saluted sharply, and Timmy gave James a teasing smile before motioning for him to get up. James got up to shake hands, pat backs, and exchange words of encouragement. Although Timmy thought James was aggravating, it was clear that his troops loved him. For all his faults, James was a skilled commander who was happy to fight side by side with his soldiers while doing his best to ensure as many of them as possible made it through the battle alive.

As a councillor, he was a beacon of hope on the battlefield, a focus around which their defences could be structured. James had probably killed hundreds, perhaps thousands, of enemy soldiers over the course of the battle, to say nothing of what he had done to enemy siege weaponry, landing craft, and whatever priority targets he could reach. He had also borne the brunt of the empire’s special strike force, surviving their attempt to assassinate him and killing multiple elite warriors, mages, and Lords of Magic. To his troops, James must seem invincible, a man who could fight a whole army without flagging. But Timmy knew better. James was exhausted, but he was doing his best to conceal it from them, so their resolve didn’t falter.

“I’m glad you’re here,” James said after the soldiers had departed. “Jerk.”

Timmy chuckled. “You should be. Idiot.”

James smiled faintly and stood. “Gather your people. We can talk more inside.”

* * *

James sank into his seat at the head of the conference table. His senior officers were there, as were Timmy and the rest of his group. Regardless of his occasional bouts of enmity with the necromancer, James was truly relieved to have him around. Timmy might be a jerk, but he was very, very good at what he did, and he was utterly reliable in matters of this nature. Plus, he derived a certain visceral satisfaction in watching the empire’s forces get driven back by zombies made out of dead imperial soldiers. Was it petty? Yes. But damn was it satisfying.

The battle had hung in the balance for days, and James wasn’t so arrogant as to believe they’d be able to repel it without taking grievous casualties in the process. He’d also been quite busy killing all of the people the empire had sent to assassinate him. Who’d have thought that all those prank wars with Timmy would someday come in handy? In any case, the arrival of Timmy’s group had swung the battle in their favour in truly decisive fashion. James was on the Council and amongst the more skilled of them in combat. However, Timmy, Old Man, Avraniel, and Amanda were all as dangerous or more dangerous than the majority of the Council’s members. Setting them aside, Katie, Spot, Meixing, Claw, Daerin, and Gerald were all dangerous in their own ways, and the demolition rats… good grief. James had no idea what those rodents did in their spare time, but it was hard to argue with results. Their weaponry was actually more advanced than what the dwarves were fielding.

Meanwhile, the dwarves had taken a shine to the rodents, and they were more than happy to work with them to make weapons and all manner of nasty surprises for their enemies. He’d even seen a few of them exchanging drinks, albeit with the portions reduced to take into account the tiny size of the demolition rats.

Even now, as they waited for everyone to gather, he could hear them muttering about pressure-activated anti-personnel explosives. Basically, they were talking about mines that used pressure plates to trigger instead of magic. Such devices had been used in the past, but he could already see how the technology developed by the dwarves and rats could make them smaller and harder to detect while losing none of their deadliness. James almost pitied the poor bastards who’d be making landfall next time because it was going to be a complete slaughter. Timmy had also talked about attaching explosives to zombie fish. With his monstrous zombies drawing so much attention, who was going to notice a zombie tuna with a bomb on it? It had worked well with the zombie pigeons.

Now, however, was the time to inform them of the situation in more detail. James was a skilled commander in his own right. He could say that without being arrogant. A middling commander would have lost the fortress to the first assault after the barrier gave way and the empire’s navy pulverised their long-range weapons. Timmy, though, was perhaps the greatest strategist and tactician that James had ever met. Only an idiot would fail to use such a potent weapon, and James was not an idiot – regardless of what Timmy said.

Alas, there was an idiot in the room. Showing his complete inability to take a hint, the leader of the elven troops had decided that now, of all times, was a wonderful opportunity to approach Avraniel. Ignoring the vicious glare she sent his way, the elf walked over and fell to one knee.

“Greetings, Lady Star Maiden – gah!”

The elf yelped and fell back onto his haunches as Avraniel’s fist screeched to a halt less than an inch from where his face had been. Thick tendrils of shadow had wrapped around her hand and arm. James’s eyes widened. Those shadows belonged to Katie, Timmy’s apprentice, and they’d moved with admirable speed and strength.

“Hey, twerp,” Avraniel growled. “You have three seconds to let go of me before I get mad.”

“Avraniel, as amusing as it would be to watch you beat up the leader of the elven troops, we do need him alive,” Timmy drawled. “And nice catch, Katie.”

The girl twitched. “I can barely hold her, master.”

“You wouldn’t be able to hold me at all if I was really trying.” Avraniel growled. “Besides, I wasn’t going to kill him, just give him a concussion or two. If I wanted him dead, I would have put some heat into it.” At her words, the temperature inside the conference room began to rise, and rollicking flames burned away the shadows holding her. Avraniel straightened and glared down at the elven commander. “Listen, jerk. I’ve spent my entire life being treated like crap by the elves. If you think for a second that I’m about to forget that just because you losers found out I’m a star maiden and want to get on my good side…” She trailed off, but the stifling heat in the room made her position clear. “Not happening.”

“Avraniel,” Timmy said. “I’m sure he gets the message.”

“Yes…” the elf said. “I… I get the message.”

“Good.” Avraniel sat back down and motioned for Spot to put his head on her lap. The dragon toddled over but not before sending a vicious but strangely adorable glare at the elf who was only now getting back to his feet. “Let’s get this over with.”

James cleared his throat. He’d have to talk to Teleron later. The elf was a good man but naïve when it came to the mistakes of his people. It was entirely possible that he didn’t know just how badly the elves had screwed up with their treatment of Avraniel during her younger years. The elves had only found out about Avraniel being a star maiden after reading reports of the battle for the Sky City and after several dwarven diplomats had boasted about it. The dwarves had very proudly proclaimed themselves friends of a newly discovered star maiden who just so happened to despise the elves. Given the legendary deeds that star maidens had accomplished in the past, James could scarcely imagine how quickly their joy at finding out that the new star maiden was an elf had turned into utter despair when they’d realised who that elf was. Once the war was over, they needed to send Vicky to speak to the elven leadership to ensure they didn’t do anything stupid because Avraniel’s threats to burn the whole forest down were no longer idle boasts. They could very well become reality.

“I’m sure you all want to know how the siege unfolded,” James said.

“That would be useful, yes.” Timmy had already used magic to clean off the dust and debris of the battlefield, and he got expectant looks from several of the others. Like any decent mage, James knew how to clean himself using runes and seals, but Timmy’s were several steps above the standard runes and seals. “We already knew the fortress was under attack, but I’ll admit the sheer scale of the assault was unexpected.”

James nodded grimly. He’d been caught off guard as well. The empire had managed to gather considerably more troops and ships than he’d anticipated, to say nothing of how many Lords of Magic they’d been able to field. He gestured at a map on the table. It was actually part of a magical device, and it changed to depict what he was talking about. As he spoke, food and drink were brought in. Timmy checked it quickly – not that James blamed him since poisoning the enemy’s commanding officers was a time-honoured way of winning wars. Now, they could eat and drink while they talked, and a good fight was usually hungry, thirsty work.

“There has been skirmishing over the straits on and off since the first war, which is why we built this fortress in the first place. However, the empire has steadily increased the quality and quantity of troops they have on their side over the past few years.” James pointed to several locations. “The first real attacks came shortly after the beginning of the war. Those attacks were generally aimed at destroying supplies and equipment while testing our defences. They had no real hope of inflicting serious damage. We handled them easily enough and replied in kind. However, we haven’t pressed our own offensives.”

Timmy scowled. “Taking their side of the straits would be a tremendously difficult task.” He pointed to the four great fortresses that served as the backbone of the empire’s defences. “The sheer number of troops they have, in conjunction with the defensive weaponry each fortress has, makes any conventional assault hopeless with the number of troops we currently have, and that’s assuming you could somehow break their naval forces. You might – maybe – make a solid dent in their defences if you had a dragon to back you up, but even with a dragon, you’d still be looking at a victory so pyrrhic you might as well surrender afterward.”

Spot perked up at the mention of a dragon, but Avraniel tugged his head back down onto her lap. However, he still managed to level a ferocious glare at Teleron before settling as Avraniel scratched the back of his head with fingers sheathed in flame. James was morbidly curious as to how big he’d be in a year. Spot had been considerably smaller the last time he’d read a report about him, and that report was only a month old.

“Sorry, Spot,” Timmy said. “I meant an adult dragon. You’re pretty tough, but you don’t have the size to take on those fortresses and their weapons. With an adult dragon, we could smash their navy and then try to pick their fortresses off one by one while using the dragon to cut off reinforcements. Basically, a defeat in detail. However, that strategy would still be fraught with risk. They have far more soldiers than we do, and not even an adult dragon can ignore the heavy weaponry those fortresses have.”

Do those fortresses have a lot of treasure? Spot asked curiously. James bit back a laugh. Of course, the dragon was interested in treasure.

“They should. After all, they do have to pay their soldiers, and the materials needed to maintain their weapons, equipment, and barriers are all valuable in their own right.”

James grimaced. He was already dreading how much it would cost to repair the fortress, and that was assuming they won. Simply garrisoning the fortress made it a money pit, but repairing the barrier and the damage to the fortifications – the bureaucrats in the treasury department were going to have aneurisms. The budget wasn’t just in the red. It was drowning in an ocean of financial blood. “Sadly, we do not have an adult dragon, and as impressive as Spot’s growth has been, I doubt he’ll be an adult before the war is done unless this conflict drags on considerably longer than we or the empire expect.”

Timmy’s lips curled. “Things will have gone very wrong if that happens. Spot won’t be considered an adult in draconic terms until almost everyone in this room is dead.”

Timmy nodded at the icons that represented the empire’s naval forces. One of the greatest innovations that James had been able to push through had been the development of magic that allowed the fortress’s scrying magic to be linked to maps like this in real time. It was hideously expensive and complicated, but the gleam in Timmy’s eyes let James know that the other man was interested in it. Perhaps he’d be able to improve on it. From memory, Timmy had submitted a report about the recovery of a device, likely of imperial make, that used a swarm of small artifacts to build up a picture of the surrounding area. James’s brows furrowed. Much of the fortress’s scrying magic was operated by elves using a form of magical far-sight. He didn’t know if Avraniel could use that magic, but her vision was supposedly superior to other elves. If she could be persuaded to help, then they could significantly increase the fortress’s defensive radius.

“What worries me is how many ships they have,” Timmy said. “I’m relatively familiar with the naval situation.” That was likely thanks to Vicky. “Based on the numbers, they shouldn’t have this many ships here. In fact, they have almost double what you’d expect. That shouldn’t be possible without taking ships from their great armada, and they’re not mercenaries or privateers either. They’re proper imperial navy ships flying the empire’s colours.”

James growled. “Believe me, it was a most unwelcome surprise.” He gestured, and a stick of chalk floated into the air. A minute flex of his magic turned it into powder that he shaped into an image. His telekinesis might not have the greatest raw lifting power, but there were precious few telekinetic mages who could get anywhere close to his level of fine control. “Traditionally, ships in the imperial navy are assigned to its various fleets and will serve in those fleets until they are destroyed or an important event forces a reorganisation. This allows them to develop camaraderie and familiarity with the areas they are meant to protect. Tradition also dictates that each ship fly the flag of the fleet it belongs to, with each fleet typically patrolling a particular part of the empire.”

Timmy sighed. “I think I know where this is going.” He must have noticed it through his zombies during the battle.

“Based on earlier skirmishes, we expected to face ships from the Seventh and Eighth Fleets. Imagine our surprise when we found ourselves up against ships from the Eleventh and Twelfth Fleets too – and not just a ship or two. No. Decent chunks of both fleets were present.” James folded his hands together. “Normally, those ships would be nowhere near here because the Eleventh and Twelfth Fleets are eastern fleets who are tasked with defending the empire’s eastern coast.”

Timmy rubbed his chin. Similar to James, he was in need of a shave, but constant battle had a way of making people forget such niceties. “Normally, we’re up against the empire’s western fleets. The eastern fleets typically deal with pirates and other riff raff since it’s been centuries since they’ve exchanged more than a few warning shots with the nations to the east of the empire.” He glanced at Old Man, Meixing, and Claw who all hailed from those lands. “Not only is the empire a considerable distance away but they also do a lot of trade with them, so there’s no reason for them to fight. However, the eastern seas are also full of pirates and various semi-independent nations of questionable legitimacy and affiliation.”

“Correct,” James said. “Which might explain why the empire was comfortable moving them. Normally, the Eleventh Fleet is situated in the south east with the Twelfth Fleet stationed north of it. It should not have been possible for so many ships from those fleets to sail all the way here without our spies in the empire noticing while also avoiding all our scouts and patrols.” James pointed. “I believe they sailed to this position here – which is an isthmus – and then either created a canal or dragged them over land before sailing north to the straits. When the battle started, our naval forces were caught off guard when those ships appeared from the south and attacked our flank. I can’t think of any other way so many ships could move from the south without our knowing.”

Timmy frowned, and James could almost see the gears turning in his head as he did the math. The isthmus was a narrow stretch of land, perhaps fifty miles across. A determined commander with the right resources could haul the ships across that distance, greatly reducing the travel time. With the right sorts of engineers and mages, a canal would also be possible. Indeed, James had often wondered why the empire hadn’t already done that.

The empire was vast, and there was a channel further south that let ships pass between the seas on either side of the empire, but digging a canal through the isthmus would still have been quicker. Was it internal politics? Nobody wanted to pay for a canal due to the cost, but everybody wanted to reap the benefits. It could also be opposition from nobles near the channel who benefited handsomely from all the naval traffic. A canal through the isthmus would drastically reduce naval traffic through the channel, along with all the associated financial benefits.

“We think they have magic that makes things significantly lighter,” James said. “I won’t get into the specifics, but we have intelligence on the empire’s improvements in that area, possibly with an eye toward developing flying devices.”

“It could work,” Daerin said. The dwarf was a troublemaker, but James respected his expertise. “The Sky City uses magic to reduce its weight. It would be too heavy to fly otherwise. The issue has always been miniaturisation. The magic used to make objects lighter is highly inefficient below a certain mass, and it takes up a lot of space. What works for a city will not work for a carriage. The power required for extended periods of operation is also considerable, beyond what smaller structures can provide.”

“Have you been able to retrieve anything?” Timmy asked. “I could examine it.” With his broad skillset, he might very well understand the empire’s new methods.

“Not yet, but I’ll let you know if we find anything.” Much like the empire, James would love to have more fliers, especially larger vessels and fortifications. The Sky City itself was proof of how devastating such things could be. “Anyway, by the time we spotted the extra ships, it was too late. They were able to flank us.”

“I’m guessing that’s why your naval forces were in such disarray when we arrived,” Timmy said.

“Yes. The opening battle was a disaster. Initially, our naval forces were of comparable size, so when the empire decided to pull back, we thought we’d harry them a bit. Ideally, we’d be able to pick off any stragglers and give ourselves some breathing room. Instead, we got flanked, and the empire ceased the retreat and turned to fight again. Our ships took serious losses and got scattered, but to their credit, some were able to regroup and retreat in good order thanks to a screen from our aerial forces. Without that, we’d have lost three quarters of them. As it was, half of the surviving ships were forced to flee the straits or risk getting stranded on the empire’s side.”

“That’s no longer the case,” Timmy pointed out.

“The arrival of your naval escort and aquatic zombies allowed those ships to push back into the straits.” James gave a damn about his troops. Seeing the demise of so many ships had filled him with fury, but he simply hadn’t had the numbers to counterattack. “However, the empire still has more ships than us.”

“And we’re not about to receive any other reinforcements, given our naval situation elsewhere,” Timmy said.

“Correct.” James had tried to wrangle up more ships, but he’d had depressingly little luck. Worse, his attempts to hire mercenaries had fallen flat. Pirates and privateers didn’t mind a bit of raiding and pillaging, but none of them wanted to be involved in an ongoing major battle with a significant naval component. The last thing any pirate or privateer wanted was to find themselves on the receiving end of an imperial dreadnought’s magical cannons. Their allies had managed to muster a relief force, but those ships were still on their way, and he had no idea if they’d be able to arrive in time or if they’d be able to arrive at all. There was a very real possibility that the empire would intercept them.

“If all we have to do is hold our position, then our priority should be to prevent future landings. Where have they landed in the past?” Timmy asked.

James pointed at the map. “In the past, they’ve landed at dozens of locations up and down the coast, often via small, difficult-to-detect craft. However, for this assault, they concentrated their forces on the beaches closest to the fortress. Once they got our ships out of the way, they deployed their new magical bomb to bring down our barrier. Without the barrier, they were able to take out our magical weaponry and force landings at those beaches. That said, there are two other locations that would be suitable for landing larger numbers of troops although they are further away.”

“Could they land troops there and try to encircle us by land and sea?” Timmy asked.

James considered the matter. “I don’t think so. We have watchtowers all along the coast, which is why, prior to this assault, they’ve only ever been able to make landfall with small, easily concealed vessels. They could try and land significant numbers of troops there, but we should see them coming with plenty of time to respond. They could also try landing troops there while launching another attack on this fortress, but the distance between those locations and the fortress makes that a risky proposition. If we fought off their main assault before those troops could march here in support, we could defeat them piecemeal.”

“Still, it is a possibility. I’m assuming you’ve prepared traps at those locations.”

James smirked. “Of course. We have a variety of anti-personnel and anti-shipping traps prepared. We’ve got everything from caltrops to spike pits, explosives, and poison gas. It won’t stop a determined attacker from making landfall, but it will slow them down and bleed them heavily. As I said, if they do try to land troops there, we should have enough time to see them and send reinforcements.”

“Good.”

James had grown familiar with such tactics thanks to Timmy, who had made a point of using them in the simulated wargames they had played back at the Academy. It wasn’t James’s natural style, but he hadn’t been able to argue with their effectiveness. He’d also hated losing to Timmy, so he’d learned how to deal with such tactics and how to employ them himself if required.

“I plan to adopt a defensive posture,” James said. “I want our ships here, here, and here. That way they can offer as much support as possible whilst still being in position to discourage landing attempts and sneak attacks. The longer we hold on, the better off we’ll be.” He and Timmy both knew that maintaining large quantities of troops and ships wasn’t easy, even for the empire, and if they could hold on long enough, the empire’s morale might break. “I want you to do two things, Timmy.”

“Oh?”

“First, I need you to focus on the barrier. I’ve had people working on it since it went down, but, as much as it pains me to admit it, you’re better than they are. If we can get the barrier up and running again, the empire will have a much harder time attacking us. Second, I want you to put that dastardly cunning of yours to work.”

“What for?” Timmy smiled, and James knew he wore a similar smile. It was the expression both of them had made back in the Academy during their prank wars. “Ah. One of those things, right?”

It was good to see that Timmy could still follow his line of thought. “The empire has had a lot of fun at our expense. We’re stretched thin and exhausted. I want them to know what that feels like. A night raid sounds perfect, don’t you think?”

Timmy’s widening grin had James seeing flashbacks to their time at the Academy. “Yes. Yes, it does.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

“Rejoice!” Rembrandt cried. “For tonight, a great duty has been given unto you, the chosen of our noble master!”

Palladio stood at attention. His heart was pounding so hard that he was surprised it hadn’t already ripped its way out of his chest. Duty and honour were one and the same to the clan, so to be given the most difficult duties was to be gifted the highest honours. To face death and win glory in their glorious master’s name – there could be no greater joy or honour for a ninja rat. Here, amidst the fires of war, they could forge a new legacy for their clan. They could wipe away the shame of their previous failures. They could prove that from this day until their last day, they were worthy servants, deserving of their positions as the clan’s elite.

“These straits are critical to the war effort. To lose them may result not only in the loss of this war but also every war hereafter. The enemy has spared no expense in their preparations. They have more troops, more mages, more ships, and more fliers. The odds are against us, but do you know what they say about the odds?” Rembrandt paused, and his lips curved up into a cold smile. “The greater the odds, the greater the honour!” Cheers rang out, and the ninja rats stamped their feet and beat their claws upon their chests. “So far, we have held the enemy at bay, but it has not been without sacrifice. Brave and loyal soldiers of Everton lay dead and wounded, yet our enemies have not escaped unscathed. Their blood stains the sand, and their bodies serve our master as zombies.” His lone eye burned into the assembled rodents. “Be proud. You have served with distinction in previous battles, and you have been given a chance to win further glory and honour. Our enemies think of rats as pests, mere annoyances that can be brushed aside with ease. After tonight, rats will haunt their nightmares!”

Once again, raucous cheers rang out, and Rembrandt raised his claws to call for silence. “Our noble master has a kind and generous heart. She loves us, not as mere servants, but as kinsmen, the family of her heart if not her blood.” Rembrandt’s voice grew heavy, and Palladio was not alone in feeling tears prickle at the corners of his eyes. By all rights, they should be viewed as mere tools, to be used however their master saw fit. Not a single one of them would complain if Lady Katie saw them as such. Yet to her, they were family. How could they not be moved? How could the fires of their loyalty not burn ever brighter? “And so she has made it clear that any rat who wishes to refuse this dangerous task may do so without fear of censure.” He bared his teeth. “If you are tired, you may stay behind. If you are afraid, you may stay behind. If your skills are lacking, you may stay behind. You may stay behind, and none can censure you. On this, you have my sworn oath. Knowing that, is there any rat who wishes to hear the nature of the mission before accepting? If so, step back.”

Jeers and boos rang out. Someone even threw a half-eaten grape. At any other time, Rembrandt would have punished such blatant disrespect mercilessly. But tonight, he laughed, long and loud and happy. He was truly pleased, for not a single rat had taken a step back. Every single rat here was happy to give their all, to risk life and limb in service to the clan and their master. Censure? Hah! Any rat who walked away now would never be able to live with themselves. Better death than such dishonour! Better death than a lifetime of regrets!

Palladio could tell that all the rats around him felt the same. Their spirits were blazing, and their eyes shone with determination. This was their chance to show their master and the world what they could do! How could they possibly refuse? If anything, he could only hope that there were enough places in the mission for all of them. If any of them had to stay behind, there might be a riot.

“I am glad to see that I am surrounded by such upstanding rats.” Rembrandt motioned, and another rat began to weave illusions beside him. “The enemy occupy the other side of the straits. The distance between us and the enemy fleet is roughly twenty miles. They are nothing less than a knife held to our throats! They believe us to be weary. They think they are safe.” Rembrandt laughed again, but this time, the sound was low and full of menace. “We will teach them the error of their ways. We will show them that they are not safe – not tonight, not any night! We will make them so afraid that every time they close their eyes, they will wonder if they will ever open them again!”

Cheers rang out, and Palladio cheered too. He had grieved alongside the other rats as they patrolled the battlefield and searched for wounded to aid or useful equipment to salvage. The brave soldiers of Everton had died, outnumbered but unbroken, holding their ground to the last. Heroes, all of them. Surely, their ancestors would be proud and would welcome them with open arms, for they had perished fulfilling their sacred duty to protect their homeland. The rats would see them avenged and ensure their sacrifices were not in vain. The straits would not fall!

“Our objective is simple. We are to reach the enemy fleet and disable as many ships as possible, with a focus on larger ships, such as dreadnoughts. Alas, the enemy commander is no fool. An extensive surveillance network has been detected, and there is also a rotating watch of observers who use both mundane and magical techniques. Nevertheless, due to the sheer size of the area the surveillance network must cover, we believe that our invisibility will work until we are actually on the ships, provided we can avoid being struck by any powerful scrying techniques. That said, do not resort to invisibility unless you feel it is absolutely necessary, and do not use it at all once you are close to the enemy ships.”

Rembrandt paused to let his words sink in before continuing. “We have devised a suitable insertion strategy. It is mundane in nature. If we rely on our small size, mundane camouflage, and suppress our magic as much as possible, we should be able to avoid detection. As I said, we will be targeting dreadnoughts and other large vessels. Without them, the enemy will be hard-pressed to defeat our ships or support their landing efforts. Remember, our overall strategic objective is not to take the enemy’s side of the straits but to retain possession of our side. Your leaders will instruct you further on the insertion strategy and whatever else you need to know. If you are not selected for tonight’s mission, do not despair! I promise you that this is simply the first of many important missions. Before the battle for the straits is over, you will all have the chance to prove yourselves.” He drew his sword and thrust it up into the air. “Serve well and bring honour and glory to our noble master!”

“For Lady Katie!” the rats cried, and Palladio’s heart swelled with pride. “For our noble master and the clan!”

Later, Palladio found himself soaring through the air atop a zombie wyvern. The creature was miles up in the air on their side of the straits. Up here, the air was cold and thin, but he was prepared. His equipment and the clan’s special techniques kept him from freezing or suffocating. He glanced at his fellows. Most were veteran elites, but several were of similar age to him. One of the veterans was their leader, and he settled a reassuring claw on Palladio’s shoulder. Palladio nodded gratefully. Every veteran had once been a novice. The older rat smiled faintly and then moved to take a position in front of all of them.

“You have already been briefed on how to carry out the mission. Are there any questions? If so, now is the time to ask them.”

Another veteran holstered the dagger he’d been checking. “Do we get a prize if we sink the most ships?”

“Hah!” Their leader laughed. “I don’t know, but I will gladly pay for a round of the finest food and drink we can get when we return.”

“Good enough for me.” The veteran grinned and then glanced over his shoulder at Palladio and the other younger rats. “Try not to die unnecessarily. The members of our squad are famous for serving honourably while still reaching retirement age. Of course, if it’s necessary…” The rat’s grin widened. “Then die gloriously, such that the legend of your deeds resounds for centuries.”

Palladio felt a smile tug at the corner of his lips despite the tension. Gallows humour, some called it. “I will keep that in mind.”

“Good.” Their leader took a deep breath as the zombie wyvern finally ceased its ascent. For a moment, they hung in the air, savouring the open sky above and the straits below. Then the wyvern tilted its wings back and forth three times. That was the signal. “Go! And may our ancestors watch over us!”

They leapt off the zombie wyvern and spread their limbs. They were wearing the newest and most advanced glider suits. From what Palladio had been told, they had a glide ratio of five to one, meaning that for every foot they descended, they were able to advance roughly five feet. Their jump had taken place from a height of five miles, which meant they could theoretically reach the other side of the straits. However, that wasn’t their goal. Instead, they were aiming for the ships anchored in the sea in front of the enemy fortress. The height of their jump was to give them a bit of leeway.

The wind rushed past, and Palladio peered ahead. There were clouds in front of them – a good omen. The zombie wyvern had flown above the clouds, but once they descended below them, the clouds would block the light of the moon and allow them to use their small size and the matte-black styling of their glider suits to evade detection. Going in by air would also allow them to avoid the imperial ships patrolling the straits.

They passed through the clouds swiftly, and Palladio frowned. The darkness that hung over the straits made it hard to navigate. He could not see the waters of the straits clearly. Instead, he focused on the lights that shone upon the ships they were targeting, as well as the magic they radiated. A special device built into his glider suit told him how high he was above the sea, and he paid close attention to it and the energies of his fellow ninja rats.

All of the members of the clan could sense each other unless they made deliberate attempts to conceal themselves. Rather than stay too close, they maintained a broad formation. If they needed to, they could pass for birds in flight. Palladio focused on the movements required to control the glider suit properly. It would not do to fall behind or break formation.

Down they went, and forward too. As they drew closer, their leader gave the signal. Palladio allowed himself to descend smoothly and then shifted to slow his descent. He hit the water, and a combination of his reduced speed and a special technique allowed him to weather the impact. He and the others immediately removed their glider suits. It was a shame to lose them, but they could not afford to be slowed down. The suits would sink to the bottom, and a special seal would activate to destroy them in an hour or so. The enemy would never find them before then, and there would be no wreckage to examine.

“We swim the rest of the way.” Their leader pointed. “Those are your targets. Be certain you have attached the explosives properly before moving on.”

Palladio nodded and swam toward the dreadnought he’d been assigned to. A normal rat could never have navigated these rough seas, but Palladio was no normal rat. He dove beneath the surface where it was calmer and then used a pair of techniques to hold his breath and hasten his swimming. They had landed a mere four hundred yards away from the enemy, so the distance was quite manageable.

Soon, he reached the dreadnought. There was a defensive barrier around it, but it was designed to detect and block enemy magic and projectiles. Similar to a passing fish, a mere rat would not trigger the barrier, provided he did not move too swiftly or use too much magic. To completely surround a ship of this size with a truly impenetrable barrier would have been prohibitively expensive in both supplies and magic.

Carefully, Palladio climbed up the side of the ship. The rats had received all of the knowledge that Everton had of imperial ship design. The demolition rats had studied the designs intently and had worked with Jake and Everton’s other captains to determine the best places to strike for maximum damage using a minimum of explosives. Palladio was no expert in such matters. His job was to place the specially crafted explosives where he had been instructed. He trusted his clansmen to have chosen wisely.

He stealthily attached the first of the explosives and then moved on. A dreadnought was a mighty vessel. It would take at least five of the special explosives that the demolition rats had devised to bring one down. They were amazing devices – a combination of a powerful shaped charge to penetrate the hull and a seal that Lord Timmy had developed to amplify the blast and negate the ship’s defences. He would need several minutes to place all of them, so he could only do his best and pray they were not discovered in the meantime. In that respect, the ferocity of the earlier fighting might aid his cause. Everton’s troops were tired, so it would make sense for the empire’s troops to be battling exhaustion too. He also trusted in the stealth of the explosives. Few were as skilled in their craft as the demolition rats or Lord Timmy, and they had tested the explosives on several captured ships. They could not be detected easily, and they should be capable of what was asked of them.

Palladio finished with the dreadnought. He had not been able to do it alone since he could only carry four explosives. Each dreadnought required five to bring down. Twenty ninja rats were taking part in the mission, which meant a total of eighty explosives. They had targeted eight dreadnoughts and a number of other ships. It would not be enough to win the naval battle, but any ships they sank would help, and Rembrandt had spoken truly. The fear and anxiety the attack would cause would also be useful. Once he and the others had finished, they swam away from the fleet.

“Well done,” their leader said. “It is time.”

As one, they activated the explosives, using bursts of their magic to initiate the detonation sequence. The resulting explosions filled the night with panic. The dull thump of the shaped charges was followed by sudden, alarming lurches to the side as the stricken vessels began to take on water. Cries of alarm rang out, and Palladio’s eyes gleamed as the enemy struggled to keep their ships from sinking.

“Come on. We have done all we can.”

They swam further away. Amidst all the panic, nobody amongst the enemy would notice the zombie seagulls swooping past to pick them up. They had done their part. It was time to go back and let others take on their share of the burden.

* * *

Timmy stood and stretched to work the kinks out of his back. The night raids had been successful. Six dreadnoughts had been sunk, along with a number of other vessels. The ships that hadn’t sunk were still in no condition to fight. The loss of those ships would weaken any future assaults, and the unexpected attack would have the empire’s forces on high alert. The sunken ships could be dredged using magic and repaired, but that would take time and divert resources away from the siege – and right now, time was what they needed the most since reinforcements were supposed to be on their way.

The rats were suitably proud, and Katie had showered them with praise. She’d eaten breakfast with them, much to their delight, and had personally checked to make sure they were all doing well. Seeing his apprentice dote on the tiny but deadly rodents brought a smile to his face. Katie might not realise it, but this sort of behaviour was why the ninja rats were so fanatically loyal to her.

James had been somewhat more circumspect. “Yes, they’re cute little bastards… right up until they start slitting throat and sinking ships. I’m glad they’re on our side.”

Timmy couldn’t argue with that. Since breakfast, however, Timmy had been focused on the barrier. From what he’d been able to glean from the memories Amanda had obtained from James and the others who had witnessed the empire’s new weapon, it was a simple but ingenious device.

Star crystal allowed for the storage and rapid release of monstrous quantities of raw magic. The empire had found a way to force that magic into the same form as the ambient magic the barrier drew on and used to fuel itself. However, the sudden surge of power had vastly exceeded the barrier’s operational limits, overwhelming its safety protocols and burning out the channels that carried power to the barrier, along with the various runes and seals that operated it. Technically speaking, the empire hadn’t broken through the barrier, so much as they had found a way to burn out the system that supported it. As such, the barrier mages who were more adept at managing and repairing faults to the barrier were woefully ill-equipped to deal with a barrier whose supporting magical architecture was in ruins.

Fixing the problem meant replacing the burnt out magical channels and then repairing or replacing the damaged runes and seals. Timmy would also need to develop a system for dealing with future attacks of that kind. Normally, barriers would absorb whatever ambient magic they could since the quantities required to burn out the channels were far beyond what could be found in nature.

Timmy would be building a multi-step system. First and foremost, there would be emergency cut-offs to prevent the barrier from absorbing too much power over a short period of time. Second, there would be a storage system where excess power could be shunted. Furthermore, by placing the storage system before the components that fed the barrier itself, the most important magical channels could not be damaged at all unless the storage system was completely overwhelmed. That would buy them precious time which could be used by the emergency venting systems he’d be installing to vent excess energy away from the fortress in times of stress. He still wasn’t sure how the empire had transformed the bomb’s magic into ambient magic, but he had a few ideas. He’d test them later. If they could reverse engineer the empire’s weapon, they’d have a handy trick up their sleeve.

The barrier did have storage systems for excess power, but they were currently linked to the channels that carried power throughout the barrier, not prior to them. As a result, when the amount of ambient magical energy in the area got high enough, those channels would burn out while trying to shunt energy into those storage systems. Putting the storage systems first and keeping them half full would give them time to respond to any surges in ambient magical energy and prevent key channels from burning out.

The fortress had everything Timmy needed. In fact, fortresses were supposed to have all the materials required to build a barrier from scratch although they might not have any staff on hand with the expertise to do so. With the help of the fortress’s staff, Timmy should have a workable solution in the next several days, especially if he delegated the simpler parts and focused only on the most difficult parts. The other seal masters and barrier mages had examined his work and had asked if they could use it elsewhere. He’d agreed. Naturally, he’d be paid for his efforts, and it would count as yet another favour he’d done the Council. James didn’t raise much of a fuss. They were in the middle of the war, and there wasn’t a commander in the world who’d stand on ceremony when someone was offering to not only replace their barrier but also improve it.

He was in the middle of taking a break when James approached him.

“You’ve been doing good work. You have my thanks.”

“What can I say? I’m just that good. Besides, you’ve got competent subordinates. They don’t complain, they follow instructions, and they’re happy to work long hours.” Timmy grinned. “I’m sure that the prospect of having a functional barrier to protect them has also added a bit of extra motivation.” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. “Wait… you’ve got that look on your face. What happened? Please, don’t tell me that another imperial fleet has shown up.”

James handed him a message. “This is a message we just received from the allied fleet that was moving to reinforce us.”

The use of past tense was definitely concerning. Timmy took the message and read it three times before taking a long sip of his water. If only it was something stronger. A stout whiskey would have been nice. “Well, damn. That’s not good.”

“Indeed. It is extremely not good.”

The allied ships had successfully rendezvoused and had been making their way toward the straits only to be scattered and suffer major casualties – but not at the empire’s hands. No. That would actually have made sense. Instead, they’d encountered a leviathan. Rather than immediately retreating and trying to sail around it like anybody with a functional brain would have, one of the captains had apparently decided to risk the shorter route and cut through the beast’s territory.

It had not gone well.

And it had swiftly gotten worse.

The leviathan had postured, and instead of fleeing, that same idiot captain had decided to fire on the leviathan in a bid to drive it off.

Yeah.

That idiot had decided to fight a leviathan in the middle of the ocean.

There were no words for how stupid that was, and now more than half of their reinforcements were either at the bottom of the sea or in the leviathan’s belly. The remainder were scattered and had taken varying degrees of damage. The majority of the remaining ships were several days behind schedule. However, it could take some of the ships more than a fortnight to arrive since they had to make extensive repairs. A fortnight? Unless Timmy sorely missed his mark, the battle for the straits would be over by then.

“Do we know who fired on the leviathan?” Timmy asked. If they weren’t already dead…

“I know what you’re thinking because I’m thinking the same thing.” James growled. “However, his ship was the first to be destroyed. As far as they can tell, there were no survivors.”

“Damn it. How many ships can we expect to arrive on time?”

“Three. Maybe.” James covered his face with one hand. “If that bastard wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself. What kind of idiot sees a leviathan and decides to sail into its territory? Just go around the damn island-sized sea monster. It’s not complicated.”

“At least the raid last night went well,” Timmy said. There was no use complaining about spilt milk although he could understand the need to vent.

James nodded. “It went splendidly. They might even think twice about another assault until they’ve dredged and repaired the dreadnoughts we sank. If possible, I think we should organise another night raid.”

Timmy nodded. “Yes. We need to keep them tired and on the backfoot, but we can’t use the same trick twice.” The rats were a potent weapon, but he didn’t want to use them too often. They were at their deadliest when the opponent wasn’t expecting them.

“We have your zombies now,” James said. “And with the enemy ships retreating back to their side of the straits, we have room to manoeuvre. They still have the advantage in the air, but that won’t matter as much at night.”

“A combined assault?” Timmy considered the idea. “Zombies can’t drown. I can have Scar carry some up the coast and drop them off on the imperial side. They’ll think we’re staging a surprise landing when a bunch of zombies show up.” His lips twitched. “That would be perfect cover for the rats. I sent my zombie seagulls to retrieve them, so they’re probably convinced they got there via zombie. We can send ships and fliers out to threaten an attack from the opposite direction. They’ll have to split up their ships and fliers to cover both sides, and the rats can swoop in once the empire has already deployed their forces.”

“Agreed,” James said. “A combined naval and aerial force would definitely get their attention although we’d have to be careful not to overcommit.”

“Yes. We don’t want to push too hard. We want to threaten an attack while making sure we can retreat in good order if necessary. But if we get lucky, and they botch their response, we can capitalise. If they spread themselves too thin, we can pick a few of them off and then fall back. If they don’t spread themselves far enough, we can target their outposts and watchtowers.”

“Lady Amanda could help conceal our ships,” James said. “Obviously, it wouldn’t work once the fighting starts, but in the meantime…”

“The closer she can get us without them noticing the better, and we can add fireships too,” Timmy said. “It’s been a while since anybody used those against the empire in a battle of this size, so there’s a chance they panic. Sometimes, all you need is one captain panicking to start a rout.”

“Hmm… we do have several imperial ships that are barely seaworthy. If we filled them with explosives and had your zombies crew them, they could cause havoc. At the very least, having the zombies on board would give us some control over their trajectory, right?”

“Yes. I’ll be able to guide the ships with my zombies.” Timmy glanced at the other people in the room. “We should discuss this with the appropriate commanders.”

“Agreed.” James grinned. “I’m looking forward to the show.”

* * *

Jeremy was a proud soldier of the imperial army. However, he was also a cautious man. He’d learned that from his father. His father had seen far too many people get into trouble taking risks and chasing money. It was better to be careful, to take his time and think. He only had one life, so it made no sense to lose it cheaply. That philosophy had served his father well throughout his career as a soldier and again when he’d retired to run his own shop.

“Keep your wits about you, boy,” his father had always told him. “And if you’re going to join the army, you’d best pray you get a decent commander. I served under Captain Martins. Without his leadership, I wouldn’t be here today, hale and hearty. He’s a great man, and I’d be happy to buy him a drink and a meal if I ever saw him again. I had a friend who joined on the same day I did. He served under an idiot.” His father had looked away, lips trembling. “Gods, Benjamin was my best friend growing up. We did everything together. If only there had been room for one more under Captain Martins…”

Jeremy had asked around, and he’d managed to finagle himself a spot under a competent captain. He’d also lucked into a good position as a watchman for one of the outposts on the empire’s side of the straits, rather than being sent over to attack Everton’s side. A part of him had been a bit disappointed. Seeing how many soldiers, ships, and fliers they’d assembled, he couldn’t imagine Everton fighting them off. It was so easy to picture himself charging up the beach and winning glory alongside all the other soldiers. But then everything had gone wrong. He didn’t know all the details, but apparently a necromancer and a whole bunch of other people had shown up to help Everton. Everything had fallen apart, and the empire had been forced to retreat.

Jeremy had friends who’d been part of the assault, and most of them hadn’t come back. The few who had kept babbling about zombies, explosions, and rats who went around stabbing everybody with little weapons. Jeremy didn’t know what to make of that. He could understand the zombies and the explosions, but murderous rats with tiny weapons?

To make matters worse, last night, some of their most important ships had been sunk. Nobody knew how Everton had managed to do it, so everybody was on edge. Without their ships they had no hope of taking the straits, and his superiors had made it very clear that they absolutely had to take the straits. Jeremy didn’t know why it was such a big deal, but he trusted his captain with his life. If his captain said the straits needed to be taken, then they needed to be taken. Jeremy was smart enough to know his own limitations. He was a soldier. He’d leave the strategizing up to those with more wisdom and experience.

Peering out over the water from his watchtower, he fought back a yawn. The explosions last night had woken everybody up, and the subsequent ruckus ensured they’d barely slept a wink. This far from the fortress, they relied more on visual observation than detection magic since the fortress and the fleet had asked for all the power they could spare to reinforce their defences and detection magic.

Everybody was on edge, but they were also exhausted. Luckily, he hadn’t seen anything so far. His fellow soldiers were also keeping watch, and it was nearly time for his shift to end. He could get some rest, maybe dream a few pleasant dreams about home and what he’d do when his term of service was up. His older brother had a farm in the town where they lived. How would the crops turn out this year? Jeremy didn’t know a lot about farming, but he had a strong back, and there was something satisfying about watching the fields fill with produce.

Once his term of service was up, he’d take his pay and his bonus and retire honourably. He was a fourth son, so he wouldn’t be inheriting anything, but his father was a fourth son himself. He’d shown that a fourth son could still carve out a place for himself. Jeremy could cook too. In fact, his captain insisted on him cooking whenever he could since he was so good at it. Perhaps he could set up a restaurant in his home town. He’d travelled to plenty of places with the army, and he’d learned to cook all sorts of dishes. It could work. He’d set up a restaurant, make a decent living, and then find a good woman to settle down with. They’d get married, have kids, and he could spend the rest of his life cooking instead of worrying about a zombie ripping his face off.

A lot of them would be finishing their terms of service at the same time. Sean was a good friend of his, and he had a merchant’s instinct for money. He was an orphan, but maybe Jeremy could introduce him to his father. His father was always saying he could use help, and neither Jeremy nor his brothers were much inclined toward running a shop. However, he needed to be careful. Sean was a handsome bastard. He’d have to keep him away from any women he was interested in. Jeremy grinned. Thinking about the future was a great way to pass the time during a boring shift, and he sincerely hoped that all his shifts were boring because the last thing he wanted during wartime was to have something interesting happen on his watch.

During a war, interesting usually meant dangerous, and with all the absurdly powerful people wandering around, dangerous could very easily mean fatal.

Jeremy was about to shift his attention to another patch of the sea when he caught a glint of something in the distance. He frowned. A glint? He squinted into the darkness and then reached for the spyglass that was always kept in the watchtower. In the distance, only visible when the faltering moonlight pierced through the clouds, were scores of figures in imperial armour.

Jeremy’s mind raced. That couldn’t be right. The watchtowers and outposts were all notified about troop movements to avoid confusion, and the captain made a point of talking about what they could expect at the start of each shift to avoid any false alarms. He turned slightly, and the blood in his veins turned to ice. There were ships out there too, and they looked like imperial ships. But that was impossible. They would definitely have been informed if ships were being deployed at this time of night.

This was an attack! It had to be!

No longer the least bit sleepy, he scrambled for the bell at the centre of the watchtower.

“What are you doing?” one of the others asked. “Jeremy?”

Jeremy shoved the spyglass at him. “Look northward! We’re about to come under attack!” He rang the bell as loudly as he could. “Notify headquarters! There are troops to the north in imperial armour, as well as ships flying imperial colours, but they’re not ours!”

“That’s crazy.” The same man shook his head. “Are you sure?”

Jeremy shoved him at the stairs. “Get on the communication sphere. Tell them that we’re about to come under attack!”

The man stumbled, hurried over to the window, and then peered through the spyglass. A few seconds later, he almost fell down the stairs in his haste to get to the communication sphere. Jeremy continued to ring the bell, wondering whether or not he’d make it through the night.

* * *

Off the coast, Scar growled. Hauling hundreds of zombie imperial soldiers in full armour on his back had not been pleasant. Hauling the imperial ships hadn’t been fun either since they were all damaged to the point of barely being seaworthy. At least, he hadn’t had to pull them too far. Gerald had stored them with his magic and then travelled up the coast before releasing them, so Scar could pull them the rest of the way. They’d done all of this after nightfall to reduce the chances of their ruse being discovered.

If everything went according to plan, the empire would send ships out to deal with them, and Scar and some other aquatic zombies would ambush them. If things got out of hand, the zombies on the ships had been ordered to ready the explosives stored below decks and ram the enemy ships.

Scar fought the urge to cackle. What a truly vicious trap they’d prepared.

* * *

Palladio and the other rats had once again been deployed to strike at the enemy ships. The previous attack had been a resounding success, and they had been asked to repeat the feat. They had also been warned that this would almost certainly be the last time they could pull off this particular trick, so they needed to make the most of it.

The leader of his squad tilted his head to the side. He must be communicating with one of the rats assigned to Lord Timmy. “It would seem that the enemy has taken the bait.”

Palladio couldn’t blame the empire for being deceived. If everything had gone to plan, they would be receiving reports of hundreds of zombies advancing from the north, along with multiple ships. Any competent commander would send reinforcements. With their ships and fliers attacking from the south, the enemy would also have to be very careful about how they split their forces. A skilled commander would keep some of their ships in the middle near the fortress, ready to respond to either the north or the south and to defend in case of any sneak attacks. It was those ships that Palladio and the others would be targeting.

“Now is our moment!” Their leader leapt off the zombie wyvern. “Go!”

They made their way toward the enemy ships as they had the previous night, but they could not afford to let their guard down. The attacks to the north and south were welcome distractions, but the enemy was now on high alert, and there was much more potent scrying and detection magic in place. They had to conceal their power to the utmost and rely on their small size and cunning to reach their targets.

“Work quickly,” their leader urged. “We do not have a lot of time.”

Combat had already begun or was imminent in both the north and the south. In a bid to aid their cause, Lord Timmy had dispatched his zombie seagulls, hoping that the enemy would perceive them to be graver threats than they actually were. Palladio did his best to remain calm and focused on his mission as the ships unleashed barrages of magical and mundane projectiles at the dozens upon dozens of zombie seagulls swarming around them.

A few of the zombie seagulls were carrying explosives, but their attempts to ram the enemy ships were for naught. They were either struck down or exploded harmlessly against the barriers of their targets. Cheers rang out from the crewmen of each ship, and Palladio could only marvel at Lord Timmy’s cunning. The empire’s ships must have seen the zombie seagulls retreating after the last attack, and now, they had seen them carrying explosives. In their minds, they must have already concluded that the zombie seagulls were the true threat, the hidden dagger aimed at their throats while the attacks to the north and south distracted them.

Little did they know that the zombie seagulls were merely another distraction.

Palladio reached the dreadnought he’d been assigned to and hastened to attach the explosives as more zombie seagulls swooped down on the enemy ships. The night lit up once again as the dreadnought unleashed a withering blast of magical lightning accompanied by volleys of arrows.

“That’s it, lads!” someone shouted. “As long as we can keep those zombie bastards off us, we’ll be fine.”

Palladio attached the last of his explosives and swam away from the dreadnought.

“Were you successful?” his leader asked.

Palladio nodded. “Yes. I was able to attach all of my explosives.”

“Good. Detonate them on my signal.”

* * *

Katie had to admit that her magic made fighting at night almost unfair. However, she wasn’t about to complain. As her master was fond of saying, fairness had its place in practice, but a real battle was all about making things as unfair for the opponent as possible.

She and her master were flying atop the largest and strongest of their zombie drakes. It was covered in armour, runes, seals, charms, and every other defence they could devise. They had put it together after the battle for the Sky City. Technically, it was a zombie drake-hydra with a multitude of other things thrown in too, but it was easier to just call it a zombie drake since, for the most part, it looked and acted like a zombie drake. However, the modifications had turned it into a flying fortress capable of staying airborne against anything short of an angry dragon. And even then, it wouldn’t go down immediately.

Alongside them was a good chunk of the fortress’s aerial forces, along with Spot and all the zombie fliers they could muster at such short notice. Even James had come along. He was on one of the ships below that was advancing while hidden by Amanda’s magic. Of course, this close to the enemy fleet and the powerful scrying and detection magic of the enemy fortress, they weren’t really concealed anymore.

However, her master had asked a small portion of their ships, one of which had Amanda, to remain concealed and hang back. Once the battle began, they could look for an opportunity to attack. Hopefully, they’d go unnoticed amidst the chaos until it was too late. It was a tactic the rats used regularly. They would allow the majority of their forces to be noticed in order to conceal a handful of especially deadly rodents.

“How much longer, master?”

He took a few seconds to examine the frontlines. Their leading fliers had already engaged the empire’s forces, as had the naval vanguard. “We’re in position. Give the signal.”

Katie patted the rat in her pocket. He was one of the rats skilled in long-range communication. “Do it.”

In the north, a series of explosions rocked the night. She smiled. The ninja rats must have succeeded in attaching explosives to the hulls of the ships being held in reserve near the fortress. The empire was probably relying on those ships to provide reinforcements to both the north and the south if things went awry, but the sudden attack would take that option off the table. They’d be more worried about making sure they weren’t in further danger and in hunting down whoever was responsible. Hopefully, the ninja rats had been able to escape safely. It would be terrible if anything happened to them.

“Now!” James bellowed, his order amplified by magic. “Attack!”

His words were greeted by a chorus of agreement on the ships below them as their naval forces cast aside any attempt at stealth and moved into attack positions. The sudden explosions to the north had thrown the empire’s captains off their game, and they were half a step slow to respond. Everton’s ships turned, ready to deliver a broadside to the enemy. In a battle of this size between ships boasting such powerful weaponry, being the first to land a decisive blow was a huge advantage.

“Fire!”

The last remnants of Amanda’s magic shattered as the ships below them opened fire. The sea and sky shook as hundreds of magical and mundane weapons unleashed their wrath simultaneously. The sound of it was deafening, even from above, and Katie’s eyes widened as countless projectiles raced toward the enemy. The first line of imperial ships vanished, their barriers completely overwhelmed as they bore the full power of Everton’s massed fire. Hulls split, decks ruptured, masts fell, and people went flying.

The empire’s fliers roared in outrage, and they accelerated, moving forward to engage them. Their objective was simple: win the aerial battle and then go to the aid of their naval brethren. As for the empire’s navy, the remaining ships sailed passed the wrecks of their downed comrades and turned to deliver their own broadsides.

“Use your shadows to deal with the opposing fliers,” her master said before Katie could lose herself in the naval carnage unfolding beneath them. “I’ll handle our zombies.”

She shook herself. “Right!”

As the ships beneath them continued their thunderous exchange, she turned her attention to the approaching fliers and gulped. Aerial battles could be chaotic, especially when so many combatants were involved. Controlling the movements of so many troops in three dimensions was a tall task for even a skilled commander.

The two opposing forces met in a hail of magic, teeth, claws, steel, and mayhem. A griffin immediately charged toward them. Her master raised a crossbow and fired a bolt with an explosive rune on it. The griffin rushed headlong through the attack, but its defensive magic was momentarily taxed to its limits, which allowed Katie to grab it with her shadows. It tried to break free, but their zombie drake brought its claws down with terrifying force, all but tearing the griffin in two.

A wyvern rider tried to get at them from their blind spot, but Katie was ready. Here, at night, with so many shadows around, she didn’t need her eyes to see. Her shadows wrapped around the wyvern’s wings before tearing them off. She winced. That was a sobering reminder of how much stronger she’d gotten ever since she’d started going on these missions. Magic was like a muscle, and hers had been getting plenty of exercise. The dying wyvern’s rider tried to leap onto their zombie drake, but one of their allies, a hippogriff rider, skewered him with a spear.

The size and obvious importance of their zombie drake made them the focal point of the enemy’s attack, and their own fliers, living and undead moved to intercept the enemy. Katie helped as many of them as she could. There was no need to outright kill their enemies. Yanking a rider out of the saddle, crippling a flier’s wing, or just blinding or choking them at the right moment could make all the difference with so many friendly troops around. A quartet of Lords of Magic flew toward them, but a sound akin to breaking glass echoed out as the defensive magic around two of them failed.

What?

Oh! Her eyes widened. Their magic had been broken by actual shards of glass propelled at speeds that would have put arrows to shame. It was James. Despite being on board one of the ships below them, he was also keeping an eye on the battle taking place overhead. Besides, most fliers had a hard time detecting attacks from directly below them.

One of the Lords of Magic immediately veered off to fight the councillor. Glowing circles appeared in the air, and various kinds of spirits began to pour out. He must be a summoner. Her master rolled his eyes and spat a word of power. He winced, but the portals vanished amidst a cloud of ineffable effulgence. The Lord of Magic gave a panicked squawk as more shards of glass raced toward him. His griffin just barely managed to stay aloft, its defensive magic lighting up in a brilliant display of power as it struggled to weather the assault. The other Lords of Magic closed in on her and her master, and a vast shadowy mantle flowed over their zombie drake. Katie grinned savagely, and the zombie drake swiped at the oncoming griffins with its claws. It missed – only for a huge, tenebrous claw to follow in the wake of its attack. The griffins managed to survive, but the impact tossed them back like children’s toys.

“That’s new,” her master drawled.

“Should I keep doing it?”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it?”

Katie grinned. “Next time, I’ll make the claws sharper. It was supposed to slice through their defensive magic, not knock them away.”

* * *

James chuckled. “Timmy might be a git, but he’s a cunning git. I’ll give him that.” He glanced back. “Gerald, are you okay?”

The bureaucrat was huddled behind him and covered in all the protective charms he could carry. Ideally, Gerald wouldn’t be in this position, but James needed him to provide a steady supply of suitable projectiles. Above them, two Lords of Magic had already met their ends courtesy of Spot. They had successfully defended against James’s barrage of glass projectiles but had lost track of the dragon – a fatal mistake. All it took was a single moment’s inattention, and Spot would pounce. James could scarcely imagine what he’d be like as he got older and bigger. Thank the gods, he was on their side.

“I think so.” Gerald winced as the ship’s barrier took another hit. However, this was James’s personal flagship. He’d spent an awful lot of money ensuring it was very, very hard to sink. “The ship is okay, right? Its barrier isn’t going to break, is it?”

“It’s fine.” James stretched. He didn’t have to move to use his telekinesis, but using it a lot always left him feeling a bit sore. “It’s time to remind these imperial bastards why members of the Council should be feared.”

“What do you need?” Gerald cringed as the ship shook again, this time from the recoil of unleashing its own salvo of projectiles. James flicked a specially made weapon at the ship they were attacking, and the enemy ship’s barrier flickered. The weapon was something Timmy had made. It couldn’t disrupt a ship’s barrier for long – only a split-second – and it had to hit the barrier at its weakest point. At present, there wasn’t a ship in the world that could identify the weak point, target it, and synchronise the impact with incoming projectiles.

But James could.

The momentary disruption to the opponent’s barrier was all their salvo needed to break through and inflict horrific damage. The enemy ship’s decks turned into clouds of shattered timber, mangled metal, and ruined flesh.

“Give me the rune projectiles,” James said to Gerald. “Divide them into three groups: armour-piercing, shrapnel, and explosive.”

The bureaucrat hastened to obey, and James smiled. Timmy and Daerin had built up quite the stockpile of knives, daggers, and various other implements covered in all manner of runes and seals. He’d sparred against Timmy many times. He knew how deadly those weapons could be. But Timmy didn’t have James’s magic. He had to throw them or leave them on the ground as traps. James had no such difficulties.

His magic wrapped around the projectiles he wanted, and he peered into the night through the magical goggles he’d commissioned from expert elvish artisans. They not only gave him night vision but also added a telescopic effect. Both were handy since, contrary to common belief, he could project his telekinesis beyond the distance he could see clearly. Admittedly, controlling objects at longer distances was hard, and the cost increase was not linear. He couldn’t just explode people from miles away. However, if he had the right projectiles, they could do all the exploding for him.

“Be ready to bring out more projectiles,” James said. He had a communication sphere beside him, through which officers on the sea and in the sky could contact him and request orders or support. This was his ideal role on the battlefield: high speed, long-range, extremely accurate artillery support. “I’m going to begin.”

James’s largest problem had always been running out of projectiles. Against more durable targets, the objects he used were inevitably destroyed or otherwise rendered useless. With Gerald beside him, that was no longer a concern. What was a concern was evening the odds in the air. In previous engagements, the empire’s aerial forces had wisely stayed out of his range. Now, though, he had come to them. His lips curled. He wasn’t about to let Timmy have all the glory.

Seconds later, dozens upon dozens of projectiles streaked up into the air.

He aimed for the mounts of imperial fliers and angled each projectile to strike for maximum effect. An armour-piercing projectile was always the first to hit, breaking their defences, followed by either an explosive projectile or a shrapnel projectile to knock them out of the sky. Not all of the riders died alongside their mounts, but he didn’t have to kill them himself. Gravity was a cruel foe, especially to a wyvern rider without a wyvern.

Seeing the carnage he’d wrought, several Lords of Magic switched their attention to him. He laughed. Let them come. His dreadnought’s shields should hold long enough for others to retaliate on his behalf. When that threatened to be insufficient, he unleashed a whirling storm of armour-piercing projectiles. The sheer number of projectiles combined with the speeds they were travelling at let him overwhelm his opponents, tearing them apart and ripping huge holes in them. He would never have been able to fight like this alone, but with Gerald around, there was no reason for him to hold back. He would run out of opponents long before Gerald ran out of projectiles.

James grinned. Timmy’s offhand comment was right. Everybody needed a Gerald in their life. It was a pity that the bureaucrat was technically in Vicky’s service and that Timmy had essentially called dibs if Gerald ever went looking for a new job. Although, if Vicky got her way, staying in her service would be the same as serving Timmy.

“More Lords of Magic are headed this way,” one of his bodyguards shouted. There hadn’t been much for them to do yet, but that wasn’t their fault. James had superior range and accuracy to all of them. That said, if the dreadnought’s defences were breached, it would be up to them to keep him alive.

“I see them.” James frowned. “They’re not rushing in. They must have something planned.”

The three Lords of Magic must have coordinated with the ships below them because they only advanced once James’s dreadnought came under concerted attack. One of the Lords of Magic was riding atop a large metal plate. Tactile telekinesis? No. His brows furrowed. He’d read all the files they had on the empire’s Lords of Magic, and this didn’t match any of the profiles. There was a glowing symbol on the plate and more glowing symbols in the air around the Lord of Magic. Ah. It must be some kind of rune-based power then. Before his eyes, the runes began to interlock and overlap, forming an elaborate glowing shield. Behind him, the two other Lords of Magic called on their own powers. One was riding atop a wave whilst the other’s body shone brightly. Light or astral magic? Unlikely. He’d been around Vicky enough times to recognise both with ease. It must be enhancement magic.

What to do? That shield was strong. Even with his special projectiles, he doubted he could pierce through it directly although quantity did have a quality all of its own. And if he ran out of special projectiles, he could always rope Timmy, Daerin, and the dwarves into making more, right? Besides, this was clearly an attempted decapitation strike. Simply surviving wouldn’t do. He needed to show them the utter futility of their actions.

It took exactly seventy-three armour-piercing projectiles to break through the defences of the Lord of Magic. He was truly a gifted mage. At that level, he could have withstood at least one full bombardment from a dreadnought. But James had something a dreadnought didn’t have – uncanny accuracy. Rather than spreading his firepower across the entire surface of the shield, he struck the same place over and over again. His seventy-fourth projectile went right through the mage’s head. Reaching for more projectiles, James grinned from ear to ear. There were still so many to choose from, and Gerald hadn’t said anything about running low yet.

The two remaining Lords of Magic scattered, so James turned the area around them into a sea of shrapnel. Accuracy was important, but against opponents who relied more on mobility than powerful defences, wasn’t it better to just blow up entire swathes of the battlefield? The water mage managed to escape the barrage with a few cuts and bruises only to find himself staring down the barrels of a galleon’s magical cannons. To his credit the wall of water he summoned managed to block the first few projectiles, but that was all he could do. The enhancement mage did better, charging through the air and sacrificing an arm in a desperate bid to close the distance and attack James directly. He never made it. There was a flash of light, and James nodded at his bodyguard who’d unleash a beam of searing heat.

After being on the defensive for so long, it was liberating to go on the front foot. James turned his attention to the ships nearby and tore at their defences. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cloaked ships they’d left behind finally reveal themselves as they committed to a flanking manoeuvre. Rather than rely solely on the ships to fight, Amanda flew from her ship to the closest imperial vessel and laid into the crew herself. The crewmen did their best to stop her, but she was an ancient vampire. Engaging her in melee combat was tantamount to suicide.

The battle continued, a bloody, brutal affair as the ships closed in on each other. At this range, there was little need to aim. What mattered more was the strength of their defences and how hard they could hit the enemy. James found himself fending off a boarding action from a brave but foolish imperial vessel. A few dozen soldiers managed to board his ship, but his dreadnought’s magical cannons reduced their vessel to kindling in return. Meanwhile, his soldiers and bodyguards pushed the boarders back, and James’s projectiles ran riot across the deck. There was a brief lull in the battle, and James dragged in a deep, ragged breath as the empire’s forces began to retreat toward their fortress.

“Spread the order,” James bellowed. His body ached, but he didn’t care. The thrill of victory soothed the pain. “Do not pursue.” Their formation was a mess, and the empire had retreated in good order. They also couldn’t risk putting themselves within range of the fortress’s ultra-heavy magical cannons. Those weapons had devastating power and accuracy, and with the fortress’s barrier still in place, their own attacks would do nothing. “Good work, everyone. Let’s head back.” As cheers rang out, James turned to Gerald. “I don’t suppose any of your relatives have magic like you, do they?”


Chapter Thirty-Five

James was in a jaunty mood, and as much as that would normally have aggravated Timmy, he happened to share the feeling. The attack last night had gone well. Had the empire been less disciplined in their retreat or had they dallied longer, they might have been able to deal truly decisive damage. As it was, the empire had managed to retreat in good order and conserve the majority of their forces. A few of the more foolish officers had ignored James’s command to fall back and had recklessly pursued the empire. They had paid for that foolishness with their lives as the empire revealed several long-range weapons they’d kept hidden until then. These new weapons had even longer range than the fortress’s magical cannons and were concealed in heavily fortified emplacements camouflaged along the coast. From the air, they looked like regular defensive bunkers and outposts, which was why Timmy had missed them when scouting the area with his zombie fliers. Fortunately, there weren’t that many of them although, judging by their positions, the empire was in the process of gradually adding more of them until they could defend the entire coastline. If Timmy had to guess, the new weapons were also not capable of prolonged use yet. They had destroyed multiple vessels but had allowed a few to limp away when they were still within range. Was it an inherent weakness of the design, or were they not completely finished yet? He’d have to ask the rats if they could take a closer look. Anything they could learn would be helpful, and if the design was good enough, they could steal it for themselves.

“It’s nice facing competent opposition,” Timmy drawled.

“As long as they’re not too competent,” James replied.

“What do you mean?” Katie asked. She was sipping on a mug of hot chocolate, and she had a plate of scones in front of her. Spot was currently napping. Otherwise, he’d have made a play for at least one or two of the scones. Unlike Katie who enjoyed her scones with butter and jam, Spot was partial to drowning his in hazelnut spread. “Wouldn’t it be better if your opponent was, you know, an idiot?”

“It depends. The thing about fools, Katie, is that they can be very difficult to predict. Most of the time, that doesn’t matter. Assuming two forces are relatively equal, the force commanded by a fool will generally lose. The problem emerges when you have unequal forces, one of which is commanded by a fool.”

“Specifically, a lucky fool,” James said. He was eating his scones with tomato relish, which Timmy disagreed with on a philosophical level.

Timmy scowled. He was trying to educate his apprentice. He didn’t need James interrupting. James met his scowl with a scowl of his own, and Timmy seriously considered throwing a grape at him. Alas, one of the ninja rats grabbed the grapes before he could put his idea into practice. The little blighters loved grapes, and the fortress had several varieties they hadn’t tasted yet.

“For example,” Timmy began. “Let’s imagine our opponent last night was a fool. A fool might have ignored the dangers posed by the zombies we landed and the ships Scar hauled over. Likewise, a fool might have lost their nerve completely and retreated toward the fortress immediately rather than try to hold their position despite giving up control of the straits. What if they had completely ignored the attack to the north and sent everything at us without holding any of their ships in reserve? Doing so would inadvertently have been better for them. You see, a fool with a large army is a lot like a fool with a sledgehammer. They’re not likely to hit you, but they only need to get lucky once.”

Katie took a bite out of a scone and sighed happily. Timmy tactfully ignored the way she kicked her legs back and forth on her chair – along with the way her legs failed to touch the floor. “That makes sense. It’s similar to a battle where a skilled commander sees a gap in the enemy’s lines and tries to exploit it only to be caught in a trap that a worse commander would have escaped since they wouldn’t have noticed the gap in the first place.”

“Exactly,” Timmy said. “It’s related to theory of mind.”

“Theory of mind? Is that a magical term?”

“It might seem magical, but it’s actually psychology. It’s about being able to understand and infer the thoughts of others and how that might impact their decision making.” Timmy grinned. “Let’s say I’m in charge of an army in the desert and so is my opponent. My opponent is running low on water, and there is an oasis nearby. What do you think he’ll do?”

Katie frowned. “The obvious answer is that he’ll lead his forces to the oasis, right?”

Timmy chuckled. “You don’t sound very sure about that. Why?”

“Because it’s too obvious. He might need water, but he has to know that you know that too.”

“Exactly. Both of us are displaying the ability to infer and understand the motivations and thoughts of our opponents. Because of that, if my opponent is smart, he won’t fully commit to the oasis until it’s absolutely necessary or until he can seize an appropriate opportunity. He knows that if he goes to the oasis recklessly and I know he’s going there, then I can plan an ambush along the way or launch an attack once he gets there because his troops will probably be distracted and lower their guard. Knowing that, how could I get him to go there anyway?”

“Hmm… if you didn’t try to fight him at all, he’d be suspicious,” Katie said. “I know I’d be. It’s too easy. Too convenient. You’d have to convince him that it was safe to go. Maybe you could skirmish a bit and retreat while concealing the true size of your forces to make him think he has won a decisive victory, or you could feign a retreat to a defensible location with some of your forces while sending others out to prepare an ambush.”

“Those are good ideas. The key point is putting up just enough resistance to convince him that the defeat or retreat is real. Once he commits to the oasis, that’s when you hit him with everything you have. If you time it right, his troops will be too occupied with gathering water and resting, especially if you’ve dragged things out. Alternatively, you could drag things out for as long as possible before poisoning the oasis and retreating. Even if they notice the poison, the despair of being stuck near water they can’t drink will crush their morale.”

“That’s a little extreme, isn’t it?” Katie said.

“It’s a hypothetical. Assuming you plan to operate in the area, you should never poison an oasis unless you know how to fix it. Another example is a card game. Let’s say that you often smile when you’ve got a strong hand. Once you know that you do this, you can use it to manipulate your opponents. If you can fake your smile, you can fool them into folding when you have a weak hand. Do that a few times, and they won’t know what to think. Although…” Timmy grinned. “There are ways to beat that.”

Katie huffed and stabbed one of her scones with her fork. “I remember doing that against you once. I won so many times, but then I went all in and…” She paused. “Wait! You were faking! That’s why you never bet a lot until the end!”

“Yep.” Timmy snickered. It had happened during their time in the Mercantile Alliance. They had only been playing for pride and grapes – with the ‘winnings’ eventually going to the ninja rats. “I acted as if I didn’t know what you were doing, but I was careful to never lose too much. I wanted you to get more and more confident until you finally decided to rely on your ‘trick’ while going all in. You thought you were fooling me, but instead, I was fooling you.”

“…” Katie glared.

“Are you bullying your apprentice?” James laughed. “Because if so, that’s a new low, even for you.”

“It’s better that she learn from me when losing involves grapes than learn from somebody else when losing involves murder.”

“That is a pretty good lesson,” Katie admitted. “And all it cost me was some grapes.”

“Katie,” Timmy said. “You are my apprentice, but you’re still a child. You are going to make mistakes. One of the most important responsibilities I have as your master is to make sure you learn from those mistakes in an environment where making those mistakes isn’t going to kill you.”

“A fine attitude to have,” James said. He cleared his throat. “But let us speak of last night’s raid. We inflicted damage on their aerial and naval forces. Naturally, we took damage as well, but I am confident they suffered more than us. I wouldn’t say our forces have equalised, but our chances are better today than they were yesterday. Again, keep in mind that we don’t have to take their side of the straits. We just have to prevent them from taking ours. Given the change in the aerial and naval situation, they’ll have a much harder time using all their extra troops.”

There were murmurs of agreement from around the conference table. Having a hundred thousand extra men meant nothing if those men couldn’t cross the straits. Of course, nobody thought they’d secured victory yet, but their actions had certainly improved their situation.

Timmy nodded. “Almost all of the zombies I dispatched to the north were wiped out. However, I was able to smuggle in a few of my stealth zombies, and the rats managed to get several of their finest into the area too. None of them have managed to infiltrate the fortress yet, but they can try. If nothing else, they can at least keep us apprised of infantry, aerial, and naval movements, and I’m hoping they can sneak south to scout those new weapons we saw. As for our zombie fliers, we took heavy casualties, but I’ve got aquatic zombies dredging the straits for useable corpses. Perhaps a third, maybe half if we’re lucky, of the flier corpses are useable although reanimating them will take time and magic. Wyverns aren’t too hard to reanimate, but griffins and drakes require considerably more time and effort.”

“Not bad.” James took a sip of his coffee. Unlike the dwarves at the table, he hadn’t added any liquor to it. Then again, a nip or two of whiskey was nothing to a dwarf. “I can see why nobody ever wants to get into a war of attrition with a necromancer.”

“It’s because you won’t win. Avraniel had a busy night too.”

Katie blinked. “She did?”

“The empire tried to land stealth forces of their own,” Timmy explained. “It was a good idea on their part. If we’re focusing on night raids, then we might not be prepared to deal with one. They had smaller ships concealed using the best stealth they could manage. Avraniel noticed them and attacked.”

Katie shuddered. “I’m going to assume those ships sank.”

“Exploded would be a better way to put it. A handful of survivors made it to shore, but that’s only because Avraniel spared them, so we could capture them. She’s currently interrogating them with Amanda.” Needless to say, the vampire would extract anything worth knowing. Avraniel was there mostly to avoid going anywhere near the other elves although that was really more for their safety than hers.

“I also have more news about reinforcements,” James said, glancing up from a document that he’d been given shortly before the meeting began. “There’s good news and bad news.”

“Start off with the bad news. We might as well get it over with.” That would also give Timmy a chance to start planning for the worst.

“We have more imperial ships headed our way. Based on their arrival time, I’d say they took a more standard route around the imperial mainland. That might be due to the presence of a flagship. There’s a decent chance it’s too large for whatever method they used earlier.”

“A flagship?” Timmy grumbled. “Since it’s the empire, I’m going to assume it’s enough to make a dreadnought weep with envy.” If nothing else, the imperial navy built their flagships big – and expensive.

“Yes. The Hammer of the Empire is roughly twice the length of a dreadnought with weapons to match. Even that zombie whale of yours would struggle to damage it, and it has the firepower to destroy him in a single salvo. It also has multiple experts in fighting aquatic foes since it has often been tasked with fighting off sea monsters. In practical terms, it is more than five times as powerful as a standard dreadnought and is home to no less than half a dozen Lords of Magic.”

“Then we are fortunate that it did not arrive with the rest of their forces.” Old Man’s voice was calm, but Timmy knew he was already running the numbers in his head. The swordsman was a skilled tactician and strategist in his own right. “Otherwise, our position would be considerably worse.”

None of the monstrous zombies Timmy had would be able to shrug off a direct hit from the main weapons of the Hammer, and none would survive if they took a full salvo. Had he been forced to confront it alone, he would have used his larger zombies as distractions before boarding it with smaller zombies and slaying the crew. He would also have strongly considered invoking eldritch sorcery to attack it.

“The Hammer was probably scheduled to reinforce the empire’s position after the armada had crushed opposition. However, with the armada being bogged down and the situation up here going less favourably, I’m not surprised they chose to send it here. According to our scouts and spies, it will be accompanied by roughly thirty other warships.” James took another sip of his coffee, and this time, he looked very much as if he wanted to add a bit of liquor to it.

“Well… damn.” Timmy shook his head. “They’re not holding anything back.”

James smiled grimly. “Yes, which means that victory – or a stalemate – here would put us in an enviable position. The empire is on a total war footing, and if we can occupy their naval forces, they cannot launch decisive attacks against our allies or our mainland. Moreover, the movement of so many ships will leave their eastern coasts more vulnerable to pirates, raiders, and other miscreants. This begs the question: how long can they maintain this? The empire has never been completely harmonious. If the war continues to drag on or if they experience more setbacks, dissidents may seize the opportunity to cause civil unrest or outright rebel.”

“I do have good news of my own,” Timmy said. “It has taken longer than I’d hoped since they had to make a few stops along the way, but the rest of my zombies should be arriving at around the same time as the empire’s reinforcements.”

James’s eyes widened, and a low murmur ran through the room. The fortress’s officers had seen firsthand how effective zombies could be. “How many zombies are you talking about?”

“I emptied the castle. Every zombie that isn’t necessary to hold and police my lands has been dispatched. That means tens of thousands of zombies – everything from regular zombies to zombie ogres and monstrous zombies. I’ve also installed special weapons on the ships they’re on.”

Katie gasped. “You mean…?”

Timmy grinned. “The demolition rats who are accompanying the zombies have completed their testing and have confirmed that the design is ready for use.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” James said.

“Then don’t. But trust me. You’ll know it when you see it.”

“And speaking of good news,” James said. “Our own reinforcements will be coming soon – not the idiots who decided to attack a leviathan but other reinforcements. Apparently, they work for Vicky.”

“That’s Vicky for you. Reliable.” And she was. Timmy knew that better than anyone.

“Ah.” Gerald raised his hand. “If it’s not a bother, the Supreme Cleric wanted to speak.”

James nodded. “By all means.”

Gerald activated his communication sphere and set it on the table. Vicky appeared with an impish grin on her face.

“How is everyone?” Vicky asked.

“Alive,” Timmy replied. “I’m more concerned about how you are. Any trouble from the emperor?” There were murmurs of surprise from many of the people in the room, but Timmy ignored them. Outside of the members of his group, only James was aware of his friendship with Vicky, so he couldn’t blame the others for being shocked. Normally, necromancers and clerics were sworn enemies.

Vicky shrugged. “The empire is continuing to advance, but we’re bleeding them dry. If you could continue to occupy their forces at the straits, it would be greatly appreciated. It shouldn’t be long now before they either have to turn around or abandon any attempt at caution. They still have a numerical advantage, but the lack of supplies is beginning to tell. I suspect there will be a decisive battle soon.”

“I’m pleased to see you looking so well,” James said. “If possible, do us all a favour and kill the emperor the next time you see him.”

Vicky laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

“Now, about those reinforcements?” James asked.

“Has Timmy mentioned his zombies yet?” Vicky asked.

Timmy felt a prickle of unease. Vicky’s expression promised mischief. “They should be here soon.”

“Excellent, so should my agent. I do believe you’re familiar with her, Timmy. Her name is Millie.”

Timmy stood up. “Millie? You mean… that Millie?” Vicky’s grin widened. “Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. It wasn’t easy to recruit her, but I’m certain she’s worth it.”

“What?” James glanced at Timmy. “Who is this Millie, and should I be worried?”

“Millie is another Grand Necromancer,” Timmy said.

James looked utterly aghast. “Another Grand Necromancer? Just Timmy is bad enough. Have you lost your mind?”

“Not at all.” Vicky brushed aside his concerns. “It’s quite simple. Millie might be eccentric, but Timmy can vouch for her sanity and ability to keep oaths. She has no pre-existing conflict with Everton and has agreed to provide considerable support for our cause in exchange for support in other matters.”

Timmy understood immediately. Like any decent Grand Necromancer, he kept tabs on his fellows. In Millie’s case, it wasn’t because he was worried about her attacking him. They were on good terms and had no competing interests apart from the occasional squabble over rare corpses put up for auction. Instead, Timmy kept track of Millie in case she needed help. The last thing he wanted was for someone to take her position. Not only did they get along but there was also a decent chance that whoever replaced her would be more hostile. He and Millie were about as close to friends as it was possible for Grand Necromancers to be. Not to mention, Katie and Millie’s apprentice, Winston, were also pen pals. His apprentice would not be happy if something happened to Millie and Winston.

Unlike Timmy, Millie’s castle was situated in highly contested territory. Although Millie was more than a match for any one of her enemies – necromancer or otherwise – her specialisation in smaller numbers of outstanding zombies left her more vulnerable to being overrun by sheer numbers. Similar to Timmy, she had achieved her rank at a young age, so she was loath to ask for help. A formal alliance would have solved her problems, but Millie had trust issues – as did most necromancers – and for good reason. However, Vicky wasn’t easily dissuaded, and she had a unique combination of overwhelming might, charisma, and stubbornness. If anyone could recruit Millie, it would be Vicky.

“You mean her territorial dispute?” Timmy asked.

Vicky clapped happily. “Exactly.”

“Can someone explain what’s going on?” James asked. “Because I have no idea who this Millie is or how we can help her although I’m going to assume that she’ll be helping us by unleashing nightmarish zombies upon our enemies.”

“I’ll keep it short,” Timmy said. “Millie’s castle is built on the ruins of a defunct natural dungeon. Based on the research I’ve done, it’s been dead for thousands of years. However, since it was naturally occurring, it didn’t just collapse and vanish when it died. As a result, she’s been using the extensive ruins as part of her lair. It was one of the Fallen Kingdoms, I believe. Of course, having seen Solus’s ritual… it might be possible to bring it back to life.” Timmy filed the idea away for later. “In any case, the ruins themselves are still considered a place of power, and there’s all sorts of magical weirdness still going on there that you can make good use of with the right knowledge. Unfortunately, her territory is heavily contested. I’m talking about warlords, pirates, cults… the whole nine yards. The entire area is a warzone. I’m assuming that’s what we’ll be helping with.”

“Precisely.” Vicky nodded. “In exchange for allying with us and helping to defeat the empire, Millie wants any and all criminal charges related to us and our allies dropped. That’s not as hard as it sounds since she has been reasonably careful about not making too many powerful enemies. The majority of her villainy has been directed at those contesting her territory. In exchange, we will support her claim to that area and elevate her to the position of noble. She will then rule it once it becomes part of Everton. In theory, that should happen if we win because her territory is situated in a nation that has allied itself with the empire. Without the empire’s backing, it should be fairly trivial to crush them and replace them with a friendlier regime. Frankly, I think the majority of the people there will welcome us because if the empire loses, it's either us or a bunch of criminals taking over.”

James stared. “You found a way for us to increase our territory and secure a powerful ally in the middle of the war?”

Vicky smiled beatifically. “I’ve been told I’m rather charming.”

“It’s simple pragmatism too,” Timmy said. “The situation in that area has been a huge drain on Millie’s resources for years. She’s strong, but so are her opponents. Any attempt to permanently remove one of her foes leaves her exposed to the others, so she hasn’t been able to improve the situation. With Everton’s backing, that’s no longer a problem. Even if all we do is keep the others from interfering, she can pick them off one by one. Setting aside the unrest, that area isn’t bad either. The taxes you’d be able to levy once she gets her territory up to speed would be more than worth it. I’m sure her enemies will go running to the empire for help once they find out about her deal with us, but the empire won’t be in a position to support them if we win.”

“What if her territory is overwhelmed while she’s here helping us?” James asked.

“The dungeon was almost completely looted by the time Millie took over it. However, there’s a reason she has stayed there despite all of the problems. The dungeon has an artifact that allowed her to survive, even when she had no resources, no allies, and no master to help her. It’s a tremendously powerful relic that dates back to when the dungeon was still alive.” Timmy rubbed his chin. “You can think of it as an incredibly powerful barrier. Once it’s up and running, nobody can enter or exit the area without her permission. It can’t be activated often, and it takes a huge amount of power to operate. With all the resources she has acquired over the years, I’d say she could run it for a year if she was willing to burn her treasury. With the pace the war has been going, I think it’ll be settled before then.”

“This artifact… can it be moved?” James asked. “And if so, how much would it cost to acquire it?”

Timmy shook his head. “It can’t be moved. It’s bound to the dungeon itself. Besides, Millie would never sell it. It’s one of a kind.”

“A pity. It would be perfect for our current situation.”

Timmy rubbed his chin again. It was a pity that Vicky wasn’t sending her astral form out anymore. He needed to shave, and she was so much better at it than him. She also enjoyed doing it. “If worse comes to worst, Millie also has a backup castle somewhere along the Chaotic Coast. I don’t know where it is or why she has it, but she must have supplies there. The artifact in the dungeon will also warn her when it starts running low on power, so she can either go back, or we can send aid. According to her, it was the last and greatest achievement of the kingdom that was built around the dungeon.”

“All right then,” James said. “What sort of support can we expect from her? She’s a Grand Necromancer, so presumably there will be zombies involved. Another horde would be useful if the empire tries to force another landing.”

Timmy smiled. “Millie has always preferred quality over quantity. It’s a quirk of hers. I imagine she’ll have a decent number of zombies with her, just to be on the safe side, but the bulk of her fighting power will come in the form of a small number of truly monstrous or colossal zombies.”

“Will she be informing us of her arrival beforehand?” James asked.

“She won’t have to. You’ll see her coming from miles away.”

* * *

As a boy, Timmy had occasionally wondered what life would be like as a sailor. It wasn’t so much that he’d loved ships or the sea, but he’d wanted to go out there and see the world. Life in his village hadn’t been too bad, but he’d always known in some strange, instinctive way that the world was so much bigger. He’d gotten to see the world, albeit not in the manner he’d originally intended – and not without some bumps along the way.

Once it had become clear that the next major conflict in the world would probably be between Everton and the Eternal Empire, he’d begun to plan. The sea was where the war would be won or lost. Whoever triumphed in the naval battle would have the ability to project force toward the homeland of their opponent. Moreover, both Everton and the empire were large enough that they needed the sea to connect all of their territories. Cut off the sea, and those territories could be taken one by one or simply starved out until they could no longer contribute to the war effort.

Historically speaking, necromancers rarely had navies in the conventional sense. Instead, they relied on aquatic zombies. However, against a proper navy, zombie fish, zombie sharks, and most zombie whales simply wouldn’t do. Warships captained by competent officers and armed with modern weaponry and skilled mages could tear through the majority of aquatic zombies with ease. The standard necromancer response was to escalate and deploy increasingly powerful aquatic zombies. Roger and Scar were both examples of this classical approach.

Roger, Katie’s favourite aquatic zombie – or maybe not, now that she had Scar – was perfect for engaging smaller warships and could disable or destroy a dreadnought with proper support. As for Scar, he was both the largest and the angriest horned whale Timmy had ever seen. For Scar, ramming a dreadnought until it sank wasn’t a pipedream. It was a nightmare – for the empire. Given more time and money, Timmy might eventually have been able to create his own fleet of zombie horned whales. Sure, Scar was special since he still had his soul and was significantly larger than the average horned whale, but a pod of average zombie horned whales would still make short work of any ship.

Unfortunately, Timmy had neither the time nor the money to outbid the many, many people who wanted horned whales, and he wasn’t willing to break the treaty. So what could he do? Timmy had opted to create a proper zombie navy – ships operated by zombies.

Zombie navies were rarely used for several reasons. The first reason was that most necromancers knew very little about sailing, so they weren’t able to order their zombies around effectively. Furthermore, obtaining corpses with plenty of knowledge about sailing might draw unwanted attention. Timmy, however, had learned a lot about sailing, especially recently. Few Grand Necromancers had any reason to learn about sailing, but the missions they’d taken recently had honed his knowledge and experience. He’d also hired retired privateers and captains to teach him more in between missions.

The second problem was weaponry. Magical cannons and mundane cannons all required significant skill to operate at the highest level. A skilled operator could not only increase the range and accuracy of a weapon but also its firing rate. This was another area where Timmy’s knowledge and resources came in handy. With the dwarves and the demolition rats around, he had two additional sources of knowledge to call upon. With their help, he had designed weapons that were easier for zombie sailors to use since zombies were typically less dextrous than the living.

The third – and arguably largest – problem was the barrier. The barrier of a warship could only be managed by a skilled barrier mage. Timmy could easily fill that role, but even he would struggle to do that across an entire fleet, and that was assuming he could find corpses suitable for the role since barrier work required certain magical characteristics. Crafting seals that could connect all of the barriers in a fleet to a central control unit was a possibility, but the nuances and precision involved meant that would be a rough measure at best. Perhaps if he had more time, he could have devised a better solution. Instead, he had chosen to dumb down the barriers for his zombie ships as much as possible, to strip away all the auxiliary functions and simplify things until only the most essential processes remained. The result was barriers that were less efficient and less sturdy that he could nevertheless manage through his zombies.

However, the use of zombies had allowed him to develop a special weapon – one he had yet to deploy in full-scale combat. It was an anti-barrier projectile. Standard anti-barrier projectiles relied on runes, seals, or special kinds of magic being applied to projectiles. There were countermeasures against them, but they could be devastating when used appropriately. Besides, the only other reliable method to break a barrier was overwhelming firepower, which wasn’t always an option.

Zombies offered another solution. Sam’s species had encountered a strange kind of creature many centuries ago. That creature could secrete a substance that was highly corrosive toward magical constructs and which disrupted the flow of magic in its area of effect. Despite how fearsome this ability was, the creature itself was fairly weak. It also couldn’t affect the magic inside other living things, which meant it couldn’t prevent someone from using magic, which had been Timmy’s first thought. It also wasn’t very good at eroding the sort of magic typically used by mages to defend themselves.

What it excelled at was damaging runes and seals – and barriers. The reason the creatures had the ability was simple. They lived on a world where their main predators used powers similar to runes, seals, and barriers to hunt them down. Of course, they hadn’t lasted long against Sam’s species. Sam and his ilk possessed near-absolute control over their own biology. They didn’t need to use magic when they could turn themselves into storms of teeth, claws, and acid.

Sam had kept the corpses of a few of those creatures since they tasted strange. With Sam’s help, Timmy had finally managed to reproduce and graft the organs responsible for creating that substance onto several zombies. From there, Timmy had worked tirelessly on a method to aerosolise that substance. Thanks to plenty of alchemy, necromancy, and a less than healthy dose of eldritch sorcery, he had succeeded.

Against the barriers of a city or fortress, his new weapon wasn’t good enough, and he doubted it would ever be. The density of magic was simply too high. But against ships? That was another story. A multi-layered barrier would be able to fend off the substance since the outer layer would absorb the bulk of the damage. However, most ships preferred a single-layered barrier of great strength since it was easier to manage, maintain, and repair. He didn’t have to destroy the barrier. All he had to do was bring it down long enough to deploy his other weapon – a weapon that Katie had cackled about for days after they’d finished making it: the zombie catapult.

The question of how to board ships had remained a tricky one. Zombies weren’t usually very agile, so boarding ships was often difficult. But what if he could just catapult zombies onto enemy ships? Admittedly, most zombies wouldn’t survive that, but he could always use zombies that would. In Timmy’s mind there was an obvious answer: zombie slimes. Just one or two zombie slimes could wreak havoc on a ship.

And thus the pieces of Timmy’s zombie fleet came together. But how would they fare against a proper fleet?

* * *

Jake was currently in the middle of hating his life and questioning his choice of career.

“Reinforce the barrier!” he bellowed. “I don’t care how you do it! Just get it done! Otherwise, we’ll be sleeping with the fishes tonight.”

The fact that the empire’s reinforcements had arrived before Everton’s was bad enough. What truly made things terrible was that the Hammer of the Empire had, for some reason, decided that Jake and his crew needed to die. The damn thing was fighting three dreadnoughts at the same time and winning while focusing a significant chunk of its firepower on sending Jake to an early and watery grave. The fact that they weren’t already dead was a testament to the excellence of his crew and the improvements to their ship they’d made with Timmy’s help.

“We’re doing our best, captain,” someone screamed. It was hard to tell who over the roar of the barrier as it struggled to hold in the face of the Hammer’s overwhelming firepower. A wounded griffin tumbled out of the sky and hit their barrier before rolling off it and into the sea. Gods, the battle overhead must be just as bad. Retreating any further would be suicide. They might get more help from the fortress’s cannons, but they’d be packed in, unable to manoeuvre, which would leave them easy prey for the empire’s massed firepower. “But I don’t know how much longer we can hold on. The barrier’s already running on fumes, and we’ve burnt through all of our emergency defensive supplies.”

Jake snarled a curse and hastened toward one of the cannons. The majority of them were barely operational. They’d pushed them to their utter limits, and several had already failed. However, Jake had a knack for these things. He wasn’t sure whether it was magic or instinct, and he didn’t care. If they couldn’t run, their only choice was to sink the Hammer before it sank them. He aimed the cannon at the Hammer and fired, trusting in his instincts as the weapon skirted the edges of complete breakdown. Damn it. The magical crystal that powered the cannon was almost out of power. He reached for the spare only to realise that the crystal inside the cannon was the spare. The barrier shuddered again, and the far end of the deck exploded in a shower of wood and metal as a shot from the Hammer’s cannons slipped through. At this rate…

“Get us away from her,” Jake shouted. “We can’t take any more of this.”

The helmsman did his best to obey. Despite her longer range, the Hammer’s sheer volume of fire meant that retreating wasn’t the worst idea in the world, especially since they could barely fight back. If the Hammer got any closer, she’d be able to shred their barrier with a single broadside instead of merely getting the occasional direct hit in.

“Where are the reinforcements?” Jake cried. More people ran across the deck. His gut clenched as he saw his crew – his friends – being dragged clear, many of them wounded. As for the others… he could only hope they weren’t dead. “We’re getting slaughtered out here. All water and wind mages abandon offence and defence and help the helmsman. We have to get clear. Everyone else, man the guns! As long as they don’t explode, keep firing. We might get lucky.”

“Captain!”

“What now?” he boomed as their faltering weapons unleashed a decidedly weaker than normal barrage. One of their allied dreadnoughts split in half, and sailors scrambled to abandon ship as the Hammer’s cannons ripped it to pieces. What a ship! If he wasn’t on the verge of being killed by it, he’d have admired it from the depths of his heart. “Did more imperial bastards show up?”

“No, captain! Reinforcements approaching!”

Jake dragged his gaze away from the Hammer as its cannons turned a galleon into a sinking coffin. A group of ships was advancing at a swift clip, and they bore the distinctive skull and shovel flag that Timmy occasionally used. His lips curled. He had no idea what Timmy was doing, but he’d take what he could get.

“Look alive!” he roared. “Reinforcements have arrived! We just need to hold on a little longer!”

A cheer went up, and he dearly hoped it was justified. Timmy hadn’t led them wrong yet, and the necromancer was every bit as dead as Jake was if the empire won this battle.

As the zombie ships moved forward, imperial ships seamlessly moved to intercept them. There was a thunderous exchange as the ships fired on each other, mundane and magical weapons launching their deadly projectiles. Shapes moved through the water, and then zombie fish and zombie sharks leapt toward the enemy vessels before exploding. The enemy’s barriers mostly held although a few of the smaller ships faltered, and a particularly unlucky galleon began to list badly to the side. Jake’s eyes narrowed. Was he seeing things, or did Timmy’s ships have more cannons than normal?

Wait.

It made sense.

Zombies didn’t need to eat or sleep, and they could be made stronger than normal people. If Timmy converted all the space that would normally be used for sleeping quarters and supplies, then he’d be able to fit more cannons. Sure, the zombies wouldn’t be as accurate as skilled sailors, but if they could get close enough, would it matter? And the zombie ships were closing in. Unlike a normal crew, Timmy’s zombies would never break or lose morale, no matter how many casualties they took.

A cannister flew through the air and a weird, otherworldly gas of a colour Jake couldn’t accurately describe spread over the barrier of the leading imperial ship. The barrier began to flicker, and a few projectiles found their way through and shattered on its decks. More gas struck, and its barrier blinked and went down before the ship came apart beneath a hail of cannon fire. The other ships immediately reacted, prioritising the cannisters that Timmy’s zombie ships were flinging at them. A few still managed to hit, and when they did, barriers would flicker or holes would appear. Jake’s lips curled. He didn’t know what those were, but he wanted some.

And then the strangest thing happened.

Timmy’s ships began to catapult zombies at their enemies – zombie acid slimes.

Jake stared as his mind tried to make sense of what he was seeing.

It… was horrifying.

Even as he shouted more orders, he couldn’t help but feel bad for the poor bastards who now had to fight off acid slimes. Those creatures were nightmares to fight without the right equipment – equipment that sailors almost never had because when was the last time an acid slime had appeared at sea?

* * *

Katie peered at the carnage unfolding on the first of the imperial ships to face their zombie slimes and winced. “Is it bad that I feel a bit sorry for them?”

Her master put a hand on her shoulder. “Katie, that’s a sign you’re still human. Sure, they’ve been doing their best to kill us ever since they arrived, but they’ve also been trying to kill James, so they can’t be all bad.”

She gave her master a dubious look. Based on his words alone, she would have assumed that he and James were enemies, yet the more time she spent around the two of them, the more convinced she was that the opposite was true.

“What are those things?” James asked as he peered through his goggles.

He was launching projectiles from the safety of the fortress’s walls. The barrier still wasn’t up to full strength, but Katie’s master had added a function that let them concentrate its power in a single direction. It wasn’t perfect, but it should protect them from long-range bombardment from the sea until the barrier was back to full strength. Aerial troops could be an issue since they could go around the barrier, but their own aerial forces were doing their best to hold them off, and they were wary of approaching the fortress without naval support. The presence of James, Avraniel, and more than a hundred elves made any aerial assault a risky proposition. The dwarves had also deployed a number of weapons that basically scattered shrapnel through the sky. A dragon wouldn’t care, but wyverns would find themselves in a lot of strife, as would drakes and griffins if they took multiple hits.

“Zombie acid slimes,” her master said as he began to explain them to James in more detail.

Katie, though, was more focused on the action. Slimes weren’t easy to reanimate due to their inherently magical nature and strange physiology. Her master had speculated that they might not even be native to this world but were in fact survivors from an ancient eldritch experiment. It was a plausible idea, and it wasn’t impossible for creatures from other worlds to survive in their world. Sam was living proof of that. Moreover, there weren’t any other creatures similar to slimes. Alchemically created slimes were also different from wild slimes. Indeed, alchemically created slimes were closer to crude attempts to mimic the general properties of their wild cousins than true members of the same species.

It took a skilled necromancer to not only kill a slime but also kill it in a way that allowed for reanimation since the most effective ways to kill slimes usually didn’t leave a corpse behind. Even when corpses were left behind, they tended to decay with incredible swiftness. Reanimating a slime was also more difficult and time consuming than reanimating a regular zombie. Her master could do it. He was a Grand Necromancer. Fortunately, zombie slimes were worth the effort.

First and foremost, zombie slimes were largely impervious to regular weaponry. Cutting, stabbing, and bludgeoning them did very little to actually damage them. They just reformed their bodies and continued on their merry way. Explosives and extreme heat could kill them, but it wasn’t easy for regular people to generate the force or heat required to prevent them from reforming. Decay magic could also work, but decay magic wasn’t common. Other forms of magic could work too, but again, a decent level of power was required. Against regular soldiers with normal weapons, slimes could be quite threatening despite their comical appearance. In the wild, slimes were not a huge threat since they were generally peaceful unless attacked first, and they rarely approached settlements. More often than not the best way to handle a slime was to leave as quickly and quietly as possible.

There were different types of slimes. Acid slimes could control their acidity. There were people who called them basic slimes because they could also make their bodies more basic. However, hardly anyone used that term since it was confusing and frequently used for more rudimentary slimes that lacked the stranger powers of their more exotic peers. Honestly, one day, Katie was going to set up a foundation to ensure proper monster nomenclature because it could be very confusing.

The strength of an acid slime could vary dramatically, but the strongest amongst them could dissolve a human body within moments. Her master had always cautioned her to treat any acid slime as if it was strong until proven otherwise. Older and more experienced acid slimes had been known to conceal their strength, lulling their opponents into a false sense of security, so it was better to always treat an acid slime with caution. If in doubt, kill it with extreme prejudice and then worry about how strong it was later. Or let Spot eat it. She doubted there was an acid slime in the world that could actually harm the dragon.

Slimes ate things and consumed magic to grow larger and recover when their bodies were damaged. As a slime grew more powerful, it could also alter its density to conceal its true size until it needed to fight. The thing about zombie slimes, and what made them so interesting to work with, was that her master had recently found a way to tweak their intelligence. By and large, slimes were stupid. They operated largely on instinct and were incapable of using all but the most basic of tactics. However, her master was skilled in eldritch sorcery, and slimes were, in many respects, eldritch beings. Their stupidity was a failsafe, a way of keeping them from getting out of control, and there were ways to meddle with it.

Now, her master wasn’t a fool. He wasn’t about to create a super-intelligent slime that could conquer the world. Indeed, he’d asked Sam to eat any unruly experiments, and the horror had eaten quite a few of them after they’d turned rebellious and tried to overthrow them. Sam hadn’t minded. They were tasty.

They’d eventually found a happy medium that let the slimes act and execute orders in much the same way as regular zombies. Moreover, her master had found ways to maintain absolute control over them and prevent their intelligence from increasing any further. These new and improved zombie slimes took even more time and effort to make than regular zombie slimes and could only be made at the castle. In exchange, though, they could follow more complex orders than regular slimes without having to be personally controlled, which made them easier to work with. A few of them had also developed personalities of their own, similar to Harold. She and her master had kept a close eye on them for signs of treachery, but they seemed more like pets, simple-minded and eager for approval.

Katie had named her favourite zombie slime Lord Super Slime III. Her master had given her a dubious look since Lord Super Slime III was technically his zombie, but she’d insisted. What had truly tipped the scales in her favour was the slime turning pink after an experiment to improve his combat effectiveness. The experiment had only been a partial success, but he had remained pink ever since, and her master had given up on changing his name. Lord Super Slime III – a super name for a super zombie.

Lord Super Slime III sailed through the air and landed on the deck of a dreadnought with a wet splat. His acidic body immediately melted anyone caught up in the initial splash before he began to pull himself back together. This was the main reason her master had opted to use zombie slimes. They could survive being catapulted. For a moment, Lord Super Slime III paused as he assessed his surroundings using the otherworldly senses that all slimes had. The crewmen pulled back, unsure of how to approach him. After all, when was the last time a sailor had to fight an acid slime?

His pink body quivered and then firmed. He had come to a decision. He attacked.

Like a bizarre, living wave, he washed over his closest opponents, swallowing them in a tide of acid. They were swiftly consumed and added to his mass as the crew began to attack him in earnest. Their physical attacks did little except leave them within reach, but the magical attacks were another matter. All dreadnoughts carried a complement of war mages. Bolts of magical energy tore into Lord Super Slime III, and he would have died there if not for all the special materials he had been fed to increase his power, his resistance to magic, and his regenerative abilities. Her master ordered him to go through the deck, and the slime dutifully melted through the deck and dropped down to avoid further attack before going on a rampage through the ship’s interior.

Lord Super Slime III turned the corridors of the ship into a killing field as he gorged himself on the enemy. It was a pity that slimes destroyed the bodies of those they consumed, so she and her master wouldn’t be getting many useable corpses. However, the damage he was doing more than made up for it. He rolled toward the barrier chamber, ate the people defending it, and then spewed acid all over the chamber to disable the barrier.

More zombie slimes pelted down on the imperial ships as zombie fishes carrying explosives rammed into their enemies. A lesser naval force would have broken and fled. Unfortunately, the imperial ships were numerous and disciplined, and the raw power of the Hammer let them stabilise the situation and slowly but surely turn the tide. Katie scowled. That ship was stupidly powerful, and its barrier had yet to show any signs of weakening.

Yet instead of being concerned, her master grinned. “Relax. We’re fine. We bought enough time. Millie is here.”

“What?” Katie asked. “Where?”

“Our zombies passed her on their way here, but she should be close enough for you to sense now. Search for a large zombie that doesn’t belong to us moving through the water at high speed.”

Katie’s brows furrowed, and then she gasped. A large zombie? No. The zombie she could sense was enormous.

A huge claw emerged from the water and seized one of the smaller imperial ships. The claw tightened, and the ship split in half.

“What is that?” James blurted.

Her master laughed. “The world’s scariest zombie crab.”

A colossal crab loomed out of the water. Its shell had to be hundreds of feet across, and it had more than the usual number of limbs. Two of those limbs ended in titanic claws that Katie could see had been tailored to optimise their crushing and cutting power. The other limbs had been altered as well, each to serve a particular purpose, and she was fairly confident that two of them had been taken from a giant praying mantis.

What made the gigantic crab even more terrifying was the ability it revealed a moment later. It spat a pulse of water from its mouth. The attack was so fast that Katie really only registered it when the water struck a barrier, broke through it, and then detonated against a ship with devastating force. That wasn’t something a crab should be able to do. How had Millie done it? Had she used kraken and leviathan parts? Or maybe she’d used parts from a hippocampus or a water salamander? The empire’s ships fired on the crab, but the crustacean shrugged off the attacks. Millie must have reinforced its shell too, adding parts from other animals or using various materials to improve its resilience.

There had to be hydra parts involved as well. The heavy cannons from the empire’s biggest ships were definitely damaging the crab’s shell, but that damage was healing faster than they could inflict it. The Hammer was finally forced to break away from Jake’s ship to focus all of its strength on the crab. The crab vanished beneath the waves and swam below the surface before angling in for another attack. Her attention was then drawn to the aerial battle as her master barked an order for their forces to clear out and give way.

The cause for his order was a huge zombie great eagle – the largest Katie had ever seen. She really wanted to know where Millie had gotten it since it was a third larger than the next largest great eagle she knew of. Her master was right. Millie might not have a lot of zombies compared to them – and that was a weakness she knew her master could exploit to a terrifying degree – but the zombies she’d brought were absolutely top of the line.

The eagle flapped its wings, and feathers rained down. The speed at which they regrew meant that hydra parts had to be involved, and the way the feathers dissolved into dust that ignited to produce clouds of fire suggested a combination of salamander parts and parts from certain insects that Katie preferred not to think about. It was a testament to Millie’s skill that she could combine such disparate creatures into a functional composite zombie.

Millie’s focus on super zombies was the reason she hated the restrictions at conventions since she couldn’t bring any of her favourite zombies in and had to leave them outside the safe zone. And because Millie wasn’t nearly as scary in close combat as Katie’s master, she was not at her best. Was that why Millie and her master had gotten to know each other? At conventions, her master was arguably even more dangerous than normal since he was far deadlier than most necromancers when zombies weren’t allowed. Runes, seals, and eldritch sorcery were all extra weapons in his arsenal, not to mention his skills in hand-to-hand combat and weapons. Teaming up with her master would give Millie a valuable ally, and her master would have one less Grand Necromancer to worry about. Plus, Millie’s pitchfork was really sharp. More than one necromancer had underestimated her only to be on the receiving end of a pointy death.

The third and final zombie to arrive – at least for now – was the one that convinced the empire’s forces that discretion might be the better part of valour. It was a humungous jellyfish that was even larger than the crab. It was swimming along with Millie and Winston on top of it. Millie was cackling maniacally while gesticulating wildly with her pitchfork. In contrast, Winston wore a put-upon expression as he raised a metal staff and unenthusiastically waved it around at Millie’s urging. Honestly, he looked as if he wanted to be anywhere else, not that Katie blamed him. The jellyfish, meanwhile, was doing its best impression of a kraken, grappling ships and pulling them under while its other tentacles fired stingers at the empire’s ships.

“Well…” James tugged off his goggles and rubbed his eyes as if to check he wasn’t hallucinating. “That’s not something you see every day.”

“Millie might be odd, but she’s reliable when it matters.” Her master paused. “Do you think we should pursue? I think we might be pushing our luck if we do.”

“It is tempting,” James said. “But I think you’re right. We should consolidate our position. Our ships have taken a beating, and our aerial forces aren’t in great shape either. If we attacked now, her zombies would be doing most of the fighting. If they went down, we’d lose everything. The Hammer is also still intact. As tough as those zombies seem, I don’t fancy their chances against it in a straight up fight, especially at range.”

“Agreed.”

James gave the order for their forces to hang back. “Tell this Millie to come to the fortress. I need to speak to her.”

Her master grinned. “I will… and now I know where that jellyfish went.”

“Master?” Katie asked.

“I put in a big bid for that jellyfish. I doubt Millie was able to match it, so she must have had a connection to the seller. She is on good terms with plenty of monster hunters. Oh well. At least, she’s using it to help us.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

Timmy breathed a sigh of relief. Millie had not been happy about the order to fall back. Like most necromancers, her favoured approach was to mercilessly crush her enemies with her zombies. The moment the enemy retreated was the moment they were buried beneath a tide of undeath. That wasn’t to say that Millie was a bad tactician although she wasn’t exactly brilliant either. She was above average, but it was usually the quality of her zombies rather than the quality of her tactics that carried the day. However, there was a certain inimitable thrill that came from riding atop a giant zombie and unleashing necromantic mayhem on the enemy.

Timmy knew that thrill. Every good necromancer did. He also knew how easily it could overpower common sense unless it was carefully controlled. In the end, Millie had turned around after the Hammer and its escorts began to lay down heavy suppressing fire to cover their retreat. Not even her zombies could charge headlong into that sort of firepower and remain unscathed, especially since the Lords of Magic assigned to the Hammer were of the more experienced and skilled variety, as opposed to the newer replacements who’d been rushed into service as the war began to take its toll. Millie might have been eager to slaughter her enemies, but she wasn’t about to take on the empire’s entire naval force alone.

It would have been nice to pursue, but their forces were in no shape to follow. Timmy was more concerned with salvaging as many ships as they could from the battle since every ship they could keep afloat was another ship they’d have for the next battle. Let the empire commit themselves to attack after attack. Defender’s advantage was real, and Timmy wasn’t about to squander their forces on an assault that had little chance of succeeding. He might have been able to trick the empire in the past, but relying solely on tricks was a recipe for disaster.

As the naval forces moved apart, their respective aerial forces did the same. Everton’s fliers had once again acquitted themselves well, but the edge in numbers still went to the empire. They could defend, but attacking would be a risky proposition unless they could find a way to tip the odds in their favour. On the upside, since the empire didn’t have any necromancers, Timmy and Katie were free to use the corpses of dead fliers to bolster their numbers. It was simply a matter of dredging them up and finding the time and magic to reanimate them.

With the situation under control, Timmy went to meet Millie and Winston. As he’d expected, the other necromancer was full of pep and enthusiasm as her jellyfish reached out to put her and Winston down near the fortress. Rather than an escort involving hundreds of zombies, she had opted to bring a small group of zombies and to ride atop a heavily modified zombie bear with Winston. It was a pity that she hadn’t brought all that many other zombies with her jellyfish. It would have made for an excellent troop transport given its size. Oh well. She had her own way of doing things, and so did he.

“Hah!” Millie cackled and adjusted her glasses while jabbing her pitchfork in his direction.

Little bolts of lightning crackled up and down the weapon, and Timmy was pleased to see she’d replaced her old pitchfork. Her new pitchfork was made of more durable material that could amplify and channel lightning magic, and it was covered in a variety of runes and seals that could be used for both offence and defence. No small number of those were modifications of runes and seals he’d used on his old shovels.

Millie might not have his expertise in runes and seals, but she wasn’t half bad, and she had the skill to modify runes and seals she was familiar with. He’d explained those runes and seals to her because he no longer used them and had devised better ones and because she was willing to trade a few things he needed for the knowledge. Masters of runes and seals were rare, and most of them were more reclusive than Timmy. He doubted that any of the other true masters would be willing to work with her, and that was assuming she could arrange a meeting. Such masters tended to be very handsomely paid by the governments of whichever country they resided in, and access to them was strictly controlled. Naturally, many of them were also pompous gits who hadn’t set foot on a battlefield in decades.

“Rejoice!” Millie cried. “For I have come to save you all!”

Winston slid off the bear and flopped onto his feet. The boy was noticeably taller than Katie – and the gap seemed to grow with each passing year – but he looked a bit pale around the gills. They must have travelled as quickly as possible without taking any time to rest because Timmy couldn’t remember Winston ever getting seasick or airsick. The metal staff the boy carried was also worth a closer look, but he’d save his questions for later. Unless he missed his guess, it wasn’t something that Winston had made. Instead, it was an artifact he’d found.

“Yes.” Winston used his staff to prop himself up and waved tiredly. “Behold our glory.”

Katie grimaced and then glanced at him for permission. He nodded. Katie and Winston had exchanged letters over the years, most likely to commiserate about their training and to discuss opportunities related to their various interests. “I think you need to get some sleep, Winston. I can show you to your room. They already told me where it would be.”

“Yes,” Timmy said. “A strong wind could knock him over.”

“Hah.” Millie struck a pose. “Winston isn’t so weak that a few days without sleep could lay him low.” Winston’s bleary eyes and glare begged to differ. “But rejoice, Winston. You’ve done well. As your master, it is only fitting that I reward you.” She gestured with her pitchfork. “Escort him to his room.”

“You’re making it sound as if we’re going to drag him off to the dungeon,” Timmy drawled as Katie led Winston away. A couple of Winston’s zombies trailed after him – a zombie wolf and a zombie warrior – and he managed to get almost a dozen steps before starting to sway. Rather than letting him struggle the rest of the way, Katie picked him up with her shadows and kept walking. It was a comical sight, given their difference in height, but Winston had always been a pragmatic boy. If Katie was willing to carry him, he wasn’t going to complain. Besides, one lanky boy wasn’t heavy enough to tax her magic.

“So…” Millie said as she skipped along beside Timmy. “Were you impressed by my entrance?” Despite her seemingly carefree demeanour as she followed him into the fortress, she hadn’t let her guard down. Her zombie bear plodded along behind them, and he could sense a zombie viper hidden in her sleeve. There were also several zombie possum-salamanders clinging onto the underbelly of the zombie bear.

“It was certainly impressive, and I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting the crab.” He chuckled. “But how have you been, Millie?”

“Meh.” The other Grand Necromancer made a face. It wasn’t easy to see since she hid her face in her hood all the time, but he’d knew her well enough to see the signs. “This whole war thing has been making my life miserable. Everything is harder to get and more expensive. Plus, at least two of my enemies have imperial support. It’s a huge pain, not to mention, they cancelled the convention that was supposed to happen later this month.”

Timmy grinned. It was hard to have a secret necromancer convention on a remote island when the aforementioned island was smack bang in the middle of the naval war between Everton and the empire. “I’m sure they’ll hold it once the war is over.” Millie’s territory was on the other side of Everton, so if she joined, they’d be able to expand their territory and protect their flanks while also gaining access to another port on that side of the coast.

“The Supreme Cleric’s offer was pretty good too – not that I intended to fight her.” Millie shuddered. “I enjoy living.”

That wouldn’t be a fight. As skilled and powerful as Millie was, going up against Vicky would be closer to an execution. The Supreme Necromancer himself wouldn’t have been able to beat Vicky, and the old man was still exceptionally strong with decades of experience.

“And fighting on your own can get hard after a while,” Millie murmured.

It was one of the weaknesses of her approach to necromancy. If all the Grand Necromancers in the world held a tournament in which they could only field one zombie to fight on their behalf, Millie would probably win. However, if they were allowed to make as many zombies as they wanted, then Timmy had a decent chance of winning. Timmy was not only able to make high-quality zombies but also large quantities of zombies. Moreover, he specialised in controlling vast numbers of zombies with extreme precision. In contrast, Millie’s approach relied on a smaller number of truly outstanding zombies to defeat her opponents. It was an approach she’d picked up from her late master.

By all accounts, he’d been a decent fellow before meeting his end, and his approach had been tailored to clearing out the threats that had claimed the former dungeon beneath her castle, which had once been his. Moreover, her master’s own enemies had struggled to deal with his elite zombies, further encouraging that approach. Thanks to that same approach, she had not only survived after her master’s passing but also grown into a Grand Necromancer. However, as her enemies grew in number and began to adopt different tactics, it became harder for her to properly patrol her territory. It was difficult for her to strike the right balance between elite zombies and regular zombies, especially since Millie’s ability to control large numbers of zombies was on the lower end for a Grand Necromancer.

“It can be, which is what allies are for.” Timmy wouldn’t think less of anyone for getting tired of fighting alone. He knew all too well how isolating it could be even with a great friend and ally like Sam. As far as he knew, Millie hadn’t had anyone she could rely on the way Timmy could rely on Sam, at least, not after her master died. Trust, after all, did not come easily to necromancers. From what Timmy knew, her master hadn’t trained any other apprentices, or if he had, none of them had reached the same heights as her. “I’m sure you’re hungry. We’ve got food waiting, and James wants to meet you.”

“What about Winston?” Millie asked.

“We can have food sent to his room, and he can eat when he wakes up. And don’t worry about security. James may be a git, but now that you’re on our side, he’ll take care of you and yours.”

“I guess…” Millie frowned. “But who’s James?”

“Ah. Right. You probably know him better as Councillor Arthurs. He’s the one formally in command of this fortress.”

Millie huffed. “Is he some creepy, old man?”

Timmy chuckled. It was a common misconception that the Council was made up of old men and women. In truth, however, the Council was made up of people of all ages, from the relatively young like James and Vicky to the much older councillors who would have retired soon if the war hadn’t broken out. There weren’t any creepy, old men, as Millie put it. The Council’s requirements were far too stringent since the pool of talent the Council could draw on was incredibly deep. Only the best managed to get into the Council and stay there, and although politicking was inevitable, the sheer level of scrutiny that was levelled at anyone trying to join had thus far managed to keep incompetence to a minimum. Honestly, given the attitudes most of the Council had toward incompetence, they’d find a way to get rid of anyone who couldn’t keep up.

Millie wasn’t all that well informed about the Council. Not only did Millie not live in Everton but she also did her best to avoid unnecessary conflict with them. Indeed, Vicky’s existence was a warning to any necromancers planning to make trouble for Everton. She could – and absolutely would – take the time out of her day to deal with any rogue necromancers who decided to terrorise the populace. Thus far the only necromancers with the guts to oppose the Council had either been insane like Timmy’s master or operating under the auspices of various governments.

James, for all that he could be aggravating, was a powerful warrior, an adept commander, and a skilled administrator and politician. His family had achieved its wealth and power through trade and the careful management of its lands and resources. James had demonstrated the ability to follow that approach while continuing to seek further opportunities. The area under his family’s control had been prosperous for centuries, and he had kept abreast of the latest developments to ensure that continued. He also had an eye for talent and had chosen able subordinates throughout all of his appointments. It should have been annoying, but Timmy didn’t see the point in picking fights with someone incompetent. The Academy would have been so boring if his nemesis had been a complete fool.

“Well…” Timmy was wondering how best to slander James without actually lying when the other man peeked out of the conference room.

“What are you waiting for?” James growled. “Hurry up. Gerald has already contacted Vicky via communication sphere. Come on.”

James ducked back into the conference room, and Millie stopped mid-stride and stared before grabbing Timmy by the arm and hauling him over to the wall while commanding her zombie bear to stand in front of them as a makeshift barrier. For a second, Timmy genuinely wondered if she was about to stab him before setting the thought aside. He had several of his own zombies nearby, and she still had her pitchfork in hand. At this range, it wasn’t the best weapon, nor would she be able to draw another weapon before he could stop her. He was also wearing several protective charms, and he was much, much better than her at close combat. If Millie wanted to kill him, she’d have done it earlier when she was next to her zombie jellyfish.

“What’s wrong?” Timmy asked. Little sparks of electricity flashed along Millie’s hair, which only made it frizzier. He blinked. That only happened when she was really nervous. “Millie?”

“Who was that?” Millie squeaked.

Timmy blinked owlishly and then stared into Millie’s hood. She was blushing, and her eyes kept darting back toward the door of the conference room. “What?” he asked flatly.

“Who was that?” Millie asked dreamily, tugging at his arm again. “He’s gorgeous! And his voice…”

Timmy’s jaw dropped. He had to be hallucinating. “Huh?”

She swatted him on the arm and giggled. It was terrifying. He muttered a word of eldritch power to check if she was possessed or under the influence of some otherworldly being. Nope. “Don’t be stupid. Who was that?”

“That was James. You know, Councillor Arthurs,” Timmy said slowly. Gorgeous? Objectively, Timmy was willing to concede that by conventional standards, James wasn’t hideous. In fact, just about every woman who’d ever met him considered him to be quite handsome since he had the sort of textbook appeal that a prince from a fairy tale would have despite what Timmy viewed as an awful personality. However, that had rarely come up in the past since the woman who was around Timmy and James the most was Vicky, and she was utterly unmoved by his supposed handsomeness. Was that because Vicky was a beauty in her own right or was it because she knew what a git he could be? Timmy had never bothered to ask. Well, James might be a git, but he was a fair git. The main reason he disliked Timmy wasn’t because he was a necromancer. It was because he was Timmy, which was a refreshing change.

“What?” Millie squeaked again. “He’s the councillor?” She tugged her hood down to cover her blushing face. “What am I going to do? I haven’t slept in days. I must look awful.” She shook Timmy and then struck a pose. “How do I look?”

The first word that came to mind was ridiculous. Her pose was something that even Katie would have said went too far in pursuit of the ‘menacing necromancer’ aesthetic. However, it was clear that she was panicking, and he wasn’t so heartless as to deliberately make it worse. Plus, she was waving her pitchfork around. He’d rather not get stabbed.

Gerald walked out of the conference room with a communication sphere. An image of Vicky hovered over it. “Is there a problem?” Vicky asked. “And thank you for carrying me around, Gerald. It’s not as good as being there with an astral projection, but it’s better than staring at the table.”

“It’s no trouble.” Gerald was a bit bedraggled, but there was also a small spring in his step since the empire was unlikely to launch another major attack for at least a day or two. “I’m glad to be alive.”

Timmy snickered. He’d overheard Gerald discussing possible escape routes with the ninja rats, so Millie’s arrival must have brought welcome relief. Of course, Gerald was now worried about having nightmares about giant jellyfish since he’d made the mistake of asking Timmy where Millie had gotten it from. He’d tried to tell Gerald that he was better off not knowing, but the bureaucrat’s curiosity had gotten the better of him. It would seem that not only felines were at risk.

“The problem,” Millie hissed as she jabbed her pitchfork at the conference room. “Is that I look terrible, and I’m about to go into a meeting with that gorgeous hunk of a man!”

Vicky blinked slowly, and Timmy was reassured by how baffled she sounded. “You mean James?”

“Yes, James!” Millie’s eyes widened in horror. “Wait… are you and James…?”

“We’re just friends.” Vicky’s voice brooked no disobedience. “Believe me.”

“Oh.” Millie breathed a sigh of relief. “I was worried for a second there.” She shuddered and began to mumble under her breath. “A beautiful, smart, kind, rich, powerful, and influential cleric? That would have been a disaster. Clerics are always so popular.” She rounded on Timmy and cleared her throat. “Help me freshen up!”

“Freshen up?” Timmy’s mind – that awesome instrument of plotting and petty villainy – had finally processed the idea that Millie found James attractive. Good grief. That was actually kind of horrifying, not that he was interested in Millie that way. But what if they had kids? What if they ended up as annoying as James while running around and shocking people with pitchforks? What if they could move their pitchforks with telekinesis? What if he had to babysit? That would be a disaster. He was good with children, and everybody knew it. There was no way he’d be able to escape, especially since Millie’s list of people she could trust was typical of a necromancer. In other words, it was short. It was very short.

But there was no way that could actually happen, right? James was carefully considering marriage since he was now at that age where his family really wanted him to produce an heir, just in case he got stabbed, blown up, or otherwise assassinated. However, sorting through all the proposals was supposedly a huge hassle. James was extremely picky – not that Timmy would begrudge him that since marriage was a very serious matter, and there was no shortage of candidates who were in it solely for the money and prestige rather than genuine affection.

“Timmy, why don’t you help Millie?” Vicky radiated amusement. “Amanda is talking with James, so we should still have a bit of time to spare.”

“Exactly!” Millie couldn’t have known who Amanda was, but she wasn’t about to let the opportunity slip away. “We’re allies now, aren’t we? Help me out!”

“And you do have some skills as a beautician,” Vicky drawled, happily throwing him into the mouth of the proverbial dragon.

“You do?” Millie stared at him. “I only asked you because there’s nobody else. Since when do you know anything about being a beautician?”

Vicky’s lips twitched. “When he was a teenager attending the Academy, he wanted to learn more alchemy and apothecary magic. However, he needed more money for ingredients and equipment, so he could study outside of class. He didn’t want to accept money from me, so he needed to raise it another way. Beauty products were something he dabbled in once he saw how large the profit margins were. Naturally, he needed to know how to apply them to demonstrate. I still use a few of his recipes to this day since he tested them on me, and I know how effective they are. It’s a pity he can’t sell them due to his…questionable legal status.”

The moment Timmy was no longer considered a criminal, he was going to commercialise those recipes. “I tested them on you because your magic could fix any problems, not that there were any.” Timmy had tested all of his concoctions on corpses and himself before using them on anyone else. He wasn’t a monster, nor did he want to draw unnecessary attention.

“Is that so?” Millie studied Vicky intently. The communication sphere couldn’t do full justice to her appearance, but she was nevertheless impressive. Millie must be wondering how good Timmy’s products were if Vicky continued to use them. “Timmy, do your thing.”

He sighed. There was no getting out of this. “Gerald, I’ll need some stuff. Also, can you get Spot to come out here?”

Spot arrived with Avraniel. The elf was in a good mood after blasting away at the empire’s forces, and Spot was much the same. He also appeared to have developed a bit of a paunch, which meant he must have eaten very well indeed. Never mind. He’d be back to normal soon. A dragon’s digestive system was a thing of beauty. The dragon happily trilled a greeting and then trotted over to rummage through Timmy’s pockets for a treat. Naturally, he found one. Spot was always hungry, and Timmy was always prepared.

“Spot, I need you to use your white fire on Millie’s head.”

The other necromancer immediately retreated and put her pitchfork between herself and the dragon as her zombie bear readied itself for battle. “What?”

“Relax. Spot can use his white fire to heal his allies and return them to optimal condition. Since you did your best to get here quickly, you haven’t slept in days – and it shows.”

“Hey.” Avraniel’s eyes narrowed, and the temperature began to rise. She loomed over Millie, which wasn’t hard since Avraniel was taller than most women. “Are you pointing a weapon at my son?”

Millie stared at her and then lowered her voice before whispering to Timmy, “Why are there so many beautiful women here? She’s not interested in James, is she?”

“Nope. If anything, she’s more likely to set him on fire than hug him.” Timmy snickered. “Now, come on, take off your cloak, so we can get started.”

What followed was a brief blast of Spot’s white fire to help Millie out before Timmy got to work with some of the concoctions he’d left with Gerald. He would have dearly loved to put these on the market, but anything even remotely associated with criminals was not allowed when it came to cosmetics. Cosmetics were, technically speaking, part of the apothecary market, and the apothecary market was strictly regulated in large part due to the scams and other problems that had proliferated over the years. Everton did a better job than most places in dealing with those issues, but they were a constant threat.

The products he used were designed to bring out the shine and gloss of Millie’s hair while leaving her skin soft, smooth, and supple. He also did away with her glasses. She didn’t actually need them. Instead, she’d adopted the persona of a ditzy, frazzled researcher, so people would underestimate her, which made it easier for her to beat them. She had tried to be more menacing in the past, but she didn’t have the size or appearance for it. Still, she was an attractive woman, albeit not in the same league as Vicky, Amanda, or Avraniel. Although, to be fair, there were very, very few people who were. Millie’s eyes were her best feature – fierce, determined, and intelligent. It was why she wore the glasses. Nobody would ever underestimate her if they saw her eyes.

“I’d almost forgotten how good you are at this,” Vicky said as Timmy applied a hint of eye liner and lipstick. Millie wasn’t the sort of person who needed a lot of cosmetics to look good. She looked better with less, so his approach was to accentuate her features rather than papering over any flaws. While not a classical beauty, her features held a certain sharpness that fit well with her eyes.

“I got to practice on myself a lot.” His lips curled. “Hiding bruises and black eyes was something I learned early on since I didn’t always have access to potions or a healer, and I didn’t want people asking questions.”

Vicky’s expression went completely blank for a moment before an utterly fake smile crossed her lips. Timmy had the feeling that if his master had still been alive, it wouldn’t have been for long. “Is that so?”

Millie winced. “You know that’s not normal, right?”

“I’m a necromancer. Normal doesn’t exist for me. Besides, I got the last laugh. He’s dead, and I’m not. Anyway, when Katie first came to my castle, she had a hard time trusting anyone, including me, not that I blame her. She was interested in some of the products that the maids used, so I showed her how they work although she lost interest in them pretty quickly. She was more interested in learning how to make zombies.” Timmy laughed. “But she still insists on having me help with her hair.”

Katie was proud of her hair, and she took very good care of it, which often involved Timmy or a lucky ninja rat brushing and checking up on it. Initially, the rats had tried to devise a roster, but competition had been so fierce that Rembrandt had been forced to take over. Caring for Katie’s hair was a prestigious reward that only the most skilled and deserving rats could obtain.

“I’ve also burnt, singed, and otherwise mangled myself enough times to know that the right products can make a big difference.” He lifted his shovel and used a rune to give it a mirror-like shine. “What do you think?”

Millie beamed. “I look amazing.”

“No, you are amazing.” Vicky gestured. “Now, come on. We should go to the meeting.”

“Is this really okay?” Gerald asked, glancing meaningfully at Millie.

Timmy shrugged. “I have no idea, but it should be interesting.”

They went into the conference room. James was waiting for them with the fortress’s command staff and other important personnel. Timmy’s zombies had reported that Katie had finished dropping Winston off and had decided to take a nap. The past several nights had involved plenty of nocturnal combat, so she was also severely lacking in sleep. For all of her many talents, she was still a child, and children could not shrug off loss of sleep as easily as adults. Plus, the last thing she needed was lack of sleep hindering her growth.

“Took you long enough,” James grumbled, shooting his usual scowl at him. Honestly, if he hadn’t scowled, Timmy would have been worried he’d been replaced by an impostor. However, his expression changed a moment later when he finally noticed Millie. James’s frown vanished, and his voice softened. “And who might you be, gentle lady?”

Timmy gaped in disbelief, and Gerald’s jaw dropped. Vicky, of course, simply chuckled and asked Gerald to reposition the communication sphere, so she could get a better view. Millie dropped a picture-perfect curtsy before looking up at James and fluttering eyelashes that Timmy could have sworn hadn’t been that long only a second ago. Wait… was she using her lightning magic to make them stand out more? If so, that was genuinely impressive.

“I am Lady Millicent Felicity Shelton, Grand Necromancer. But please, good sir, call me Millie.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Millie.” James pulled a chair out for her with his telekinesis and motioned for her to sit. “Know that you are most welcome here. Your aid arrived at a truly opportune time. You have my gratitude and the gratitude of Everton. Your zombies were marvellous. And, please, call me James.”

Timmy stared some more. James always – always – grumbled whenever he used his zombies. It was one of the constants of Timmy’s universe, right up there with Sam devouring cake like some sort of bottomless pit of cake-devouring doom. What was going on? Was this an illusion? Was he hallucinating? Was he actually dead and this was his twisted version of the afterlife?

I do believe he finds her charming. The voice in his mind belonged to Amanda. The vampire’s expression gave absolutely nothing away, but her mental voice was filled with amusement. She might not be a classical beauty, but she has a certain… appeal, all the same. Bookish in some ways but sharp in others, and she has the most remarkable eyes. There is such… force in them.

It's terrifying. Timmy thought back to her. I don’t know what to believe in anymore. Next thing I know, Spot will be turning down food and giving away treasure.

“Why don’t you begin?” Vicky said. “James, if you could provide a summary of the most recent battles and events for Millie?”

Millie folded her hands together, suddenly all business. Her fighting spirit blazed, and her eyes shone. Millie hated to lose, so she was going to throw everything she had at the empire. “Yes. Please, explain.”

What followed was a swift and concise explanation, as per James’s exacting standards. Millie and the others had questions, but James handled them easily although Timmy might have died a little on the inside watching Millie and James get along so splendidly. Oh well. It was better than the alternative. If James decided to pick a fight with Millie, they’d have to worry about her jellyfish bashing the fortress to pieces while she tried to stab James to death with her pitchfork. At this range, Timmy’s money was on James. Millie was good, but she wasn’t going to survive a hail of super-fast projectiles. Seeing Mille and James smile and – dare he say it – flirt with each other was better than seeing them attempt to murder each other, if only by a small margin.

Following James, Vicky gave a summary of her own situation and what help they could expect. Sadly, it was in line with Timmy’s suspicions. That is, it was bad. Their defence in depth strategy, combined with raids and attacks to cut off the empire’s supply lines, was slowly but surely bleeding out the great armada. Unfortunately, one of their allies had gotten overzealous and had overcommitted. The emperor had pounced on the opportunity and had annihilated the ships in question before Vicky could intervene.

Vicky herself had taken on a more active role, and barring mistakes of that nature, she and the emperor had effectively cancelled each other out whenever their forces clashed. They had both made attempts to draw each other out of position for a decisive confrontation, but neither of them had fallen into any traps. It was a hideous stalemate that left their respective forces with the responsibility of fighting elsewhere to gain whatever advantages they could.

Away from the naval battle, the empire had been pushing its ground troops forward against Everton and its allies, but their success in attacking the empire’s supply lines had left them without their usual level of support. Their beleaguered allies were now holding on grimly against the empire’s legions. Timmy frowned. Holding the straits was important, but what if they could somehow seize the empire’s side without taking horrific casualties? Wouldn’t the armada have to turn around?

If they could take the empire’s side without excessive casualties, they could threaten the empire’s northern provinces and client kingdoms. The empire would have to stop them, but taking the straits would require the destruction of a major chunk of the empire’s fighting power. The armada would then become the greatest concentration of military power in the empire – and it would be far from the empire’s mainland. If the armada turned around, they could be harried all the way back. But if they pushed on, they would leave the empire in a dire situation, and Everton and its allies could retreat, perhaps even evacuating the Shimmering Isles and their other allies while destroying any supplies they left behind. The armada would starve, and the imperial mainland would find itself under heavy pressure, especially since the armada’s absence would leave the empire’s entire coast exposed to whatever ships survived the battle for the straits. Of course, taking the straits with the forces they currently had was impossible, barring a series of catastrophic blunders from the empire. Then again, with Millie here and the rest of his zombies…

“I think we should push the offensive,” James said at last. His voice was calm, but Timmy could tell how heavily the matter weighed on him. “Every day that passes leaves you with less and less ground to give up, Vicky, and losing those ships was disastrous – damn those fools! At some point, you’re going to have to fight, and I can’t help but fear that someone else will do something stupid. There are always people who care more about personal glory than winning, and facing the armada is the sort of opportunity those people long for. I understand that we all agreed to the defence in depth, but I worry that we’re hanging you out to dry.”

Vicky shrugged. “I’m carrying this burden because I can, James. It’s that simple.”

“Even so. With the unrest you’ve cited in the empire, a decisive victory of any sort would be helpful. At the very least, if we can divert more of the empire’s resources in our direction, you’d be in a better position. We cannot lose the naval battle and win the war. Timmy, your thoughts?” James said.

Timmy mulled the question. “A daylight attack is out of the question. They’d see us coming a mile away, and their massed firepower is enough to bring down even Millie’s zombies.”

“About those zombies…?” James asked.

“My crab should be able to withstand significant attack,” Millie replied. “He was designed as a heavy assault zombie who could excel in melee combat and draw enemy fire while still possessing serviceable ranged capabilities. He’s nimble for his size, but if he’s on his own, he will go down if the Hammer and the other dreadnoughts are able to focus their fire.” She glanced at Timmy. “I was hoping to get your help with that.”

“I have a few ideas. Your crab can still carry more weight, right?”

“Yes.”

“What about the jellyfish? What exactly is it?” James asked.

Millie tried to hold in a cackle before giving in and cackling madly. Rather than call her crazy, which was what he did whenever Timmy cackled, James seemed to find the sound endearing. What kind of bizarre world did Timmy live in? Vicky grinned impishly, and Amanda spoke into his mind again.

Adorable.

Adorable? It was disturbing. Timmy was tempted to use a word of eldritch power to check if what he was seeing was real, but Amanda’s laughter echoed through his mind.

I assure you, it is completely real.

“The jellyfish belongs to a species that lives deep in the ocean. They grow to enormous sizes based on their age and magical power. Apart from their size and strength, they make good zombies because they have organs that allow them to harvest magically reactive materials from the sea and the ocean floor. They use those to create additional organs similar to enormous magical crystals. These additional organs allow them to use extra abilities, such as other forms of magic, regeneration, and so on. It’s how they can fight off krakens, leviathans, and other oceanic titans. Their tentacles can also shoot deadly stingers,” Millie said.

“Have you considered turning it into a mobile weapons platform?” Timmy asked.

“Oh?” Millie raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you were going to do with it?”

“Hah!” Timmy laughed. “So you knew I wanted it?”

“I did, but I’ve dealt with the seller in the past, and I was able to make a special deal with them.” She cackled. “What were you planning?”

“Gerald, can you give me Zombie Plan 21-B?” Timmy asked. Gerald handed over a sheaf of papers, and Timmy spread them across the table. “Thank you, Gerald. Basically, the jellyfish has a highly advanced magic circulatory system that is actually closer to what you might find in a dungeon or a magical nexus than a normal living thing. By adding the right runes, seals, and magical structures, you should be able to power a barrier that is closer to a fortress’s than a dreadnought’s, albeit only temporarily. You can also attach magical cannons rather than relying solely on whatever extra magical abilities it has managed to acquire since they can only use magic in a crude, blunt manner. You would at least double its offensive strength and more than triple its durability in a typical combat scenario. Adding a variety of smaller zombies as a ‘crew’ of sorts would increase those numbers even further.”

Millie was practically drooling as she studied the plans. Runes, seals, and magical structures of this level were not part of her skillset. Oh, she knew her fair share, but Timmy would have been considered amongst the elite of the elite in that area if he could get properly certified. There wasn’t a single necromancer in the world who could match him.

“Assuming we do something similar to the crab, we might be able to weather the empire’s naval firepower long enough to break through. Unfortunately, the fortress is another matter. It’s firepower is extremely formidable,” Timmy said. “However, one of the ninja rats was able to retrieve information on how the enemy fortress’s barrier works. I’d need to get closer to be sure, but I might be able to sabotage it enough to give us a fighting chance. I’m hoping the rat in question can get us more information, but he had to back off to avoid being caught.”

“I will trade you an oceanic platypus corpse if you implement these designs and fully explain them to me,” Millie said.

“You have one of those?” Timmy had been searching for one for ages, but the current geopolitical climate had made it all but impossible to obtain. It would be extremely useful, and it would be a great lesson for Katie too. “Gerald, can you give me Zombie Plan 21-C, please?” Timmy handed Millie the plans. “We can go further. Using innovations from a variety of sources, we can turn the jellyfish into a mobile platform for aerial troops and naval forces too. The load isn’t as bad as you’d think if you have access to the right materials and magic.”

“If we do all of this, how long could it run a full-strength barrier for?” Millie asked, eyes gleaming.

“At full power? You’d be looking at a couple of hours although that time would decrease as the amount of damage it takes increases. You could extend that by staying on top of a place of power. However, your biggest advantage is your mobility. Unlike a fortress, your jellyfish can move fast enough to avoid most conventional naval forces. That’s why adding magical cannons will help. Sure, adding a barrier will allow you to soak up a lot of damage while remaining combat effective, but having your own magical cannons will let you force your enemies back while you retreat to safety.”

“How long would it take to do everything?” Millie asked.

“If I requisition every able-bodied dwarf and craftsman we have?” Timmy hummed thoughtfully. “At least four or five days. Our zombies can handle all the manual labour, but there’s a lot that has to be done by actual people.”

“I see.” James leaned forward, and Timmy had to stifle the urge to scream as Millie mirrored the gesture. He was tempted to ask if she wanted to switch places before realising that putting them beside each other would only make it worse. “Your zombies have the potential to completely alter the flow of this battle. We can adopt a defensive position while you two make whatever changes you think are necessary. We’ve bloodied the empire’s nose, so I think they’ll take their time to assess the situation before attacking again. We can pull Millie’s zombies back into one of the coves out of the empire’s sight and have Amanda layer an illusion over the area. Even if they suspect they’re all there, they won’t know what we’re doing, and they’ll be wary of a trap, which should discourage them from attacking.”

“We’ve survived by using trickery so far,” Timmy said. “So what’s a little more?”

“Indeed.” James sighed wearily. “But just in case, I have my own preparations to make.”

“Your secondary magic?” Timmy asked with a smirk.

“Yes. I finally have the breathing room to use it, and it should buy us the time we need. Millie, I assume that your zombies can handle rough weather.”

“Of course.”

“Good. In the meantime, we can continue to launch the occasional raid or feint to keep them on their toes,” James said. “Hopefully, they’ll lose a bit of sleep.”

* * *

Timmy glanced up. It was the middle of the night, and the skies had cleared. The moon and stars were out, which would make a sneak attack difficult. The seas were calm, and through the eyes of his zombies, he could easily pick out the patrol ships and fliers the empire had dispatched to guard their side of the straits. Their own forces were shadowing the empire’s patrols. He had received a few more snippets of information from the ninja rat near the fortress, but he had advised him to keep his distance. The ninja rat was providing them with important information. Although getting more detailed information about the barrier or assassinating key personnel would be ideal, it was critical that he remain undetected.

With the situation back to a stalemate, James finally had a chance to do his thing. His secondary magic was the opposite of fast. He had to consider a whole slew of different factors, and it required an elaborate ritual to bring out its full strength. To put it bluntly, it was finicky and basically impossible to use during combat. How James’s ancestors had even worked out the mechanics of it boggled Timmy’s mind. He had asked Amanda, but the vampire had remarked, with no small amount of amusement, that she didn’t share James’s magic, nor had her father or her children. Instead, her grandfather had possessed it, and it had only reappeared several centuries later. She had no idea where it had originally come from. Before her grandfather, it had appeared a handful of times, but records from those days were sketchy at best. Nowadays, however, it usually appeared in two or three people each generation although its strength could vary dramatically.

“Do you all have to watch?” James growled as he prepared for the ritual. He was dressed in an ornate robe trimmed with threads of precious metals. Supposedly, it shortened the length of the ritual although Timmy wasn’t sure how that worked. Magic could be exceedingly weird. At least he didn’t have to cover himself in fresh blood, which was a staple in many eldritch rituals.

Millie had done her best to reassure James by telling him he looked fabulous, and James had complimented her on her own clothes, a simple set of black robes although Timmy had motioned for Millie to adjust them slightly. Yes, voluminous black robes suited her, but he didn’t want her tripping over or accidentally stabbing herself with her pitchfork because they got caught on something. He was glad that both Katie and Winston were asleep. They wouldn’t have to witness this debacle – or his part in it.

“Of course, we do. You know it makes the ritual better. It’s a pity that Vicky is occupied. She’d love to be here.”

Millie nodded earnestly. At Amanda’s urging, she had tied her hair relatively loosely, allowing it to billow in the wind as they set up the ritual in one of the fortress’s courtyards with a good view of the straits. “I’m sure your secondary magic is wonderful.”

James smiled, his discomfort instantly transforming into resolve. Good grief. “Then I shall have to do my best to avoid disappointing you.”

“It’s not bad,” Timmy said. “And it should work well with your secondary magic, Millie.”

“Really?”

Millie’s secondary magic was lightning magic. Her lightning magic wasn’t as powerful as her necromancy, but her control was excellent. Usually, she used it in conjunction with her pitchfork. She could paralyse or kill people with even a glancing hit. According to the stories he’d heard, her lightning magic was the reason she’d survived the assassination attempt that had resulted in her master’s death.

Rather than abandon her and escape, he’d chosen to stand his ground and fight in a highly unfavourable situation. He’d given his life to protect her, and Millie had managed to escape after using her lightning magic to kill their pursuers. It was a shame that Millie didn’t use it more often at conventions, but she had a tendency to be vicious with it. Concealing it also encouraged people to underestimate her. The less she showed, the less people thought of it – right up until it killed them.

“I’m sure that your secondary magic is wonderful too.” James took a deep breath and checked to make sure that everything was ready. They’d brought a crowd of exactly the right number of people who were standing in exactly the right way while wearing exactly the right kind of clothes. Again, Timmy was glad that although his earth magic was fundamentally broken, at least the solution was straightforward: carry a shovel. To help with the ritual, Timmy was dressed in a similar outfit to James. He’d already sworn the others to secrecy because he did not want Katie holding this over his head, but he had a feeling that either Avraniel would rat him out the first chance she got, or the rats themselves would deliver the news. At least Rembrandt was with Katie. The eye-patch-wearing rodent wouldn’t just tell Katie. He’d have recordings and diagrams prepared.

Timmy stood opposite James with his arms folded across his chest in a combative pose, which was apparently completely necessary. During their days at the Academy, Timmy had helped James test modifications to the ritual. Although the ritual was broadly similar for everyone in his family who shared his secondary magic, its potency could be increased by making the correct idiosyncratic modifications. Behind him, people were copying his pose whilst James and the people behind him adopted a similar but slightly different pose. To the untrained eye, it appeared as if the two groups were about to square off like rival gangs.

“Shall we get started?” Timmy asked.

James sighed and looked heavenward. The things he did for his magic. If only everybody was as lucky as Vicky – the human equivalent of a flying fortress. “We might as well.” He nodded at Amanda. “If you could.”

Music began to play, courtesy of an auditory illusion. Neither Timmy nor James had been sure it would work, but Amanda had insisted it would be fine, and she had generations of experience to fall back on. Rather than the music most were accustomed to, this music involved a strong, driving, heavy beat without any lyrics. It wasn’t long before the crowd began to do as they’d been instructed: clap and stomp in time with the music.

“I challenge you!” Timmy shouted, jabbing a finger at James. This too was another part of the ritual, and it made James’s magic quicker and stronger. It was probably one of the reasons Vicky had sent him. The number of people who knew the ritual and could actually perform the secondary role was not large. Vicky could do it, but the ritual was more effective when the person performing the secondary role matched the person using the magic in as many ways as possible. Despite their differences, Timmy and James did have many similarities. Timmy had learned the ritual after losing a bet. That had taught him never to face Vicky in a game of poker when real stakes were involved. It wasn’t a question of skill. They were fairly evenly matched in that department. However, Vicky was also very lucky.

James jabbed a finger back at him. “I accept your challenge!”

And then James began to dance.

His dancing was… bizarre by most standards. That was the only way to put it.

James’s movements were based on a form of dancing that predated the foundation of the empire. They had even tried to ban it several times since they considered it uncivilised. Yet the dance had lived on, and it was somehow a part of his magic. It involved all sorts of things like spinning on his head, using his hands to support himself while spinning with his legs extended, and even flopping around like a fish or moving like a badly made golem. It was utterly bizarre… and now Millie was looking at James as if he was the single greatest person she’d ever seen in her entire life.

What were they? Star-crossed lovers?

In seeming answer to his question, the stars above them shone with extra brightness, and Timmy glanced at Avraniel. The star maiden just smirked, clearly enjoying his misery.

Soon, Timmy was doing his part, matching James’s movements and continuing to challenge him as the dance grew increasingly intricate and physically taxing. What made the ritual even weirder was that the dance itself changed depending on what James wanted to do, where he was, and what the local conditions were. That was why James hadn’t used his magic until now. It must have taken him this long to not only find a gap in the fighting but also determine what sort of dance he had to perform to maximise the effect. True, James could use his magic without the ritual, but it would be far, far weaker and slower.

And as strange as the whole display was, the effects were very much worth the effort.

Overhead, the sky began to darken as clouds rolled in to obscure the moon and the stars.

“What?” Millie murmured. Like any Grand Necromancer, she had excellent magical senses. “This much magic…?”

“Dance-amplified, large-scale weather control,” Amanda said. “Also, do not attempt to keep yourself dry. It will amplify the magic further if everyone here gets drenched.”

Timmy grumbled. He could easily have used a seal to protect them from the approaching downpour, but Amanda was right. Exposure to the elements only heightened the power of the ritual. Instead, he and James continued their dance battle as the rain began to fall. It started as a drizzle, but it soon turned into a torrential deluge as the wind grew from a breeze into a screaming gale that had the rain coming in sideways. The crowd watching was absolutely drenched, and the straits were no longer calm. The sea had been whipped into a frenzy, and towering waves rose and fell with terrible force. Millie stared at the sight, entranced, and Timmy redoubled his focus on the ritual. The hardest part was at the end, and neither he nor James could afford to make any mistakes.

As the ritual finally came to an end, James got to his feet. He was soaked, and Millie stared at him. James matched her stare, unable to look away as her clothes clung to her body.

“Millie.” Timmy cleared his throat. “Will this work for you?”

Millie stopped staring and turned her gaze up to the sky. The low, ominous rumble of thunder echoed out, and the flash of lightning lit up the night. She smiled, and her eyes shone. “Oh, yes. This will do just fine.”

“Out of curiosity,” James said. “What is your secondary magic? Timmy said it would allow you to strike at the enemy after my secondary magic was in place, but he never did say what it was.”

Millie replied, but not with words. Instead, she raised her pitchfork toward the sky – and the sky answered.

* * *

Millie loved necromancy. She had loved it since she’d first awakened it, and she’d brought back the old draughthorse that her family had owned. Apple – who’d gotten his name from how much he loved apples – had served her family all his life. But what had they done when he’d gotten sick? They’d abandoned him and left him to die. It had sickened her. Who cared if they could get a new horse? How could they just turn their backs on him after everything he’d done for them? Her father might have grown wealthy, but Apple had been there when he’d owned little more than the clothes on his back. They’d been partners, or so her father had liked to say, and it had been Apple’s strength that had allowed him to make a living. But he’d still cast him aside like a piece of trash once he was no longer useful.

When Millie had brought Apple back, her family had thrown her out because, apparently, that made her evil. Well, fine. They’d already shown her what sort of people they were. She and Apple could survive on their own. She’d been eight years old at the time, but she’d managed. She had a big, strong zombie horse and her necromancy. They’d wandered for a while, and she’d raised squirrels and other animals to keep them company and help them get by. Apple was still his old self despite being a zombie, and he’d always been smart for a horse. Unfortunately, they’d run into bandits. They’d fought them off several times, but it was during the last of those battles that she’d met her master.

He'd taken her in, raised her and trained her, and then the old fool just had to go and sacrifice himself to save her. What kind of necromancer was he? She was supposed to overthrow him and take his castle! She wasn’t supposed to carry him as the rain fell and their enemies did their best to kill them. He’d died fending off their magic because protecting the two of them was so much harder than just protecting himself. Those people had laughed. They’d laughed and laughed and laughed as they’d savoured their victory.

They’d stopped laughing when bolt after bolt of lightning had rained down from the sky and turned them to ash. She’d awakened her lightning magic that day, and she’d honed it ever since. It was her trump card, a surprise that could win battles she should have lost, which was why she rarely used it at anything close to full power in public. To everyone else it was weak, capable of stunning somebody but not much else.

Of course, her lightning magic wasn’t perfect. It had a major flaw. For whatever reason, she couldn’t create huge quantities of lightning on her own. In fact, her ability to generate lightning was relatively weak compared to her necromancy. What she excelled at was control. As long as there was lightning around, she could control it.

And right now?

If she hadn’t already thought that James was a gorgeous hunk of a man with all the smarts she could want, a wonderful, gentlemanly demeanour, and the sort of wealth that her old family – the last, dying remnants of a long-fallen noble family – would have killed to acquire, this would have sealed the deal. She couldn’t create the storms required to generate the vast quantities of lightning that her magic could control, but James could. Even the ritual seemed fun although Timmy looked as though he’d rather be somewhere else. Oh well. He could be a sourpuss at times.

“What are you doing, my lady?” James asked.

She smiled at him, and his eyes widened. What she couldn’t know was how she looked at that moment – hair billowing in the wind, rain streaking down her face, and her eyes alight with magic. “Aiming.”

She reached for the lightning in the clouds, and the energy there answered. Through the eyes of her zombies, she saw that a few of the empire’s largest ships had slipped out of formation. She’d go after them. This storm wouldn’t last forever, not at this intensity, but she’d been told the inclement weather could last for days. She needed to do as much damage as she could while the storm was at its peak. She peered through the eyes of her zombies again and flexed her magic. It felt almost like throwing a stone.

Lightning raced down from the clouds. It normally would have been wild, unfocused, and unruly, but to Millie it was akin to controlling a newly-made zombie. A nudge here, a touch there, and now… success.

CRACK – BOOM.

The barrier around a dreadnought flashed and then shattered as multiple bolts of lightning struck it simultaneously. The smaller ships around it were hit as well, and Millie revelled in the feeling of invincibility that washed over her as she bound more lightning to her will. Again and again, she turned the storm’s wrath at the empire’s ships. Wood splintered. Metal melted. Ships sank. It was glorious.

Beside her, James was staring at the display in awe, and she smirked. The empire’s ships were moving now, trying to get away from the centre of the storm while reinforcing their barriers. Wait. Her eyes narrowed. Was the storm weakening?

James scowled. “The empire must have a mage who can control the weather. It feels… similar to my magic.” He snarled. “Yes, there was that traitorous branch of the family that sided with the empire.” His eyes gleamed. “Timmy, they must be conducting a counter ritual. We need to begin a counter-counter ritual.”

Timmy’s face contorted. “Do we have to?” James nodded. “Fine. Avraniel, see if you can kill whoever is doing this.”

* * *

Avraniel was never, ever going to let the idiot live this down. Dancing around like a fool to help the jerk use his magic? Hilarious. It was a pity that Spot was asleep. He would have found this funny too although maybe it was for the best. The last thing she needed was for him to start dancing around like a weirdo. Then again, it was Spot. He’d come across as more adorable than weird.

“So some of your descendants stuck with the empire, people eater?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” The vampire paused. “I sometimes wonder if I should have dealt with all of them earlier, but…”

Avraniel snorted. “You’re not the type to go around killing your own family, even if they’re probably a bunch of stuck-up bastards.”

The people eater’s lips curled. “I suppose it speaks well of my sanity.”

“Avraniel,” the idiot shouted. “Your target should be on a dreadnought. They’ll be dancing around too. Kill them if you can.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just keep dancing.”

“Millie,” the idiot added. “Don’t worry about using lightning while we’re fighting for control. Use your zombies instead. I’ll send my zombies to harass them too. See if you can pick off any other ships.”

Avraniel swiftly made her way out onto the battlements, her steps swift and sure despite the pouring rain. A smile crossed her lips. Yeah. Spot would definitely have enjoyed seeing this. Out in the straits, the giant jellyfish and crab were getting to work. Their titanic forms closed in on the enemy ships, and one of the stragglers was immediately smashed into kindling by a flailing tentacle before another was crushed by giant claws. Scar was right there beside them, the pissed-off whale doing what he did best. His horns tore through the hull of one ship before his sheer bulk splintered the side of another. She’d share her memories with Spot later while keeping all the dancing out of mind.

It was time to get to work.

She gazed out across the water. She had always possessed inhumanly keen vision. She was, after all, an elf – or so she’d thought. Ever since she’d awakened her star maiden heritage, she’d been getting stronger, faster, better. That included her eyesight. Her vision cut cleanly through the gloom despite the distance, and she smirked. There he was. Well, she didn’t know for sure it was him, but who else would be dancing around on a ship in the middle of a storm? He was also on one of the larger dreadnoughts.

Unfortunately for him, his ship’s barrier was directed to the side to hold off the jellyfish’s tentacles. A few bolts of lightning were still striking down at the ships, but they were considerably weaker than before. That Millie person must not be able to multitask well enough to control the storm and her zombies. That was a bit lame, but Avraniel could cut her some slack. Those zombies of hers had been pretty useful so far.

Avraniel took a deep breath and raised the Bow of the Sun. Her opponent was much, much further than usual. However, she didn’t need area-of-effect damage or the strength to pierce through a barrier. Her target was human. As long as she could hit him, he would die. Her eyes narrowed, and the world came into perfect focus. She saw her target clearly as he moved through the motions of his dance. She saw the waves rise and fall, and she felt the wind roar past. She tracked each drop of rain between herself and her target and let them tell her which way the wind was blowing. Deep within her, power stirred, and molten metal rushed through her veins. The Bow of the Sun shone as a single arrow formed. Words came to her, words from another life.

As thin as a needle and as sharp as starlight.

She loosed her arrow and then swaggered back toward the others as her target hit the deck – minus his head.

The idiot was still dancing. “That was quite a shot. I saw it through my zombies, and I wouldn’t have thought it was possible if I hadn’t seen it myself.”

“What can I say?” Avraniel drawled. “I’m just that good.”

“Pull your zombies back,” the idiot said to Millie. “They’ll be within range of the rest of the fleet soon. Use your lightning instead. James, how long will this bad weather last?”

“A few days,” the jerk replied. “But calling up another storm after this won’t be possible for at least a month.”

“A few days, huh?” The idiot’s lips curled. “Let’s hope that’s enough.”

* * *

Vicky was mildly put out that she hadn’t gotten to witness James’s secondary magic in action. As much as Timmy liked to make fun of it – and it was certainly amusing – they both understood that it was incredibly powerful. Personally, she didn’t understand why James was embarrassed by it. Having to dance around was a small price to pay for being able to change the weather over a large area.

Most weather-controlling magic struggled to cover an entire town, and few could do more than call down a bit of rain. James had covered the straits in a storm so powerful it would be all but impossible for the empire to launch a naval attack. Who cared if a ritual was necessary? Hmmm… perhaps she should speak to Timmy about the teasing, but it wasn’t as though James was any better. He still made fun of Timmy for needing a shovel to use his earth magic properly. They were idiots, both of them, but they were both special to her in their own way.

Besides, that was just how those two related to each other.

In her opinion, magic was magic. If someone’s magic imposed certain conditions on them, so be it. As long as it wasn’t anything evil, like sacrificing children, she saw no reason to be ashamed. In any case, watching Timmy and James dance around would have been the highlight of her day although she was curious to know how Millie had taken the whole thing. From what she’d seen so far, she would put money on Millie being entranced.

Right now, though, she had other concerns. Namely, cookies.

Now, Vicky enjoyed a good cookie as much as any normal person. In fact, some would argue that she had a sweet tooth although, in her opinion, her magic’s ability to fend off the horrors of tooth decay also had a lot to do with her affection for sweets. It was a pity that her astral projections could not savour food. It would have been wonderful to drop by Timmy’s castle and enjoy Alicia’s cookies fresh out of the oven.

The young woman was always happy to make her some although Spot had bristled until receiving assurances that the cookies were not coming out of his share. It didn’t matter who it was, if someone got between Spot and his cookies, there would be trouble. Was it draconic greed or a sign of cookie addiction? Probably the latter since Avraniel was just as bad.

The last time someone had threatened Avraniel’s cookie supply, she’d exterminated the crime syndicate involved and left a trail of charred bodies in her wake. Vicky had noted the transgression and filed a handful of symbolic injunctions, but those particular individuals had been on her list of people to deal with for a while now. Only the war and conflicts over jurisdiction had kept her from interceding more directly, so all the injunctions amounted to was a slap on the wrist.

Indeed, Avraniel’s rampage had allowed her to assess the reactions of several people suspected of dealing with the criminals, and her agents had been able to identify others who’d previously managed to keep a low profile. They were currently being investigated, and she was confident they would be dealt with soon, once they’d secured more information about their backers and connections. It was always better to pull a weed out by the roots rather than simply tearing a few leaves off.

Avraniel had even threatened Vicky, and although she might have been interested in accepting her challenge in more peaceful times – the star maiden ought to present a stern test – they had other concerns. As it was, Vicky had declined, and nobody’s cookie supply had been interrupted. Vicky had also provided a few rarer ingredients for Alicia to work with, and she was curious to see if the girl would awaken some kind of food-related magic the way chefs sometimes did when exposed to more exotic ingredients.

Alicia had also threatened everybody with cookie restrictions if they couldn’t make peace. Vicky had been rather amused by that. The maid seemed to find her courage when it came to baked goods. The expression of utter betrayal on Spot’s face, followed by his pouting, had been utterly adorable. Vicky would never have believed that a dragon could be so adorable.

If anyone back in the capital thought it was strange for her astral projection to regularly return with cookies, nobody had the guts to complain. Being stupidly powerful and influential had its perks, and although she would never seriously abuse her authority, she wasn’t above a bit of posturing to secure more cookies. They were truly magnificent. If she wasn’t already in a partnership with Timmy, Vicky would have paid Alicia handsomely to enter her service.

Her colleagues had asked her how she kept the cookies warm since it wasn’t as though she had fire magic, and they could tell that she wasn’t using runes or seals to do it either. In truth, it was a highly refined example of light magic. Light magic was perfect for keeping things pure and untainted by denying or stripping away outside influences. As a child, she’d often snuck cookies into her room, only to despair when they got cold. By fiddling with her light magic, she’d learned that she could make the temperature of the cookies one of the attributes that was kept pristine and pure. It was only later that she’d learned that the ability to do so without locking the entire cookie into a sort of stasis was actually very rare due to the complexity and difficulty involved. She’d even learned how to keep her cookies at the perfect ‘fresh out of the oven’ state permanently although nothing would ever truly replace the real thing. Her parents had been overjoyed at the growth in her abilities but vaguely horrified that it had occurred due to her desire to indulge in better cookies.

It was also a fun way to surprise the children of her friends and family. Being the Supreme Cleric tended to make children a bit… awed of her, especially those with keen magical senses. Having warm cookies on hand helped to soften her image.

However, as fond as she was of cookies in general, she was not fond of being attacked by murderous flying cookies although she could admit they had a certain bizarre appeal despite the attempted murder. After all, how often did she get to fight sentient baked goods with magical powers? It was obviously a ploy to get her to use up her power or to commit to battle instead of the slow but steady retreat that was bleeding the armada dry. Still, if the Lord of Magic responsible hadn’t been on the other side, she would have gladly spent a few weeks helping her unlock all the intricacies of her magic. Would the animated cookies taste better than regular cookies? Did different recipes result in cookies with different powers?

For that matter, did animated food have a soul? That appeared to be the case, based on what her astral sight was telling her, but how did that work? Did the Lord of Magic bind the souls of other things into the food, or did creating the food call a soul from elsewhere? Or did creating the food come with a brand new soul, the way creating life often did? Hmm… that was an interesting thought with several complicated implications. Of course, none of that would change the fact that Vicky wasn’t fighting just killer cookies – she was also fighting off killer broccoli, the bane of every vegetable-hating child.

Furthermore, how did animated food even see? The killer broccoli had eyes, but they appeared to be purely cosmetic. Likewise, the cookies also had eyes, but chocolate chips or nuts were hardly the same as real eyes. It had to be magic.

Her bodyguards were helping to thin the horde of killer food while Vicky kept track of the emperor, waiting to see if he would enter the battle himself. She could tell that he was growing impatient. The priceless artifacts he’d brought with him could have done a lot of good elsewhere, but he couldn’t risk facing her without them. Seeing his ferocious glare, she gave him a cheerful wave. Soon, very soon, he'd have to make a choice, and she was readying herself for the battle that would follow when he decided to risk it all.

She felt she had a good measure of his character, and she didn’t think he’d retreat unless the situation was completely untenable. No. If there was a chance he could win, then he’d bet everything on an all-out offensive through the Shimmering Isles’ territory. It was one of the few locations they had to defend, and with so much of their navy occupied, there was no way they’d be able to evacuate the populace. Instead, they had prepared their defences as best they could. If the hammer was going to fall, they’d be ready for it.

Not far away, a giant gingerbread man was blasted apart by a barrage from one of their dreadnoughts. The doughy creature had eyes and a mouth, and it had yelled all sorts of insults. But how did that work? Its eyes were giant gumdrops, and its mouth was icing. She doubted it had anything approaching functional vocal chords. As it crashed backward, she saw the inside of its head. It had no brain, and there was no magical device inside.

She suspected the food creatures were closer to elementals, beings whose features were largely cosmetic. For example, a water elemental might have a face, but it didn’t use its eyes to see, nor did it use its vocal chords to speak. These food creatures might be akin to food elementals, which would make their appearance more cosmetic than functional.

“Die whore!” a giant dragon made of liquorice roared. “I will feast on your flesh!”

Vicky idly sliced it in half with a beam of light. “How rude.” She glanced at the Lord of Magic who was currently hiding behind the emperor. She had most likely seen what had happened to the other Lords of Magic who’d lost their tempers and attacked her. It had not been pretty. The emperor must like her too because he had already blocked a handful of attacks that would have clipped her. Vicky tilted her head to the side. Was the Lord of Magic being carried by a winged monkey made of cake. “Do you tell them to say that, or do they come up with their own words?”

The young woman cringed. “I am so sorry! I have no idea why they use foul language!” Honestly, Vicky wasn’t upset. Being called a whore by someone trying to kill her was about par for the course.

The emperor sighed and reached back to pat her on the head. Vicky’s eyes widened. Wasn’t that interesting? Wait. There was a vague resemblance – not a sister, but a cousin perhaps? “Do not apologise to the Supreme Cleric, Harriet. We are trying to murder her.”

“You can still be polite while trying to kill people.” Vicky fired a few beams of light at them. She had no expectations of doing damage. It was more to make sure the emperor didn’t wander off and lay waste to the fleet. Likewise, he sent several forcefields at her to keep her away from the empire’s ships. “You could always turn around, you know.” She kind of hoped he would. She would kill those who threatened Everton without mercy, but she would rather not have to. After all, the majority of them were commonfolk, not the ones making the decisions.

“Not happening.” The emperor’s lips curled. “I –” He stopped, and they both shifted their attention upward as a massive shockwave of magic that should not be there rippled outward.

Above them, a cloud of sickly grey dust was rapidly spreading across the sky. If she had not heard about it before, she would have suspected it was high-level eldritch sorcery from the strange, otherworldly glow it emitted. But this magic… it was the first time she’d seen it although the files she’d read had mentioned it repeatedly. It belonged to another Lord of Magic, one of the most dangerous after the emperor himself. The files referred to it as the ‘consuming horde’ since it was composed of countless tiny summoned creatures that gorged themselves on matter and energy to replicate themselves. Given enough time and fuel, it could easily devastate entire nations.

“That idiot,” the emperor hissed. “I told him not to use that yet.” His eyes narrowed. “This… no. I can’t sense him controlling it.” He turned to Harriet. “Go. Now. Warn the others.” He raised his voice. “Retreat! All forces fall back immediately! Avoid the grey cloud at all costs!”

Vicky watched as Harriet turned and fled. The emperor glared one last time and then fled as well. Wonderful. Her eyes narrowed as the grey cloud enveloped several of the slower food creatures. They were rapidly devoured, and the grey cloud swelled in size. It was now more than three times its original size, and it was still growing.

“Avoid the grey cloud,” Vicky shouted. “Retreat.”

She saw the flash of the emperor’s forcefields as he began to attack the cloud in earnest. He was joined by the rest of the armada’s forces. Ah. It wasn’t a bluff then. The Lord of Magic responsible had either lost control of his summons or had been betrayed. Either that, or he’d died in a way that negated the contract between them.

Vicky sighed. This was going to be troublesome. The summons would probably eat themselves to death soon, but she couldn’t risk them spreading. From what she’d observed they could only absorb matter and energy at a certain speed. Overloading that would cause them to explode, which was why the empire was hitting them with everything they had.

“Fire into the cloud. Maximum strength. But keep moving. Do not get caught.”

As all the forces under her command opened fire, Vicky unleashed her own powers. Well, this wasn’t how she’d thought her day would go. She’d have to ask the others for details about what had happened with James’s magic. She fired another blast, and a vast forcefield sprang up, containing the attack and allowing it to linger and wipe out more of the cloud. Was the emperor working with her? Perhaps. But whoever won the war would have to come back here and make sure that nothing – nothing – remained of this disaster.

Hopefully, Harriet would survive the war. The world could use more cookies.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

It wasn’t unusual for warriors and generals to bemoan the stupidity or weakness of their foes while wishing for truly worthy opponents to appear. However, Timmy wasn’t like that. Although he planned around the strengths and weaknesses of his opponents, he preferred it when things were easier. Sure, nobody would remember Timmy, Defeater of Bob the Mediocre, but he’d rather be up against Bob the Mediocre than John the Invincible General Who Never Loses.

If his opponent forgot to bring siege weaponry to a siege, then so much the better. Timmy would gladly stay hunkered down behind his walls while raining death down on his enemies with his own siege weaponry. Likewise, if his opponent’s walls weren’t properly protected from earth magic, he would happily show them the error of their ways by bringing those walls down with his shovel.

People always talked about how being magnanimous in victory was hard. Sure. Maybe. But surviving defeat was harder. Growing up, defeat against his master usually meant a beating or worse. Against the assassins and rivals who’d come after him over the years, losing would have meant death. And if the empire got their hands on him? If he was lucky, they’d kill him on the spot. If not? It was better not to imagine the possibilities.

Hoping for a more competent opponent was borrowing trouble, and Timmy had enough trouble in his life. In fact, he’d be overjoyed if the emperor had a heart attack, a tsunami wiped out the armada, and an earthquake swallowed the empire’s side of the straits. He could pack up, go home, and collect his pardon, so he could go back to improving his castle and the lands around it. The influx of funds he’d gotten from all his missions would do wonders for the castle, and being a legitimate noble would allow him to further develop his territory.

Sadly, the empire was reasonably competent. Admittedly, they’d encountered multiple people who’d made a mess of things, but that wasn’t fair. In any sufficiently large group, there were bound to be slackers, fools, and people who’d been promoted beyond their actual competence. That wasn’t bad luck. It was organisational destiny.

Timmy also had a knack for forcing his enemies into making bad decisions. Of course, being an idiot or a slacker wasn’t always a fatal flaw. Slackers often came up with great ideas to reduce their workload. Moreover, raw power and good luck could paper over a lot of mistakes – and what would normally be a terminal lack of intelligence.

The life of Ian the Idiot was a perfect example. Centuries ago, Ian had risen to the rank of Supreme Necromancer through a legendary combination of incredible power and the kind of luck that had people questioning the nature of reality. He had defeated his predecessor in an epic battle that ended with the other man tripping over his robes and breaking his neck. Ian had then defended his title in similar fashion. In fact, his first seven challengers had all met their ends in bizarrely unlucky situations.

Naturally, that had led to speculation that Ian’s secondary – or primary – magic was a form of probability manipulation, but every attempt to divine the nature of his powers had instead suggested that he only possessed necromancy and magic that let him make delicious food out of anything. Ian had eventually retired from the position of Supreme Necromancer to become a restauranteur, at which point, all of the competing restaurants in the city he lived in underwent a series of utterly unlikely but utterly devastating accidents. In a splendid twist of irony, Ian had eventually met his end after being struck on the head by a lump of magic-negating metal that broke off a sword he was waving around to impress the ladies. He was fifty years old.

In a bid to ensure that his luck-based tyranny was gone forever, his body was later exhumed by other necromancers and destroyed by burning, acid, and dilution in the sea. However, a total of ten necromancers would die during the effort, including two Grand Necromancers, only adding to Ian’s legend. One of them would die after tripping and impaling himself on a shovel whilst another perished after choking on a sandwich he ate while taking a break.

To be compared to Ian was to be both insulted and praised. Frankly, if Ian had been alive, Timmy would have stayed as far away from him as possible. At the very least, he would have employed protective eldritch sorcery before going anywhere near him. There was eldritch sorcery that could meddle with luck and deal with magic although it was costly to use. Had Ian used eldritch sorcery to improve his luck while shunting the costs onto others? Maybe. Or perhaps he was simply very, very lucky. In any case, it was better to avoid people like that.

Unfortunately for Timmy, James, and everyone else in the fortress, the empire were not idiots. He had known for some time now that they had a trick up their sleeve. He half expected the glitter-steel titan to show up during breakfast, but it remained conspicuously absent. The empire’s willingness to retreat toward their own fortress had only increased as time went on and their night attacks and raids escalated. With Millie around, to say nothing of the additional reinforcements that had finally arrived, they were now in a position to be more aggressive. They had also managed to establish naval control over the straits, which was very suspicious. The empire should have fought them tooth and nail because without naval control of the straits, they had no hope of forcing a crossing. They could have a million troops on their side – and Timmy was inordinately glad that they didn’t – but it wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t cross the straits.

Naturally, the empire’s unexpectedly docile behaviour had made both Timmy and James incredibly suspicious. They both agreed that it was better to play it safe and not push too hard. The easiest way to lose now would be to overcommit and then get crushed during a counterattack. Millie had advocated launching an all-out assault, but that was her usual response to threats. All it would take for them to lose their advantage was the destruction of one of her giant zombies. Moreover, despite the reinforcements they’d received, they still didn’t have the numbers to lay siege to the empire’s side of the straits.

And now… now, the empire had finally revealed what their trump card was. Looking up at it, Timmy was really, really sad that Sam was stuck at home. The magic in and around the fortress simply wasn’t conducive to summoning and supporting his friend, and breaking reality enough to make it possible wasn’t something he could do without a whole heap of horribly unpleasant consequences that neither he nor the world were equipped to handle yet. Winning meant nothing if he and everybody else here ended up dead or worse.

So what was the empire’s trump card?

Was it some kind of artifact or elite fighting unit? Nope.

Was it another eldritch abomination? Nope?

Was it several dozen Lords of Magic, the kind who could fight on equal footing against Everton’s finest? Nope.

Was it an ingenious tactic that would leave them awestruck at the overwhelming intellect, cunning, and expertise of the empire’s commanders? Not a chance.

It was something much simpler, something so simple that it made Timmy want to laugh because it was a perfect example of how the simplest strategies could be the most effective. There were no intricate plans for him to disrupt, no moving pieces to intercept, and no cunning schemes to unravel. No. There was only power, the kind that could crush everything in its path.

The empire’s secret weapon was a dragon.

A big dragon.

“Well…” James muttered as they both stared at the colossal reptile that loomed over the empire’s forces as they approached for a parley on the beach in front of the fortress. “That’s not good.”

Millie gulped and inched closer to James. The tall man put an arm around her. “That dragon has to be at least four hundred feet long. It’s enormous.”

“She.” Timmy’s lips curled. “It’s not easy to see, but I’ve been studying dragons a lot because of Spot. That’s a female dragon.”

The female dragon was a little over four hundred feet long. That made her smaller than Black Scales but still larger than any other living dragon he’d seen. However, Black Scales had been an old, old dragon – vicious, yes, unbelievably so, but well past his prime. Had Black Scales still been in his prime and had he taken them seriously from the start, they would never have beaten him unless Avraniel had fully awakened her star maiden powers.

This dragon showed none of the signs of old age that Black Scales had. Instead, she appeared to be in her prime, which meant she might be stronger than the older dragon had been when they’d faced him. Moreover, the empire would undoubtedly have warned her about them, so he doubted she’d take them lightly. She would be aware of at least some of their abilities and would already have considered ways to deal with them. Overall, she was almost certainly going to be more dangerous than Black Scales, especially since she wouldn’t be fighting alone. Instead, she’d have the empire’s forces to assist her in battle.

Timmy had no idea who she was, which might have seemed crazy, but Black Scales had been famous not only for his power but also for his tendency to be a gigantic asshole. A similarly powerful dragon could easily have escaped fame by being less of a jerk. Yes, dragons were often jerks, but there were levels of jerkiness. A typical dragon might besiege a city and steal its wealth, but a typical dragon would also allow itself to be bribed and would usually spare people if they were willing to pay tribute. Black Scales? He would have burned the city down, along with all of its inhabitants, before salting the ashes just to make a point. There were countless reports of him attacking small groups of travellers and even lone shepherds. Why? Because suffering amused him.

It was actually rather interesting how well Black Scales’s fearsome reputation had concealed his decline. That wasn’t to say he’d been weak. It was simply a case of being so strong in his prime that even the strength he’d faced them with had seemed paltry in comparison to the might he’d once wielded. It was the same for the Supreme Necromancer. He might appear almost unbeatable, but Timmy had known the man for almost two decades. The Supreme Necromancer of today wouldn’t have stood a chance against the Supreme Necromancer of Timmy’s childhood. Yet now, in the dwindling of his years, far past his prime, he remained so strong that nobody had the guts to challenge him for his position.

Even from a distance, Timmy could feel the weight of the dragon’s gaze upon him. Oh, yes. The empire had told her all about him and the others. There was no way she’d underestimate them, not when her gaze had also locked onto Amanda. No dragon in their right mind would ever underestimate an ancient vampire. Admittedly, even Amanda’s monstrous form would be unlikely to threaten a dragon of this size, but she might provide a decent distraction. Had the dragon been half as large, Timmy would have been confident they could win. Alas, a dragon’s size and power were generally closely related, and the relationship was not linear. A dragon that was twice as large could easily be three, four, or even more times as powerful. That was especially true for adult dragons since adults did not grow with the same ridiculous speed as hatchlings, at least in proportion to their overall size.

Despite the fact that the approaching dragon was basically a death sentence, Timmy couldn’t help but admire her appearance. The majority of her scales were a rich, vivid violet while the remainder were shades of indigo, burgundy, emerald and countless other colours, all of it woven together to give the impression of a violet sky filled with multi-coloured stars. Her body was long and slender, almost serpentine, and her wings lacked the sharp, blade-like leading edges that Spot’s had. Instead, they were almost diaphanous, closer to sails or clouds as they cast ever-shifting, twinkling shadows of violet, lilac, and amethyst over the sea. Her eyes were twin pools of blazing magenta, and the magic she radiated, even at a distance, was tremendous, akin to a living storm of magical energy.

“I know they said they wanted to parley,” Timmy murmured. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to egg us into a fight.”

“I doubt they’re here to negotiate.” James scoffed. “I’d be surprised if they gave anything more than lip service to the idea. They’ve got a dragon. They’re here to gloat.” Nearby, Spot huffed, and James chuckled. “Oh, yes, we’ve got our own dragon, but theirs is a little bigger.”

“At the very least, I don’t think they’ll attack during the parley. Dragons don’t make oaths lightly, but they do honour the ones they make. Not to mention, at this range, the fortress’s cannons have a decent chance of at least wounding the dragon and killing the empire’s officials.” Timmy paused as James gave him a searching look. “I’m not saying we should attack. That would set a very, very unfortunate precedent, and there’s no guarantee we’d win. After all, at this range, there would be no avoiding the dragon’s attacks either.”

“Just look at those teeth,” Millie said as she leaned against James. She must be viewing the dragon through her zombies. “They’re enormous.”

Almost idly, the dragon glanced down. There was wreckage floating in front of the imperial ships. Her magic flared, and a colossal claw made of purple light formed in the air before smashing the wreckage aside with contemptible ease. More wreckage drifted toward them, and the dragon unleashed a wave of purple fire. The flames split into dozens of smaller blazes that swiftly scoured the sea ahead clear of debris. Once their task was done, they vanished like smoke on the breeze.

“She must be some kind of dream dragon,” Timmy said. “Perhaps a muse dragon.”

A muse dragon? Spot bristled beside him, his muscles tensed and his eyes aglow. Like any dragon, he was not happy to be facing an older, stronger, and larger dragon. After all, one of the few things in the world that could genuinely threaten a dragon was another dragon. Still, Spot was brave. Timmy could already tell that if he told Spot to fight, then the dragon would throw himself into battle, regardless of the disparity in size, power, and experience.

“Dream dragons can weave dreams and thoughts into solid illusions that can interact with the world around them. They’re also adept at telepathy. She has already shown us that she can use both her fire and magic to make tangible illusions. A muse dragon is the most powerful type of dream dragon.”

Amanda nodded grimly. “Her illusions will not always be more convincing than mine. It will depend on how much power and effort she puts into them. However, as you have already seen, her illusions have far more substance than mine. Unlike my illusions, hers are ideal for frontline combat.”

“Versatile in both attack and defence then,” James said.

“I imagine so. The texts I’ve read suggest that the illusions aren’t just shaped to resemble things. With enough power and effort, they can mimic the properties of the objects they depict. For example, there was a muse dragon who enjoyed making copies of the objects in his hoard. Those copies generally possessed similar abilities to the originals, albeit not as powerful. I don’t know how strong she is, but the strongest muse dragons can supposedly make illusions that might as well be real.”

“What do you mean?” James asked. “And why do I already know I won’t like what you’re about to say?”

“Imagine a sword that can cut through anything. If a muse dragon can imagine it, they can make a sword that is far sharper than any normal sword should be. It might not be able to cut through anything, but it will be supernaturally sharp. The same goes for a shield that can stop any attack. It won’t be completely impenetrable, but it will be far more durable than its appearance alone would suggest.” Timmy turned to Millie. “If they do try to attack, would you mind losing your crab and your eagle?”

Millie frowned. “What do you mean?”

“If the dragon attacks, your crab is one of the only things we have that will last longer than a few seconds if it gets hit. Likewise, your eagle can at least try to fight her in the air. Neither of them can win, but they might buy us the time we need to retaliate.” Timmy glanced at Old Man. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but if the dragon was distracted and you got closer… could you kill her?”

Old Man studied the dragon carefully. “If you had asked me that ten years ago, I’d have answered yes without any hesitation. A single strike would have been sufficient.” Beside him, Meixing and Claw gasped, and he couldn’t blame them. Old Man’s words might have sounded crazy, but Timmy knew the truth. The swordsman truly was that skilled. “Now? I’m not as quick as I once was. I’m no longer sure I could strike before she realised the danger, and I doubt I could defeat her with a single blow if she used her full strength to defend herself. If my first strike does not defeat her, I suspect she will not allow me a second chance. There are… measures I could take, but I would prefer to avoid that.”

“I can beat her,” Avraniel growled. “Keep her distracted, and I can get her with the Bow of the Sun.”

“Would we still be alive after you hit her?” Timmy asked, already imaging the level of collateral damage involved.

Avraniel snorted. “A dragon her size? I’d have to hit her with everything I have. Who knows if you’d make it through. Spot and I would probably be okay, and maybe the people eater. The rest of you? Not so much.”

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Timmy said. “Because I happen to enjoy living.”

Millie ordered her crab to move, and there was a brief pause before a hail of spears descended, each weapon hundreds of feet long. The glowing constructs stabbed down into the sea and formed a crude fence around the crab.

You will go no further. The dragon’s mind voice echoed through the air. She reminded Timmy a bit of Vicky in that her voice held quiet but imposing strength. If only Vicky was here. He’d have been confident if she was around, but she was otherwise occupied. An impressive construct… which is why it will remain at a distance. It is no threat to me, but it could easily prove a distraction.

“That’s worrying.” Timmy sighed. A thoughtful dragon was a dangerous dragon. “Amanda, can you ask her if she’s really here to parley?”

Amanda asked using her own telepathy, and the dragon absentmindedly sent a few more glowing spears at the crab. Perhaps it was her thoughts influencing the form they took, but they were closer to the skewers people used to cook food than actual weapons. Millie hurriedly ordered the crab to back away and dive.

Parley? I had assumed that I was here to accept your surrender.

“Of course, she’d say that. James, can you double check? The message the empire sent was definitely an invitation to parley, right?”

James handed him the message. “Yes.”

“I see. They must be feeling confident now that the dragon has shown up. Based on their earlier actions, they probably weren’t entirely sure she would. Otherwise, they’d have just waited until she arrived instead of throwing themselves at us earlier.”

What do the humans below you want? Amanda asked.

They want you to surrender. I suppose they want that fortress of yours intact. The dragon’s wings beat the air and sent ripples across the sea. The ships closest to her had to furl their sails to avoid being knocked over. It is very large. Rebuilding it would be cumbersome, and my aid was not won cheaply. I will adhere to the words of the message. We shall meet on the beach, and I shall stand guard. Those of you on the beach – the leaders of your forces – will meet us there. The rest shall remain in the fortress. Treachery will result in death.

“Wonderful.” Timmy sighed. “Ready to meet a dragon?”

James glanced at Spot. “One dragon was enough. I’d rather avoid any others, but I don’t exactly have a choice, do I?”

“Nope.”

They met on the beach. The dragon herself was content to sit in the shallows and let the waves wash over her. She regarded them intently, and her magenta gaze lingered on Old Man, Avraniel, Amanda, and Spot the longest. There was a brief moment of… Timmy wouldn’t call it confusion, but she certainly stared at Spot longer than was strictly necessary, almost as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. How strange. He’d have to find out what that was about – and if they could use it to their advantage. In the meantime, the imperial delegation came forward. Their leader was about to speak when the dragon addressed Old Man directly.

Swordsman. The dragon loomed over them, her long sinuous neck moving with hypnotic, serpentine grace. Have you met my mate? I remember him mentioning someone with magic that felt similar to yours although… hmm… you humans do not live for very long. I cannot remember if it was a few decades ago or a century or two ago. If it was you – and not an ancestor – you would have been much younger then.

“I have met more than one dragon in my life,” Old Man replied. “What does your mate look like?”

A dragon of similar size to myself with scales of ruby and sapphire.

“Ah.” Old Man nodded slowly. “I do believe I met him a few decades ago. I was confronting a dragon – not your mate – who was menacing several towns and villages. I slew him.”

You cut that other dragon in half, or so my mate said. The dragon laughed, and the force of it nearly threw Timmy off his feet. Although that fool was no match for my mate, it was still an impressive feat. My mate had gone there to deal with his foolishness only to find him dead on the mountainside.

“Your mate did find it amusing,” Old Man said. “He wanted to keep the corpse, and I saw no reason to object since he said he would leave once he retrieved it. He did, however, see fit to test me before leaving.”

Did he now? There was a flash of light, and a dozen spectral claws formed and swooped down to crush the swordsman. Old Man’s sword came free, too fast for Timmy’s eyes to see, but what he did see was the aftermath. The claws shattered like glass before they could reach him. Oh, yes. You are definitely the one he spoke of. How interesting. It’s not every day that I meet a swordsman who can cut an attack from a nova dragon in half.

“I will admit that I was worried when your mate said he wanted me to cut one of his attacks in half although I was grateful he agreed to aim the blast away from the settlements that hired me.” Old Man chuckled. “We ended up sharing a bit of tea afterward, and he was able to tell me more about the local political situation, which proved quite useful while I was travelling through the area. Please, pass on my thanks when you next see him.”

I shall. He does enjoy observing the banalities of politics amongst humans and their ilk. I am not especially fond of such matters, so he must have been pleased to have someone to speak to. He thought you quite formidable.

“I am honoured a dragon of his strength thought so highly of me.”

The imperial commander cleared his throat. “We are here to negotiate your surrender. I am Marshal Julius Maximilian Denton, Commander of the Imperial Northern Forces. Rest assured that –”

“Great dragon,” Timmy said, cutting off Julius. “How should we address you?” The marshal bristled, but he pressed on. He’d been hoping to speak his piece, and the crab and Old Man’s good showing had given him the opportunity he needed. He was just glad that he hadn’t been forced to have Avraniel blast something to get the dragon to take them seriously. “I’m asking because everyone here knows that the only reason Julius there isn’t cowering in his fortress on the other side of the straits is because you’re here.”

Julius growled. “How dare –”

The dragon chortled. Dreamriver. She bared her teeth in a draconic smile and then spread her wings. It was a splendid sight, like watching a titanic butterfly posture. My name is Dreamriver, necromancer.

“I go by Timmy,” he replied. Katie and Winston were both back in the fortress. If things went wrong, the fortress had orders to open up on Dreamriver with everything they had. At this range, and with all the weaponry they’d prepared, they should be able to force her back although whether or not the fortress would survive her counterattack was a separate question. The two children were in the most heavily shielded area, and they had standing orders to flee if necessary. He trusted the rats to get it done. “Would I be correct in assuming that you’re being paid very handsomely to aid the empire in taking this area? I doubt they could afford to pay you to fight the rest of the war for them.”

Correct. She lowered her head to peer at him, so close now that he could feel the heat radiating off her and see the shimmer and twist of countless half-formed illusions in her eyes. Her breathing was akin to a gale and another reminder of what Spot would become. Sure, he was happy to crawl into people’s beds for a nap or climb into their laps for a cuddle, but one day, he’d be large enough to rip towers out of the ground and use them as clubs. I am being paid a suitable amount to deal with any threats in this area.

“Of course.” Timmy smiled sunnily. “And you are doubtless worth every coin. However, what constitutes a suitable amount?” When in doubt, try bribery.

Julius spluttered. The burly soldier jabbed a finger at him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Because if it’s at all possible, we’d be happy to pay you an even more suitable amount to turn on the empire and help us take their side of the straits.” With an adult dragon on their side, it should be possible.

“There is no way that…” Julius trailed off as he noticed the contemplative expression on the dragon’s face.

“I know that you are an honourable dragon, and I’m sure the empire warned you about breaking your word,” Timmy said. “For as mighty as you are, you would still be at risk if the empire turned its full strength against you. But imagine if they lost the war. They wouldn’t be in any position to go after you, and you’d have Everton’s favour as well. Moreover, you wouldn’t really be breaking your word if you gave back their payment and accepted ours instead.”

Dreamriver’s eyes gleamed. They have paid me a great deal, and there is an option for further payment too. If Everton falls, I will receive a portion of its wealth. Greed shone in her eyes. It reminded him of the expression Spot had whenever dessert arrived.

Timmy kept his expression calm. Of course, the empire had thought of that. Dragons were, for the most part, motivated by greed, except when they were dealing with people they genuinely cared about, and those were few and far between – usually their parents, siblings, mates, and children. “Nevertheless, why don’t you tell us how much they’ve said you can claim? Surely, there is no harm in sharing that information.”

She preened – she was magnificent in the morning sun, glints of silver and gold momentarily appearing amidst the striking violet of her scales – and then told them a number.

Timmy barely managed to keep a straight face. That… that was an absolutely astronomical sum. He leaned over and whispered to James. “Can we match that?” Trying to communicate using Amanda’s telepathy might be considered insulting, but whispering should be fine since she could hear it and thus would not view it as deception.

James winced. “If everyone on the Council throws all their wealth together? Maybe.”

Timmy wracked his mind for something – anything – they could offer Dreamriver instead. Dragons were greedy, but as good as gold and other treasures were, they prized unique things above all others. If it was something that could not be obtained anywhere else, then Dreamriver would value it more highly. Did they have anything like that?

Wait.

Was it just him, or was she favouring her jaw in a certain way? Yes. Now that he was looking for it, he was sure. He’d never have noticed if she hadn’t brought her head closer, but after spending so much time dealing with Spot’s teeth, he had an excellent understanding of the musculature around a dragon’s jaw. Despite obvious differences in size and shape compared to Spot, her jaws weren’t that different. He could see the same minute signs of tension that Spot sometimes had on the rare occasions he managed to injure his teeth biting something.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” Timmy said. “But have your teeth been bothering you?”

Dreamriver blinked. What?

“I just thought that you seem to be favouring your jaw a little. It makes me think you might have a dental issue.” Timmy paused. “Perhaps we can help you with that instead of simply throwing gold at you. After all, aching teeth are quite awful, right? How can you enjoy life if simply eating hurts?”

Dreamriver’s eyes narrowed, and the heat rolling off her grew stifling. You speak truly, but what would you know about a dragon’s teeth?

That was Spot’s cue. Timmy nodded, and the dragon bounded forward, opening his mouth wide to show off his flawless teeth. Was it wrong that Timmy took great pride in how perfect they were? It might not be easy, but if he was going to do something, then he’d do it well. He hadn’t cut any corners when it came to Spot’s teeth.

He takes care of my teeth!

One huge claw reached out, and Timmy quickly put an arm out before Avraniel could raise the Bow of the Sun and start blasting away. Although Avraniel could likely give Dreamriver a run for her money in her crystal form, the rest of them were unlikely to survive the battle. Dreamriver lifted Spot up to inspect his teeth more closely. Shimmering mirrors appeared to give her a perfect view of every nook and cranny.

I have hatchlings of my own, young one. Open your mouth wider, so I can have a better look. Spot happily opened his mouth even wider. It was always a tad disconcerting to see how far he could open his mouth when he needed to. Timmy had once wondered if Spot had to dislocate his jaw to open his mouth that wide, but the truth was that he didn’t have to. His jaws were just like that. Impressive. Your teeth are in excellent condition. I take good care of my hatchlings, but not even their teeth can match yours. Her gaze returned to Timmy. And you care for his teeth?

“I have since he hatched.”

Then perhaps –

“Wait!” Julius blurted. “You’re considering switching sides over teeth?”

Dreamriver put Spot down and glared. Not surprisingly, Julius fell silent, and the rest of the empire’s delegation took a big step away from him. Would you be able to enjoy your life if your teeth constantly ached? All the gold in the world will not make my meals more pleasant or allow me to sleep more easily. Hmm… if you can fix my teeth, necromancer, then I will stay out of this conflict.

“Not join us?” Timmy asked.

It would insult my honour to switch sides at this stage. Timmy was fairly confident that he could have changed that with enough money, but he wasn’t about to complain.

“Well…” Timmy glanced at James, and the other man nodded quickly. It was better than nothing. “That works for me, but would you be willing to extend that to not harming me or any of my associates – including Everton – in the future, as long as they don’t harm you or any of your friends and family?”

Acceptable. You cannot care for my teeth if you are dead, and that Supreme Cleric of yours is… formidable. However, you will also have to see to the teeth of my family.

They couldn’t afford to fight Dreamriver, but if she stayed out of the fight, Timmy was confident they could hold the straits. “That’s fine, but it might be better to find another location for me to meet your family since I’m not usually here. However, you can always send word to me through this fortress, and you are a dragon. There are very few places in the world that you and your family cannot reach quickly if you wish.”

Dreamriver motioned for everyone to move and then sat down on the beach with her mouth open. Go! Fix my teeth! If anyone dares to do anything while you’re busy, I will personally slaughter them. Naturally, if you fail to fix my teeth, I will eat you and massacre all those who stand against the empire as punishment for your fraud.

That had Julius smiling again. He must be sceptical of Timmy’s abilities as a dragon dentist. Well, he was in for a rude awakening. Timmy never made promises he couldn’t keep, and he probably knew more about dragon dentistry than anyone alive.

“Don’t worry. I don’t plan on failing.” Timmy smirked at Julius. “And then we’ll see how brave you are without a dragon at your back.”

I have heard of the people humans call dentists, but I have never heard of a dentist for dragons before. Necromancer, if you succeed, I believe you will get a lot of interest from other dragons. Our teeth are incredibly strong, and they will regrow or heal from most injuries, but that only makes lingering tooth pain more aggravating. I have no doubt that at least some of the crankiness my kind is known for is the result of untreated dental issues.

“All right.” Timmy stretched. “I’ll get started. Please, keep your mouth open while I’m working.”

Timmy climbed up into her mouth. Ah, the things he did for his country – and a full pardon. Then again, this was also a once in a lifetime opportunity. How many people could say they’d climbed into an adult dragon’s mouth and lived to tell the tale? Then again, he needed to be careful about counting his chickens before they hatched. If he couldn’t fix whatever was wrong with her teeth, he’d be in an awful lot of trouble.

“Spot,” Timmy shouted. “Come here. I might need your help for this.”

Dreamriver’s mouth was so huge that there was no way he could reach the teeth in her upper jaw on his own, and it was quite likely that he’d need Spot’s strength and fire too. Spot didn’t hesitate and leapt in after him.

“Dreamriver,” Timmy said. “I’ll check all of your teeth. It’s best to be thorough. That said, where is the pain coming from?”

My bottom jaw, on the left, at the back.

“I see. I’ll be sure to pay special attention to that area when I get to it.” Timmy leaned out of her mouth and waved. “You too, Gerald. I need you in here.”

The bureaucrat looked to either side and then behind himself, as if hoping that Timmy was referring to a different Gerald. “Me?” he croaked.

“Yes, you. You have all my tools, and I don’t know what else I might need. Get in here.”

When Gerald continued to hesitate, Dreamriver took action. You can either help, or I can eat you. Either way, you’re getting into my mouth. Choose.

“Never mind.” Gerald scuttled forward with impressive speed and climbed into the dragon’s mouth. “Uh… don’t mind me.” What was the etiquette when climbing into someone else’s mouth?

Timmy laughed and patted him on the back. “Relax. Think of this as working on Spot’s teeth… only on a larger scale.”

Gerald paled as he took in the full size of Dreamriver’s teeth. Spot’s teeth were huge, but they were nothing compared to hers. “I don’t think that’s as comforting as you think it is.”

Timmy grinned and spent several moments taking stock of the situation before setting up magical lights and asking for tools. Due to her immense size, the tools he used on Spot’s teeth simply wouldn’t cut it. It would be like trying to chop down a tree with a nail clipper. Yes, Old Man could probably manage it, but the rest of them would die of old age before succeeding. For Dreamriver, Timmy would be using shovels, pickaxes, and other equipment that was better suited to mining before switching to smaller tools for nooks, crannies, and the area around the gumline.

“We’ll start from the back bottom right and work our way around to the back bottom left. It’s what I usually do for Spot, and I think it would be best to stick to routine here.” He had adopted that approach because the dentists he’d seen did the same. “After that, we’ll go from the back top left around to the back top right. By the way, Dreamriver, can you tell us more about your diet? I’ve found that certain types of food tend to present their own challenges.”

As the dragon dutifully outlined her diet – animals, monsters, rocks, metal, magic… people – he turned his attention to the first of her teeth. He still couldn’t get over how big they were. Their size had been obvious from the start, but people were usually only this close to an adult dragon’s teeth right before they died.

He had Gerald bring over a magical light that could focus in a single direction to provide better illumination, so they wouldn’t miss a thing. Yep. There was definitely stuff stuck in between her teeth and along the gumline, along with the draconic equivalent of tartar. Since dragons possessed outstanding healing ability, albeit not on the level of hydras, their teeth rarely developed cavities or other problems. However, their gums could still get irritated if larger deposits of tartar formed. He used a pickaxe to chip away at the worst of it and then used a combination of Spot’s fire and smaller tools to clear away the rest.

Naturally, he had Gerald store what he removed. He didn’t know what they could do with it – Spot didn’t produce nearly enough for them to experiment on – but dragons were incredibly magical creatures. It had to be good for something, and Dreamriver didn’t seem to mind. As an older, larger dragon, it would take all of Spot’s power to injure her with his flames. As it was, the fire he used to weaken the tartar and melt away the objects stuck between her teeth was unlikely to do any real damage. To Timmy’s surprise, some of the armour stuck between her teeth managed to endure Spot’s fire.

“The armour stuck here is pretty sturdy.” Timmy tapped the teeth on either side of the armour to let her know where it was. “It survived Spot’s fire, so I’d say it’s high-quality magical armour made using excellent materials and magic. Where’d you get it?”

I think that armour belonged to a prince I ate. It was a while ago. He was convinced I’d kidnapped a princess.

“Had you?” Timmy asked.

What would I do with a princess? Kidnapping princesses is a young dragon’s foolishness. It’s usually better to demand tribute up front.

“I suppose that’s true.” Timmy jammed a crowbar beneath the armour. When his own strength proved insufficient, he had Spot and Gerald grab on too. It took them three tries to pry the armour loose. “Do you mind if we keep this?”

Consider it one of the privileges of cleaning my teeth.

“Thanks.” They’d have to repair it, but it was definitely good enough to see use once they’d fixed it. “How does that feel?”

Much better. Dreamriver crooned happily, and they had to brace themselves to avoid being thrown out of her mouth. I had forgotten how good it feels not having anything stuck back there. It must have been there for decades. Ah, that prince was such a fool. The armour let him weather my flames for a few moments, so he thought himself invincible. It was considerably less effective against my teeth.

“We also removed a bunch of plaque and tartar, but I can see you’ve got more on all your teeth. I strongly recommend spending at least a minute after each meal – and definitely before you go to sleep – filling your mouth with fire. Make sure to fill your whole mouth. That should be sufficient to destroy almost everything stuck between your teeth. You can also use your magic to make ropes to run between your teeth to help dislodge things.”

Ah! Dreamriver hummed. That’s a clever idea.

“Humans use dental floss for similar reasons. You’re so big that floss wouldn’t work, but your magic can serve a similar purpose. Waxed rope would be ideal, I think. I’ll show you how to use it once we’re done here. Ideally, you’d have someone brush your teeth too, but that might be difficult due to your size although… you do have the manual dexterity to hold a giant toothbrush, or you could make and control one with your magic. If you’re not sure about the toothbrush, I can show you the kind I use on Spot.”

Of course. Dreamriver paused. What is the proper technique for brushing teeth? She actually sounded respectful, which was excellent progress. Had Timmy found his true calling?

“I can show you after this. I’ll demonstrate on Spot. I understand that dragons don’t usually brush their teeth, so it’s only natural that you’re not familiar with the best technique.” Only an idiot would call a dragon stupid or ignorant to their face.

No. We do not. We can regrow our teeth, and they’re incredibly hard to damage in the first place.

“That’s true. Humans developed dentistry because we’re not so fortunate.” From human frailty came human ingenuity.

They carefully worked their way from one tooth to the next. Gerald had fallen into a trance in which he did his best to follow Timmy’s instructions while ignoring the fact that they were inside a dragon’s mouth. Timmy would have to get him a present after this because even a seasoned warrior would have struggled in this situation. It was yet more proof that Gerald was tougher than he gave himself credit for. He might not march willingly into the face of danger, but if he found himself there, he’d do his best to survive.

Contrary to common belief, there wasn’t really much of a smell. Dragons had excellent immune systems, so infections and the like were rare. Moreover, their frequent use of fire destroyed or charred anything that might rot. Instead, Dreamriver’s mouth smelled faintly of ash and fire, similar to being next to a fireplace. Yet as they made their way to the back bottom left part of her mouth, a foul smell permeated the air.

Spot bristled and straightened, and he stretched his wings out to stop them from going any closer. Careful! Corruption!

“Like your black fire?” Timmy asked. He could feel it too, but Spot’s senses were keener than his.

The dragon growled. Yes. It’s dangerous.

I did fight a corruption dragon recently. Dreamriver gave a low rumble of displeasure, and the force of the sound reverberated through them. It was akin to standing out in the open in the middle of a thunderstorm. Had they not been in her mouth, Timmy was confident that purple fire would have kindled in her jaws. She tried to attack my hatchlings while my mate was occupied elsewhere, believing that I would also be away. Her rage was more than an emotion, it was a physical force, a combination of sound, psychic might, and magic. I almost tore her throat out before she fled. How dare she!

Timmy could see the logic. Up until the ends of their lives, dragons got stronger with age. That made hatchlings a threat. If there were two sets of mated pairs that were enemies, then the pair with hatchlings would eventually have the upper hand as their children grew and became able to help them fight. Killing the hatchlings while they were still young and weak was the best option. Once they got above a certain age, even if they couldn’t fight off an adult dragon, they’d still be able to flee.

For example, Timmy had zero doubts about what would happen if Spot tried to fight Dreamriver. However, if all Spot had to do was escape, then Timmy thought he had a chance. Spot might not have the older dragon’s endurance, but he was incredibly quick and nimble in the air. As long as he avoided flying in a straight line through open air, he might be able to lose her and escape.

“Gerald, we’re going to need protective suits for this.” Timmy paused and then sighed as someone else climbed into Dreamriver’s mouth. “Katie… I’m pretty sure I told you and Winston to stay in the fortress.”

The girl looked at him defiantly. “I thought you might need my help.”

“…” Timmy turned back to face Dreamriver’s teeth. “Get her a suit too, Gerald.” He wasn’t sure whether to scold her for disobeying him or praise her for her courage and loyalty. She must have seen him climb into Dreamriver’s mouth through one of her zombies and then used a combination of orders, pouting, wheedling, and the ninja rats to escape the fortress. Honestly, if the ninja rats had decided to help her, there was no way to keep her in the fortress. He’d been counting on their maniacal loyalty to keep her safe, but if she gave direct orders or if they thought that her helping him was the best way to ensure her safety, then they wouldn’t hesitate to help her escape the fortress. “I told you to stay in the fortress.”

“And you actually thought I would?” Katie huffed. “Besides, it’s not as if we’d be able to escape if Dreamriver decided to attack the fortress.”

“Fine.” Timmy’s lips twitched. “But, you know, most people would be more reluctant to climb into a dragon’s mouth.”

You and your daughter can argue later. Dreamriver’s voice echoed in their heads. Get back to work.

“Daughter?” Katie asked.

That’s what you are, isn’t it?

Katie opened her mouth to reply, but Timmy cut in before she could start arguing with the dragon whose mouth they were in. “Something like that, yes.”

Timmy, Katie, and Gerald donned protective suits. If there was anything here associated with an adult corruption dragon, then they needed to be extremely careful. If the residual power was capable of damaging Dreamriver’s teeth, it could easily kill or injure any of them except Spot. But just to be sure, Timmy gave the dragon several protective charms because if anything happened to Spot, Avraniel was going to murder him.

The cause of Dreamriver’s tooth pain soon became apparent. Two of the teeth at the back were cracked, and he could guess why. Although dragon teeth were incredibly tough, dragon scales were also incredibly durable. Examining the teeth more closely, he could see small pieces of black scales stuck in the cracks. Ah. That was why the teeth hadn’t healed properly. He knew from Spot that dragon teeth normally healed quickly from any damage they took. On the rare occasions that Spot lost teeth, it was usually from biting into something and then yanking his head around. However, even those teeth soon regrew although the ninja rats made a point of collecting any teeth Spot lost since they could be incredibly useful. Honestly, it would have been better for Dreamriver if something similar had happened.

Unfortunately, Dreamriver’s healing was only making it worse. Due to her formidable power, her teeth didn’t simply rot or fall out. Instead, the fragments of corruption dragon scales were keeping her teeth cracked and painful while her teeth kept healing at just the right pace to stay in one piece. That was why her pain never seemed to dull or go away.

“I know why your teeth hurt,” Timmy said.

Why? Her mind voice was filled with eagerness.

Timmy did his best to explain before offering a solution. “I think we can fix it, but it might hurt. I need you to not accidentally kill us while we’re working. Can you do that?”

I am a dragon. I can endure the pain. Do what you must.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Timmy said, as much to her as the others. “There’s no way we can actually pull out your teeth ourselves. We don’t have the strength. Instead, we’ll remove all of the fragments of corruption dragon scales and then purge their taint. Once we do that, your teeth should finish healing on their own. Just to be sure, I’ll also apply a special salve that will help. It’s filled with all sorts of nutrients and healing and purifying agents.”

“Katie,” Timmy continued. “I can’t reach all of the pieces with my tools, and I wouldn’t have the strength to pull them out even if I could. I might also lose my hands if I tried. Spot can’t reach them either. However, your shadows should be able to slip into even the tiniest cracks and grab them. Shadow magic is also fairly resistant to corruption magic, especially if Spot helps.”

Katie nodded firmly. “I can do it.”

“Dreamriver, can we keep the fragments we remove?” Timmy asked.

The dragon growled. Cast them into the sea for all I care. The less I have to do with that wretched creature, the better. Even her blood was poison.

Well, it never hurt to keep things like that around, particularly since Gerald gave them a safe place to store the fragments. Timmy could already think of several ways to use them in weapons, poisons, and artifacts. He’d experimented with the scales Spot shed, but he had a long way to go before he could match the dragon Dreamriver had fought.

Timmy was able to remove the larger fragments relatively easily, but he soon turned to Katie to handle those lodged deeper inside the teeth. Spot wrapped Katie’s shadows in white fire, and she sent them into the cracks. There were brief moments of resistance as the corruption eating away at Dreamriver’s teeth threatened to devour Katie’s magic despite Spot’s efforts, but there was a reason that Timmy considered her shadow magic the most powerful of its kind he’d ever seen.

When it came to giving shadows solid form and substance, no one else came close. One by one, slowly but with greater speed and surety as she got used to it, Katie removed the fragments of broken scales. Each time, Dreamriver gave a growl of displeasure, and Timmy could actually hear the muscles in her jaw tightening as she forced her mouth to stay open.

As Katie yanked the fragments out, they had to back off as draconic blood welled up. It was hotter than lava, and the only one of them that could hope to endure it was Spot. Timmy was tempted to ask if they could keep it, but blood was different from plaque or tartar. There were all sorts of things that could be done with blood, and he couldn’t risk angering Dreamriver when things were going so well. Instead, he had Gerald pour purified water on the blood, so they could continue working.

Finally, they were able to remove all of the shards, and Timmy conferred with Spot to make sure there were no traces of corruption left. Thanks to his keen senses and being part corruption dragon, Spot would know better than any of them if they’d missed a piece. Timmy also had Spot bathe the area in his white flame, especially the cracks, before he shovelled the salve he’d mentioned earlier onto the affected teeth, taking extra care to get it into the cracks as well. The salve was based on an apothecary mixture that dentists often used to help restore teeth, along with a generous helping of various additives to ensure purification and cleanliness. The salve was swiftly absorbed, and the teeth began to visibly heal before their eyes. The cracks closed, and the formerly damaged teeth once again took on the impressive sheen that dragon teeth were supposed to have.

From there, cleaning the rest of Dreamriver’s teeth was actually fairly straightforward. They removed any stuck objects, brushed her teeth as best they could, dealt with any plaque or tartar, and then buffed and polished her teeth with a substance that Timmy used once a month to make sure that Spot’s teeth were getting all the nutrients and minerals they needed. As a young dragon, Spot’s body was hungry for all kinds of nutrients and minerals, especially for his teeth, bones, and scales. An adult dragon’s body should have sizeable reserves to draw on, but it couldn’t hurt to apply the mixture since they were already there.

Once they were done, they exited her mouth, and Timmy used Spot’s mouth to demonstrate the best way to brush and floss. He then watched as Dreamriver did her best to copy what he’d done. As expected, she was quick to grasp the correct technique, and he only had to make a handful of corrections. Timmy smiled. In contrast to most humans, Dreamriver took to brushing and flossing her teeth with enthusiasm.

“So…” Timmy asked. “How do you feel?”

Dreamriver stared at him wordlessly while she worked her jaw. Timmy had also briefly examined the geometry of her bite. Her bite was seamless, allowing her to exert maximum force while minimising the damage her teeth took. She summoned mirrors and peered into them as she turned her head back and forth. Finally, she smiled. My mouth and teeth have never felt or looked better! Truly, you are worthy of being called a dragon dentist!

“Thank you.” Timmy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Say… do you have any minions? You know, people who serve you?”

Dreamriver glanced at him. She wasn’t angry, merely curious. Why do you ask?

“You’re so large that if you have trustworthy minions, it might be easier if you have them clean your teeth the way we did today. Of course, I would be more than happy to examine your teeth regularly and deal with any issues, but for daily or weekly care, a team of two to four would certainly help once they get used to it.”

Minions? Dreamriver’s brows furrowed. It was a strangely human expression, or perhaps the human expression was strangely draconic since dragons had supposedly been around for longer than humans. I don’t think I have any suitable for this.

“Oh?”

Many creatures have submitted to the rule of my family. They serve us in exchange for being allowed to live in our territory. Timmy could understand that. As long as they didn’t end up on the menu, there were few places safer than a dragon’s territory. After all, if they were considered part of the dragon’s hoard, who would dare to harm them? Unfortunately, most of them lack opposable thumbs, and those that have them lack your courage. They would collapse at the mere thought of climbing into my mouth.

“That’s fine. I just thought I’d ask. Anyway, you can always ask them. You never know. They might surprise you. Still, your magic should do the trick, and regular visits will help too.”

How often is regular? Ah, the age-old question when it came to dentists.

“Assuming that nothing is bothering you, then once a year should be fine. If it turns out that once a year is too often, we can always move it to once every few years. Honestly, you’re the first adult dragon I’ve examined, so I can’t be entirely sure. However, for hatchlings, I do think once a year would be a good idea. I’ve been working on Spot’s teeth for months now, and it’s obvious that a lot can change in a year. Of course, if any problems emerge, you can always contact the fortress to set up an appointment.”

We will have to work out a schedule or a way to meet more regularly. Dreamriver chuckled. Your nation would panic if my whole family arrived unannounced.

“Please, don’t do that.” Timmy was confident that Vicky could square off against an adult dragon, but even if she won, fighting against an adult dragon was bound to incur significant loss of life and massive property damage. Avraniel would also be able to help if she cut loose, but how much of Everton would be left if she stopped holding back? “We can work that out later. In the meantime, contacting me through the fortress would be the best approach.” He shrugged. “If nothing else, there are isolated islands that could work.”

Yes. That’s true. Dreamriver smiled again, her teeth shining in the morning sun. Very well. You have upheld your end of the bargain, so I shall uphold mine and withdraw from this conflict.

Julius gasped. “What? But… but you can’t!”

I can, and I will. Do not test my patience, for I have already made my decision. However, as a sign of good will, I shall ensure that you and your representatives may retreat safely to your forces. Go. Dreamriver sighed happily. There are whales in the sea nearby. They would make for a fine first meal to enjoy now that my teeth no longer pain me. She glanced at Timmy. I can eat now, right?

“You should be fine to eat now. However, pay close attention when you’re eating. I’m confident that we’ve dealt with all of your issues, but if you notice any lingering pain or discomfort, we can take another look.”

Excellent. I shall rely on you again in the future.

“Uh… great.” That was a problem for future Timmy to deal with. The Timmy of today was quite pleased with how things had turned out.

“This is…” Julius threw his hands up in despair and hastened toward the ship that had taken him and his retinue ashore. “We are leaving.” He turned to glare at them. “This isn’t over!”

It was such a childish, cliché thing to say, and Timmy was sorely tempted to wave mockingly as he fled. However, he didn’t want to tempt fate. Alas, Millie had no such qualms. She hurled insults and imprecations at the retreating imperial officials while James smirked that smirky smirk of his.

Timmy allowed himself to relax as Dreamriver flew off to find a whale or two. How exactly did the empire plan to break their position without a dragon backing them up? They’d have to be crazy to try, right?

Right?


Chapter Thirty-Eight

“Not that we mind having you around,” Timmy drawled. “If anything, it’s the opposite. But why are you still here?”

Dreamriver was splayed out over the hillside. Her mere presence had thus far deterred any further attacks on the fortress since the empire were not keen on finding out how she would react if she was caught in the crossfire. In that sense, her presence was a massive boon. However, Timmy couldn’t just ignore the fact that there was a huge dragon lazing about nearby. What would they do if she claimed the fortress and its surroundings as part of her territory? Thankfully, despite a bit of awkwardness, they’d still been able to organise raids and surprise attacks on the empire by using other parts of the coastline. The empire had responded in kind, and they were now doing their best to kill each other without getting the dragon involved.

Because there is plenty of good food around here, and I want to eat a lot now that you’ve fixed the problem with my teeth. Dreamriver opened a single magenta eye and gestured in his direction with her tail. Spot envied her tail. It was long and sinuous and very much capable of being used as a whip. Timmy had seen him trying to imitate a few of her movements, but the younger dragon’s tail was still too short. Where do you normally live? I want to know in case I need to see you again, and I still have to organise appointments for the rest of my family.

“Hmm…” Timmy had prepared for this. He wasn’t keen on inviting her to Black Tower Castle. It wasn’t a matter of safety. Even if Dreamriver and the rest of her family attacked, he was confident that he’d be able to repel them with the help of Sam and the other protoplasmic horrors. Sure, Sam and his ilk couldn’t venture far, but they were incredibly powerful in the places they were allowed to roam. However, an entire family of dragons flying over Everton would cause all sorts of trouble. “If we can’t find a suitable island, I do have a property along the coast of Everton that could work.”

The property was one of his backup lairs. It was in a fairly remote part of the coast that had been abandoned due to heavy magical contamination from the first war against the empire. The contamination had been caused by a powerful eldritch ritual that had been disrupted by the Supreme Cleric. Unfortunately, the backlash had proven to be so violent that the Supreme Cleric had been forced to retreat, and the area had been rendered uninhabitable.

Timmy had been more than happy to purchase it from its previous owners since he knew how to deal with the contamination, and it was also an area where Sam and his kin could move around relatively freely. In fact, it was actually possible for him to summon Sam from the castle to that area, which meant he would always have help on hand if something went wrong. The only settlements nearby – and calling them settlements was stretching the term – were a small fishing village and a tiny mining town on the very edges of the contaminated zone.

The investments he’d made into the area had been steadily improving their lives over the past few years. Combined with his efforts to reduce the scale and intensity of the contamination, he doubted they’d give him any trouble. After years of barely clinging on, they weren’t likely to sabotage their sole path to prosperity. Besides, in all seriousness, what could fishermen and miners do against a family of dragons? They’d calm down once they realised the dragons weren’t there to eat them or steal their stuff.

The coast of Everton? That’s not too close, but we can manage it. Whereabouts exactly?

Timmy imagined a map and marked the location before pushing his thoughts at Dreamriver. He wasn’t a telepath, but he was confident she’d understand what he was doing. Spot could already handle it, and she was far, far more experienced and skilled in telepathy than Spot. “There’s an old fort there. It’s not much to look at, but you can’t miss it. By the time this war is over, the contamination there should be down to a negligible level. We can meet there, and I’m hoping to have it up and running sooner rather than later.” It would also be a fine project for Katie to help with. Knowing how to properly fortify a location was an important skill for any necromancer to have, one that was unfortunately often neglected by many of his peers in favour of throwing more zombies at potential problems.

You humans and your need for shelter. We dragons can withstand the elements without such things.

Timmy was about to reply – Dreamriver seemed to draw a certain degree of amusement from human frailty – when a sudden chill shot through his body.

What is it? She must have noticed his distraction. Dentist?

He ignored her. Normally, he wouldn’t have since he enjoyed living, but this sensation… he wasn’t sure what it was, but it could not possibly be good. His gaze snapped to the empire’s side of the straits, and his eyes widened as a towering pillar of light shot down from the sky. The chill running through him intensified until he was trembling so badly he could barely stand. An ominous weight fell over him, and he would have fallen to his knees if it wasn’t for the wall beside him. Dimly, he was aware of other people crying out as they were driven to their knees, knocked to the ground, or lost consciousness.

The distant horizon continued to brighten, and Timmy forced himself to look at it instead of turning away despite every instinct in his body screaming at him to avert his gaze. His eyes ached, not from the brightness, but from the otherworldly power radiating from the pillar of light. How big was it? If he had to guess, the pillar was hundreds of miles away, which meant it had to be miles wide and stretch up past the clouds. And the energy coming from the pillar… it was a combination of light, holy, and astral magic mixed with eldritch power.

This was far, far beyond the sorcery they’d encountered in their previous mission against the demon lord. This was eldritch sorcery of a level that he’d only ever seen remnants of – and those remnants had belonged to fallen civilisations and desolate wastelands that served as memorials to follies that still resounded throughout history. Worse, the light was intensifying, growing brighter and brighter until it was less a beam or pillar and more a colossal, glowing scar carved into the very fabric of reality from the earth to the summit of the sky.

Dreamriver hissed and got to her feet. Her diaphanous wings flared, and she roared – a thunderous, echoing, booming cry that sent waves rushing over the water. Timmy knew that sound. It was a threat and a challenge. A corona of violet flame burst to life around her, and the air was suddenly awash with purple embers. Those fools! She snarled. To summon such an abomination into this world? Unthinkable! I will tear them limb from limb and feast on their flesh!

Timmy’s jaw clenched, and he wove an intricate sign in the air before barking a word of power. The ominous weight receded, and he straightened as James and Millie stumbled out onto the ramparts beside him. The pillar itself had finally begun to peter out, but that hideous gash remained hewn into the sky. It was a colour that he couldn’t describe, and merely looking at it made his eyes and head hurt. The instinctive feeling of dread remained. No. It was getting worse. His eyes narrowed, and he squinted at the horizon. Was it getting brighter again?

“What the hell was that?” Avraniel stomped over. The elf’s eyes were twin pools of furious molten gold, and he could see rivers of blazing metal churning beneath her almost transparent skin. She was halfway between her usual form and the crystal form she was still trying to unluck, which was very, very bad sign. He’d known that the empire were trying to incarnate something powerful, but to provoke such intense reactions from an adult dragon and a star maiden? They must have reached for something beyond even his expectations. “Whatever it was, it feels… wrong.”

“I’m guessing it’s the empire’s trump card – the one they needed all that glitter-steel to incarnate.” Timmy swallowed thickly. “Since Dreamriver isn’t helping them anymore, they must have decided to go for it.” He closed his eyes and reached out into the distance with eldritch sorcery. His breath caught in his throat.

A second sun walked the world.

A being of pure, glorious, and holy purpose.

Light made flesh and order made manifest.

All would bow and –

He cut the connection immediately. He tasted blood and reached up. Yep. Blood was coming from his nose and more was leaking from his ears and the corners of his eyes. That thing… it hadn’t turned its attention to him, yet it had still been able to cause an extreme reaction.

“Whatever it is, it’s headed this way,” Timmy said. “If you know any magic to protect your mind or have any items that can protect you, I suggest using them now. That thing is overflowing with light, astral, and holy magic, and it has an aura capable of extreme mental contamination.”

James stared. As one of Vicky’s friends, he knew exactly what sort of mental contamination that combination of magics could produce. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. That thing wants us to kneel, to believe it knows what’s best for us, to accept that its purpose is righteous and holy and just.” Timmy scowled. “Those poor imperial bastards. A lot of them are either going to be crushed by its presence or bound to its will.”

“And if they try to fight it?” Millie asked.

“Then they’ll die.”

“But what is it?” Katie asked. Her shadows stirred restlessly, seemingly torn between seeking out the threat and fleeing from it. Given his suspicions about her true nature, he wouldn’t be surprised if that thing targeted her at some point although she was still weak enough that it would almost certainly prioritise targets like Dreamriver and Avraniel over her. Still… he surreptitiously used a word of eldritch power on her. It wouldn’t hold up against intense scrutiny, but it ought to help conceal her while their enemy was focused on other targets.

“I don’t know what it’s called, but I can guess what it is.” Timmy checked his nose, eyes, and ears. Good. They’d stopped bleeding. The last thing he needed was to pass out from blood loss. He motioned to Gerald, and the bureaucrat handed him several charms. He gave one of them to Katie. It would help to conceal her. Stars danced across his vision as he thought about what he’d seen earlier, but he clamped down on his growing nausea and quashed the urge to kneel.

“You know what Sam is, right? His people have no concept of good and evil, no stance on chaos and order. They seek to spread and better themselves. To that end, they wander from world to world, consuming everything in their path. Anyone who is spared is spared to further their goals. But there’s no malice to it, no cruelty. And they’ve been known to skip worlds that don’t offer them sufficient opportunities to improve. They don’t hate their enemies either. They’re simply obstacles to be overcome, paths to test their development. Sam had to… learn emotions, and it took my master’s cruelty for him to understand what evil is. Likewise, it took my aid and friendship for him to start seeing people as, well, people and not simply objects to consume. If they seem evil, it’s mainly because their values are so alien to us. Do you cry every time you step on an ant? It’s the same sort of thing… except we’re the ants. However, there are beings out there who do have a concept of good and evil, who do understand what chaos and order are. I believe that the empire has summoned a being that seeks to impose its own vision of good, peace, and order upon all that it sees.”

“That… that doesn’t sound too bad,” Gerald said. The fact that the bureaucrat was conscious was a testament to his increased mental fortitude – and the plethora of protective charms he wore at all times.

“The problem is in the details,” Old Man drawled. He had one hand on his sword, and his normally calm expression had creased into a frown. “Ask ten people what good, peace, and order mean and the best ways to achieve them, and you will likely get ten different answers. A kind person might wish for a world where everyone is treated fairly and given a chance to succeed. But who decides what is fair? A tyrant might say that a world where all bow to them and acknowledge their wisdom is good and peaceful. But how do we know if their wisdom is truly wise? Tell me, Gerald. Given the ominous feeling in the air, do you think our foe is closer to the latter or the former?”

Gerald shakily turned to the horizon before swiftly averting his gaze. “Oh.”

Dreamriver beat her wings, and the sudden gale they birthed nearly threw them off their feet. Violet flames swirled around her, and he could see the spectral shadows of teeth, claws, and countless weapons shimmering around her. That abomination has no right to exist in this world! If you enjoy living, then prepare yourselves. You can either submit… or you can fight.

Timmy took a deep, deep breath and then shuddered. The air had changed. No matter how deeply he breathed, he was still short of breath. “Get ready. We don’t have long before our enemy arrives.”

James swallowed thickly. “I’ll give the order to prepare.” He paused. “Although I have no idea if our soldiers will be able to fight.”

* * *

Errol was really beginning to question all of his life choices – not an unusual occurrence for experts in eldritch and esoteric lore. However, the current situation was exceptional even by his standards. The glitter-steel titan had finally been completed, and its surface had been inscribed with countless symbols, each of them a single cog in the impossibly complex machinery of incarnation.

The cultists, led by Briony, had gathered and were doing their part. Some chanted. Others moved in intricate and disturbing dances. And still others worked at altars Errol did his best to ignore. Sacrifice was an unfortunate but unavoidable part of the ritual, and the less he thought about what – or who – was being sacrificed, the better. This was for the good of the empire. He had to believe that if he wanted to stay sane. But once the war was over, he’d retire. No more eldritch sorcery. No more esoteric rituals. No more sacrifices. No more cultists. He’d return to his estate and spend the rest of his days with his family. And if he was lucky, then maybe after a few years, the nightmares would stop.

The power in the air was a dense, choking miasma, even thicker than the time some idiot had pissed off the emperor with a careless remark about his cousin’s decision to become a chef. The fool had almost gotten everybody in the room killed. The titan was glowing, awash with a radiant, blinding light that he could only endure thanks to the special goggles he wore. Briony and her cultists hadn’t bothered with protective equipment. Instead, she and her followers stared straight into the light singing hymns of joyful praise as their eyes turned to ash. Yet despite no longer having eyes, they continued to perform the ritual flawlessly, guided by unseen hands.

Errol gulped. He’d probably be doing something similarly stupid if he hadn’t covered himself in every defence against mental contamination that he could think of. A few of his staff had forgotten to don their protection – he’d warned them over and over again to check – and they had promptly lost themselves to the titan’s allure, staring until they too lost their eyes.

Errol eyed the crossbow nearby. There was a very big part of him that wanted to pick the weapon up and put a bolt through the back of Briony’s skull. The sole thing that stayed his hand was his near-certainty that doing so wouldn’t stop her, not after she’d gotten this far, not after light had begun to pour out of her eye sockets and mouth.

In a life that was hardly free from mistakes, this project could easily turn out to be his biggest regret. But he had safeguards. He could stop it if things got out of hand. Yet in the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but wonder if those safeguards, so carefully constructed and hidden, would be enough against something this powerful, especially since there had been no way to test them beforehand.

“Our glorious lord and master has come!” Briony bellowed as the symbols on the titan began to move, twisting and folding in on themselves to form patterns that defied all logic and geometry. Faster they moved, faster and faster until they were little more than blurs, streaks of light that flowed over the gleaming surface of the titan. Finally, they stopped, locking into place one after the other to tell the story of the being they were incarnating. The symbols flared, brighter than the sun, only to vanish, the story told, leaving behind smooth, flawless glitter-steel. “Welcome him!”

“Welcome him!” the cultists shouted back.

Once this was all over, Errol was going to purge the cultists. Even if they won, he could not allow anyone to replicate this project. He would have the facility destroyed, buried, and purified, and he would take its secrets to his grave. His superiors would understand, and they’d be able to get the emperor to agree when the war was won. Besides, this… thing would be a threat. He sincerely hoped that the safeguards he’d hidden would work out. Once it had played its part, he’d activate those safeguards and see it banished back to whence it came.

He'd given access to those safeguards to his superiors in the capital before having the nature of that access stripped from his own mind after realising that the entity might be able to read his thoughts after incarnating. He had powerful defences against mental contamination and eldritch sorcery, but no defence was perfect. This creature was too dangerous. He could not take any unnecessary risks. Otherwise, they’d have a problem worse than Everton on their hands.

“Welcome him!”

“Welcome him!”

“Welcome him!”

Briony paused, and her smile grew truly demented. “Rejoice! He is here!”

And the world erupted.

A blinding pillar of light smashed down from the sky. It ripped through the facility’s defences and drilled down to the chamber that housed the titan. Arcane symbols appeared on every surface, spreading like cracks across ice or glass. It hurt to look at them, and his eyes began to bleed despite all the protections he had in place. Closing his eyes was not enough, nor did turning away help. It was as if his mind had been torn open and knowledge was being shoved into it.

A great gash had been torn into the very fabric of the world, and cosmic radiance and otherworldly effulgence poured through the gaping wound in the world. The laws of physics wavered, and reality itself struggled to cope as something that should not – could not – exist in the world was brought into being from a place beyond time and space and reason.

This was such a bad idea.

And then the titan began to move. Slowly at first, jerkily, before its whole body went taut as the beam of light pulsed and throbbed like an artery feeding a huge, inhuman heart. The searing radiance tore through the facility, and the hole in the world grew brighter. Symbols of ancient and terrible meaning and purpose swirled around it, and his ears were filled with a litany of praise from a billion dead worlds.

Finally – finally – the light began to dim, but the gash in reality remained. The titan rose, floating up into the air as it moved with unnatural and utterly inhuman grace. It was like watching something in the shape of a man imitate a man, but only poorly.

“Rejoice.” The word was cosmic thunder in the air. It was fire in his soul and nails in his heart. “Your master has come. I shall make this world good. I shall bring peace and order – my peace and my order.”

“Welcome!” Briony cried, arms outstretched as though she were about to embrace a lover.

“Your service is appreciated.” The titan’s blank, featureless face changed, and the glitter-steel took on the form of a man whose beauty hurt to perceive. It was a cruel perfection, a mocking flawlessness akin to the beauty of a naked blade that had just drawn blood for the first time. “Allow me to welcome you and your followers into my embrace.”

“Oh, thank you!” Briony wept. “For you have such love for us!”

“My perfect world beckons, and you and yours will receive a most fitting reward.”

“A reward?” Briony smiled as blood and light bubbled up from her empty sockets. “Yes, master! Thank you! Whatever you deem –”

ZAP.

Briony turned to ash – all of the cultists did. Errol froze as the titan’s head turned toward him with eyes that had witnessed the births and deaths of countless stars. His soul burned, and he knew he would have died then and there if he hadn’t absolutely lathered himself in the best protection his substantial research budget could buy. Despite everything he’d prepared, he felt his sanity slip, and the goggles he wore cracked.

“You, however, might still be of use to me. Remain here and await my return.” The titan smiled beatifically. “And worry not about the chains you sought to put upon me. They shall come to nothing.”

Errol found himself unable to move as the titan floated out of the facility and began to stride toward the straits. Only after the titan had left was he able to move again, yet he could already sense the trap that had been laid. The titan had somehow severed the space the facility occupied from the rest of the world.

Damn it.

“My lord.” One of his assistants staggered forward. He’d have to give the man a raise. Not only was he still conscious but he also had enough of his wits about him to approach. “What do we do?”

“There’s nothing we can do.” He used a word of eldritch sorcery. Yes. They were completely cut off. “Try to send word to the capital. Let them know that special measures may be required.” He swallowed thickly. “Although I doubt that will be necessary. I think everyone should be aware by now that something has happened.”

As his assistant hurried to obey, Errol tried to activate the safeguards he’d built into the titan. There was a chance the creature had been bluffing. Alas, there was no response, just a sharp, stabbing pain that drove him to his knees.

Crap.

* * *

Katie had felt fear before. As her master had told her on multiple occasions, only a fool feared nothing – and such fools rarely lived long. Fear was a good thing, a reminder that she was mortal and could make mistakes. It was also a way to gauge the threats she faced. The key was to never let it control her.

Understand it.

Accept it.

Let it go.

That was something Old Man had told her, a mantra of sorts the warriors of his homeland learned from an early age to better steel themselves for battle. She needed to understand why she was afraid, so she could accept it. Only then could she let her fear go and act freely.

However, she’d never felt fear like this. Even in the presence of eldritch entities that boggled her mind or armies that massively outnumbered her, she had never felt the raw, primal terror that gripped her now. She had always trusted in her master to protect her. Later, when their other friends had joined them, she’d felt even more secure. Sure, she’d battled threats that could easily have killed her if she’d been alone, but she hadn’t been alone. Her master and her friends had been with her. Fear was one thing, but terror had no place in a group filled with such powerful and reliable people.

But the… thing crossing the straits was beyond any of the foes they’d fought.

It was a gleaming giant of radiant metal, a colossus seemingly forged of light. It was three hundred feet tall, and it wore the general shape of a man, but it had no face, no eyes, and no mouth. Instead, its face and body were featureless and smooth. Now and then, features and musculature would appear, but they would subside in the blink of an eye, their presence marked by momentary flashes of symbols wrought in silver, platinum, and gold.

The titan did not walk upon the waves or through them. Instead, it stepped upon the air, and its mere presence repelled the water, driving it back and leaving only the sea floor beneath it. Millie’s zombie crab and zombie jellyfish were forced to retreat, and their ships and other aquatic zombies followed. Anything that was too slow to flee was cast aside, as though deemed unworthy of laying eyes upon the titan.

“An aura of authority,” her master murmured. “One that bars the unworthy from being in its presence.” His brows furrowed, and his next words were a whisper, meant more for himself than her. “Vicky has one of those too…”

Katie kept herself from reacting. That was something she wanted to know more about, but now was not the time. An aura of authority was something powerful beings possessed – the ability to overwhelm or rewrite the laws of the world around them, so they could truly impose their presence. At that level, simply existing could serve as both attack and defence.

“Look. It’s beginning to exert its authority upon the world,” her master said.

Katie shuddered. Where the titan walked, there was light. The horizon behind it shone, and its footsteps were marked by pools of radiance that shimmered and left lingering scars upon the world. The waters of the straits began to glow, shining from within in a manner that was equal parts alluring and disturbing.

This was a mark of the titan’s might. A sufficiently powerful entity could warp the world around it. The colossal fungi hadn’t had this level of influence, but size alone was a poor measure of power amongst otherworldly creatures since any sufficiently powerful entity would be able to subvert reality and conceal its true nature in the physical world.

Katie reached out with her senses. This thing was clearly more powerful than any foe they’d faced, yet its magical signature was bafflingly small. No. That made sense. It wasn’t using magic, at least, not the kind she and the others did. Its power was similar, yes, but also different. It reminded her vaguely of the Supreme Cleric, but the Supreme Cleric’s power still felt, well, human at its core despite her inhuman strength. The titan’s power was that same strength warped by an eldritch lens. The longer she focused on it, the more the dull ache in the back of her head grew.

She finally understood what her master meant when he’d explained that the titan would be nothing more than a shell – a vessel that contained some measure of the titan’s true essence. Its real body, its true power, was elsewhere. They were facing a shard, a tiny sliver of infinity that had been shaved off and stuffed into a body that let it exist in their world. If the titan’s true form had been summoned, their world would have been less than dust.

As the titan continued to stride across the straits, none of their forces attacked. The weight of its presence was utterly oppressive, a mental sledgehammer that battered at her mind and tried to cow her into submission. She could hardly imagine how bad it was for those closer to it that didn’t have the benefit of protective magic to shield their minds.

Kneel.

Submit.

Obey.

The commands echoed in her mind, spoken by an inhuman chorus of voices grown raspy from singing until their throats bled. They grew louder with each passing moment, threatening to force her into compliance. Yet there was a part of her, recently awakened, that almost drooled. Hunger. Her shadows sensed the threat, but they also sensed an opportunity. This thing would make for a perfect meal…

“Kneel.”

The word was not spoken in any conventional sense. Instead it was a consequence of the titan’s presence, an axiomatic part of its existence. For it to exist was to make others kneel in obeisance. She almost did too before catching herself. Around her, only those with the strongest wills managed to stay on their feet. Everyone else was either kneeling or unconscious. Even the empire was seemingly taken aback by what they’d summoned. Their ships were keeping their distance from the titan instead of supporting it as it advanced, but who could blame them? Who in the world would willingly get closer to that thing?

“We’re going to have to do the heavy lifting,” her master said. Sweat covered his brow, but he was standing upright, tall and unbowed. He was the sort of person who would kneel when necessary, but only because he chose to. Nobody could force him to kneel. “I might be able to devise a ritual to banish that thing back to wherever it came from, but I need to see it in action first – and we need to weaken it.”

“Can’t you just use eldritch sorcery to identify its weaknesses?” Millie grumbled. She was gripping her pitchfork so tightly that her knuckles had gone white. “You’re good at that, right?”

Her master shook his head. “I already tried. It failed. I also tried to use eldritch sorcery to reduce the spread of mental contamination. That didn’t go very well either.” He gestured vaguely at the people around them. “It’s too strong. Based on how it didn’t react to my eldritch sorcery, I’d say it is completely immune to all lower-level and mid-level eldritch sorcery. Anything powerful enough to break through its immunity is going to leave me close to useless for the rest of the fight, which is why we need to force it to show us what it can do. I’ll only get one chance.” He paused and then pointed. “Look. The empire’s navy is finally moving. Either they’ve found their nerve, or they’ve succumbed to its mental domination.” He raised his voice. “Dreamriver, can you help us fight?”

The dragon roared a challenge at the titan. The gleaming giant didn’t deign to respond. I will kill it myself! With another thunderous bellow, she threw herself into the sky, and Katie had to use her shadows to avoid being sent sprawling. I will break that vessel open and tear its soul asunder!

“Damn it!” her master shouted. “Stop! Don’t try to fight it alone!”

Dreamriver ignored him. Instead, she crossed the gap between them and the titan with speed only a dragon could have mustered. She rose up and then folded her wings and dove, falling from the sky like a violet meteor. Vast claws of amethyst flame formed to augment her attack – a strike that would have torn a fortress asunder. Nothing so big should be able to move so quickly. The titan turned, and its featureless head was momentarily warped into a loving yet mocking smile.

BOOM.

Glowing symbols appeared – a litany of praise and worship codified in a long-dead language and sung by the disembodied and broken but euphoric voices of countless cultists – and Dreamriver’s attack broke upon a barrier of light. The dragon hung in the air, shocked, and the titan drew one arm back. More symbols appeared, swirling around the limb, before the titan punched. Frantically, Dreamriver summoned shields of her own to ward off the blow, but the titan’s fist tore right through them.

It was a punch that could have turned a mountain to powder. The sheer force of the blow hurled Dreamriver back, and she skipped off the water like a stone, sending spray up hundreds of yards into the air. She crashed into the beach and rolled up the hillside, obliterating the defences they’d set up as the dwarves scrambled to get clear. Her massive scaled form finally came to a rest against the walls of the fortress. She stumbled to her feet drunkenly and then rolled back onto the beach.

Her jaw was broken – that was how hard the titan had hit her. Spheres wrought of more glowing symbols appeared around the titan. Katie wasn’t sure how she could tell what they said – perhaps she’d learned the language for one of her and her master’s jaunts into an ancient ruin – but she wasn’t going to question her good fortune. Admonitions and chastisements filled the air, and the spheres shone brighter and brighter until they burst – stars going nova – into lances of pure radiance that streaked toward the groggy dragon. James shouted for them to adjust the fortress’s barrier to protect Dreamriver, but Katie could already tell they wouldn’t be fast enough. However, her master knew someone who would be.

“Old Man!” her master said. “Protect her!”

The swordsman didn’t speak. He took a single step and was gone from Katie’s side, only to reappear in front of Dreamriver.

“What in the world?” Winston asked.

“He does that,” Katie replied.

Old Man’s sword flew from its sheath in a strike so swift and perfect that for a split-second, the whole world was still, captivated by its purity.

“The Heavenly Sword,” Meixing murmured. “I think we will finally see him swing his sword in earnest.”

The space in front of Old Man split, and the sand thrown up by the strike hung in the air as time froze. The beams of light were deflected, either sent back into the sea or up into the sky where they tore great, glowing gouges into the fabric of the world. Katie blanched. Dreamriver could have died there. An adult dragon at the peak of her powers could have been killed just like that – and yet Old Man had managed to deflect the attacks that could have killed her.

Heavenly Sword indeed.

Old Man’s gaze went to the foe who stood over the straits. If the titan was bothered, it gave no sign. There was no exhaustion in the swordsman’s bearing, only a keen awareness of the difficulty of the battle ahead and the role he would have to play. He was old now, well past his prime, and the dwindling of his years was upon him. Gone was the vigour of youth, and even the second springtime of middle age was far behind him. Yet somehow, his shoulders had never seemed broader, and his sword gleamed with all the strength and certainty of the dawn. This was the Heavenly Sword of Meixing’s homeland, the man who could say without boasting that he was the greatest swordsman who had ever lived. Though she couldn’t see them, Katie was certain his eyes were shining, and the wind brought the whisper that left his lips to her ears.

“The Sword That Splits the Moon. It has been a long time since I have used it.”

Dreamriver found her feet again and shook herself to clear her head. She shoved her jaw back into place and used magic to accelerate its healing. You have my thanks, swordsman. My mate was more than right about your skill.

The titan spread its arms wide in a gesture that could almost have been called welcoming. Yet to Katie, it felt greedy, as though it was trying to seize the whole world.

“Why fight me?” The titan’s featureless face grew handsome again, its expression pleading. It reminded her of a shepherd boy asking wayward sheep to return. But the face was too perfect, and the expression too fitting. It was closer to a painting than an expression a living thing should have. “Your world longs for peace, order, and unity. I give them freely. Let me choose on your behalf, and you need never fear choosing wrong again. Is that not truly splendid?”

Old Man laughed at the words, laughed long and loud, and the sound of his laughter roused the soldiers who had slumped upon the walls. In that sound, Katie glimpsed the man he must have been in his prime, not the youth forced to flee his homeland for reasons he would not speak of, but the man with all the strength, speed, and stamina of a young man but all the experience, wisdom, and skill of an older man. Was that the man Meixing’s grandfather had acknowledged, the man her homeland revered?

“Choose for us?” Old Man shook his head, and he was regal then, magnificent in a way that Katie couldn’t quite put into words. Yet if she had to, she would say it was the splendour of a weathered blade, unbroken still, sharp and keen despite all the years and battles. “Never! Our choices must be our own if they are to mean anything at all! That is what living is!” He raised his sword. “Others may have knelt, but know that this old man will not let you have your way so easily.”

The titan smiled beatifically. “Then you will die, all of you, and I will usher in a new age regardless.”

“Get back!” James shouted to Old Man and Dreamriver. “Barrier mages, we need the barrier at full strength now! Direct all of its power in front of us!”

The dragon and the swordsman both fell back as coruscating beams of blinding brightness sprang forward. The barrier flared to life, a glittering plane of blue, green, and white. The whole fortress shook, a deep, rumbling roar that was almost drowned out by the hysterical chorus that accompanied the titan’s attack, a symphony that called to mind the ruins of a billion dead worlds. The beams detonated against the barrier, and the area beyond it turned into a wasteland.

“That thing is finally putting its back into its attacks,” her master said. “The barrier won’t hold. Old Man, Avraniel, and Dreamriver, intercept as many of those beams as you can.”

The trembling barrier shifted to allow attacks from their side to pass through it, and the others hastened to strike. Old Man’s sword swept forward, imperious, and several beams were knocked aside. Avraniel’s fire and light blazed, and she met the beams head on. Dreamriver was no less eager to attack, and countless shields, spears, and blasts of fire surged forward. The clash continued, and the fortress’s cannons added their power to the mix.

“Screw you, you bastard!” Daerin shook his fist at the titan, and the dwarves jeered and shook their fists alongside him. “We dwarves built this fortress long ago, and it’ll take more than some stupid light show to bring it down!”

Finally, the storm of light receded.

“Attack!” James roared. “Attack! Focus on the titan and target any imperial forces that try to make landfall! Hold nothing back!”

The titan gestured, and the imperial forces hastened their advance. Smiling again, the titan began to stride forward, but it soon abandoned its leisurely pace in favour of a sprint. Its footsteps shook the world, but the field of force that had previously tossed the waters of the straits aside had narrowed until only the titan himself was affected. It must be a defensive measure, an acknowledgement of the strength they’d shown so far.

“Let’s kill that son of a bitch!” Avraniel hissed. The elf’s eyes were blazing gold, and burning symbols written in stellar fire had spread across her skin. “He thinks he can tell us what to do or how to live our lives? Screw him!”

“Indeed.” Her master glanced at Millie. “Don’t hold anything back. Hit it with everything you have.”

“Gladly.”

Katie reached out to steady herself as the fortress shook again – this time under its own power. Every single mundane or magical weapon with sufficient range had opened fire, along with all the weapons the demolition rats had stockpiled. It was enough firepower to leave a city in ruins, and the titan took it all without flinching, simply ploughing through the barrage and replying with beams of scorching light. The fortress’s barrier shuddered, and a tower was erased from existence, along with a huge chunk of the walls. Old Man and the others managed to deal with the next salvo, but the fortress was simply too large for them to defend.

“Millie!” her master shouted.

“I know! I know!”

Millie’s crab leapt out of the water – an absurd sight, given its size – and crashed into the titan. The force of the charge managed to knock the titan off course, and the pair tumbled over the water, the titan refusing to slip beneath the waves. There was a hideous wrenching sound as the gleaming giant tore off one of the crab’s claws before a hammer blow punched a hole through the crab’s reinforced carapace. Spheres of light gathered, and the crab unleashed a desperate burst of water.

“Are you serious?” Millie hissed. “Come on!”

The zombie crab didn’t back down. Instead, it hacked away with all of its limbs and spat jets of water. The crab scuttled clear with surprising agility as beams of light threatened to annihilate it. A few beams managed to clip it, and the crab went sprawling. Chunks of flesh had vanished, and huge cracks had spread across its shell. With contemptuous ease, the titan seized the crab, lifted the zombie over its head, and then hurled it at the fortress. The crab tumbled through the air and crashed into the walls. Its limbs twitched, and several broke off. It was badly damaged, and it wasn’t healing the way it should either.

“That asshole!” Millie wailed, pouring magic into the ailing zombie crab. “My crab!”

Her jellyfish moved in. Its barrier flickered and then died as beams of scintillating brightness ravaged its defences. It replied with a thunderous salvo of magical weaponry while trying to grapple the titan with its tentacles. Barbed stingers glanced off shining metal, and towering waves broke before they could touch the titan. The otherworldly colossus tore the zombie jellyfish’s tentacles off one by one, and the massive zombie retreated.

Dreamriver heaved herself into the air again with Old Man on her back as their naval forces engaged the empire’s ships. Whoever wasn’t firing on the empire’s navy was aiming at the titan. Roger and Scar entered the fray, and Katie received frantic bursts of information as the pair threw themselves at whoever they could reach. There was no finesse or planning, only brutal, instinctive combat. The empire’s forces were the same. They weren’t fighting with any overarching strategy. They were fighting with fanatical fury that seemed to disregard their own safety. Was it purely desperation, or had the titan already bent them to its will?

Dreamriver took a moment to burn the sky ahead of her to clear the road, so their aerial forces could engage the empire’s approaching fliers. Turning her attention back to the titan, claws, teeth, swords, spears, and weapons of every kind rained down on the titan as glowing, spectral chains wrapped around its limbs. Katie recognised a few of the weapons. They were based on legendary weapons that Dreamriver must either have added to her hoard or encountered at some point in time. She doubted their appearance was merely for show. Dreamriver must be trying to invoke a measure of their power as well. The titan unleashed a wave of force that shattered the dragon’s constructs, and lances of light speared toward Dreamriver. However, this time, the dragon was ready. She managed to dodge most of them despite her size, and Old Man was there to deflect the rest.

Avraniel took to the air as well on the back of a zombie wyvern. The battle there was brutal. Lords of Magic flew through the air and fought on the sea, and the titan continued to smash and blast its way ever closer. If they could just hold off the titan, they stood a chance, but it was shrugging off their attacks.

“That damn thing is killing us,” her master growled. “Gerald, Daerin, and Katie, come with me. That project we’ve been working on… I know it’s not quite ready yet. I would have loved another few days to work on it, but we don’t have a choice.”

“Wait!” Katie’s eyes widened. “You mean…?”

“Yes. If we’re going to fight a titan, then we’ll need one of our own, but we can’t summon it here. Daerin, grab as many of your people as you can. If they can help, we need them.”

“Aye.” Daerin nodded grimly. Of all the people in the fortress, the dwarves, as a whole, had handled the titan’s mental oppression the best. They were stalwart folk, and their minds were as tough as the mountains that had birthed them. “I’ll get them.”

Katie followed her master and the others as they ran for the other side of the fortress. They could not afford to be attacked while they were preparing. Until their project was up and running, it was incredibly vulnerable. At least the titan seemed to be occupied with Dreamriver and their other forces –

BOOM.

Stone tumbled through the air. “An elite strike team from the empire has made landfall!” someone shouted. “They’ve breached the fortress! All officers and key personnel should brace for combat!”

“Of course, they have one of those.” Her master turned, saw an imperial soldier running toward them, and launched a pebble. The projectile went right through the man’s chest and then exploded, spraying those behind him with shrapnel. It was the sort of ruthlessness her master rarely displayed unless it was absolutely necessary. “We need to hurry. Once you’ve got the space, Gerald, bring it out.”

“Right!”

The fortress shook again, and Katie screamed. The titan had reached the fortress. The glitter-steel giant tore a tower out of the ground while ignoring the seemingly endless stream of exploding projectiles that James threw its way, along with bolts of lightning from Millie and barrages from an assortment of other weapons. Millie’s zombie jellyfish was clinging onto its back like a gigantic monkey, but the titan used the tower as a club to knock it off before throwing the makeshift weapon at Millie’s zombie great eagle.

The tower clipped the zombie bird’s left wing, and it spiralled away, crashing into the ground. The titan ripped a second tower free and threw it at them. Katie screamed – the tower was far too large for her to block with her shadows. Her master cursed wildly and thrust his shovel upward. Runes and seals flared to life all over his shovel, and his magic roared in defiance. The tower turned into a river of dust that threatened to sweep them away despite the runes of protection he’d hurriedly traced in the air in front of them.

“Gerald!” he shouted. “Do something about the dust!”

The bureaucrat’s magic activated, and the dust vanished as he stored it away. They were incredibly fortunate that the titan had broken the protective magic on the tower in order to tear it out of the ground. Otherwise, her master would never have been able to reduce it to dust.

The titan stared down at them, and its hideously beautiful features contorted into another mocking smile. “Your tenacity is impressive – but futile.”

The titan raised one fist – only for Dreamriver to slam into it at full speed.

Leave my dentist alone!

The dragon bit and clawed, but her teeth and claws could find no purchase on the titan’s gleaming, seamless exterior. A punch sent her tumbling back, and Old Man leapt off her back. For a moment, he was silhouetted against the sun, caught in the instant of his strike. A sound like glass being broken rang out, and reality itself split and tore. Katie’s senses – both mundane and magical – went wild, and she staggered back. Space and time ceased to have meaning, and fate itself was overthrown.

A gash appeared on the titan’s arm, and the titan took a wary step back. “You cut me? How?”

Old Man twisted in mid-air, and the space beneath him contorted to let him land on the walls of the fortress. Not far away, Meixing and Claw fought back to back against wave after wave of imperial soldiers. They had used the titan’s advance to make landfall, and they fought with suicidal determination, utterly heedless of the casualties they took.

Old Man’s eyes were calm, but Katie could see the sweat on his brow. His breathing was no longer steady either. He might well be the greatest swordsman who had ever lived, but he was old now, with his best days far behind him. How much longer could he keep fighting at this level? But as she watched, Old Man’s back straightened, and his breathing smoothed. His voice, when he replied, held no trace of tiredness or despair. “Whether it is from this world or any other, there is nothing my sword cannot cut.”

“Gerald!” her master yelled as the bureaucrat stood frozen in a combination of awe and terror. “I don’t mean to rush you, but we need that thing right now!”

Gerald shook himself, and his magic unfurled. Their special project appeared, and some of Katie’s fear receded. This was their trump card – a zombie titan-golem, a fusion of the largest and strongest zombie they could get and the very finest in dwarven engineering. It also had an eldritch abomination inside it that allowed someone to control the whole thing with their mind, not just the zombie parts but the golem parts too. Compared to the zombie giant they’d used against Daerin’s golems, it was orders of magnitude more powerful.

“Avraniel!” her master bellowed, perhaps hoping that Amanda could hear and would pass on the message. “We need you back here!”

Powering such a colossal construct would have been impossible using conventional methods. Instead, they had created a system similar to the Sky City’s, but it needed Avraniel to operate. With her power as a star maiden and all the other mechanisms they’d prepared, they might just be able to put up a decent fight.

“I think I know what we need to do,” her master said. “But we need to weaken it first. As it is, it’s too strong to be banished. Once it’s weaker –” His eyes widened as a cloaked figure leapt off a nearby rooftop and attacked him.

There was a clang as her master’s shovel met a shining blade, and Katie gasped as the shovel’s reinforced edge cracked. That was insane! It was made of the finest materials, and her master had covered it in protective runes and seals. To crack it in a single blow was ridiculous.

The pair tumbled end over end, and Katie tried to reach him with her shadows. Several of the ninja rats sprang forward – how had the cloaked figure gotten past them? – but the cloaked figure waved their hand. A blast of holy magic disrupted her shadows while a second wave of pure force threatened to smash her body and crush the rats. The rats just barely managed to evade the attack, but they were forced to retreat. Katie fared little better. Rembrandt’s sword swept out to part the attack, but the backlash still sent her sprawling, her shadows rising to break her fall and shield her from the debris that hurtled through the air.

By the time she staggered back to her feet, her master and his opponent were tumbling headlong through a hole in the ground that had opened up during the titan’s assault. “Master!”

“I’ll be fine!” he shouted. “Get into the zombie titan-golem! Other than me, you’re the only one who can control it. I can handle this. Go! We don’t have any time left.” Whatever else he might have said was cut off as a barrier formed over the hole.

Daerin cursed and put a hand on her shoulder. The titan and Dreamriver were grappling, but it was clear that the dragon was losing. “We have to hurry. Otherwise, that titan bastard is going to kill us all.” His voice softened. “Your master is tough. He can handle himself. Right now, we need you to take control of the zombie titan-golem.”

Dreamriver was covered in wounds, and Old Man was hard-pressed to keep the titan from striking a lethal blow.

“After we deal with the titan, we can go help your master.”

“Fine.” Katie growled. Her master would be fine. He had to be. “Let’s go beat up the titan first, and then we can help my master.”

* * *

Spot roared. The battle in the skies was fierce and unrelenting. His side was struggling. The titan’s beams did so much damage whenever it fired them, and they were so hard to dodge. The main reason more of them weren’t already dead was because Dreamriver was keeping the titan occupied, but even the adult dragon wasn’t a match for the titan.

He ripped a griffin’s belly open with his claws and then used a burst of fire to blind a wyvern before gutting it too. Another surged up toward his side as its rider tried to stab him with a lance. He rolled, letting the lance skitter off his scales without doing any real damage, before slicing the wyvern’s left wing. It plummeted out of the sky, and he turned to meet his next foe. On his back, the ninja rats were doing their best, picking off wounded opponents and calling out threats. They were holding their own for now, but Spot wasn’t stupid. This battle was not going well. Something huge stomped out of the fortress. It was the zombie titan-golem that the idiot, the twerp, and the beardy had been working on. His mother was inside it. The huge zombie charged into battle, and it was soon joined by Millie’s giant zombies. Spot wanted to help, but he couldn’t afford to take his eyes off the battle in the sky.

He fought, biting, clawing, and burning as many of the empire’s fliers as he could, but there seemed to be no end to them. His heart pounded, and despite being a dragon, he felt exhaustion begin to creep through him. Below him, he was vaguely aware of the zombie titan-golem exchanging thunderous blows with the titan, but he couldn’t afford to let his attention wander. More imperial fliers were coming.

There are too many of them. Spot scowled. And those beams are too strong.

Another beam lanced through the air. Those it clipped fell out of the sky whilst those it struck directly were completely obliterated. His blood boiled with fury, and he sent a blast of black flame toward the titan. It ignored him. He wasn’t big or strong enough to threaten it. Dreamriver, an adult dragon, couldn’t beat it, and that was with lots of help. A ninja rat leapt onto a passing drake, attached an explosive, and then leapt back. Spot caught him as the drake went down, wreathed in flames. Spot glared at the titan. If neither his black fire nor his white fire could do anything, then what if he mixed them? He still couldn’t do it properly yet, but it might work.

A bolt of black and white flame struck the titan, and it turned to face him. “Corruption… but light as well? And the blood within you? I see now. How fortunate that you are still so young.” The titan smiled again, an expression of utter peace as it slaughtered everyone who stood in its path. “You will die before awakening your power.”

Spot’s eyes widened as beams of light raced toward him, the titan momentarily ignoring Dreamriver and the others to focus on him. He couldn’t get hit by those! He might be a dragon, but he was still young, and those same beams had seriously wounded Dreamriver. She was much bigger and stronger than him. If he got hit, he could easily get injured or killed.

He flew as he’d never flown before. He dodged, dipped, twirled, and zigzagged. He used the enemy fliers as shields. But it was useless. He was dodging the beams, but more and more were appearing. They followed him, twisting and turning through the air, sometimes even reversing direction. They were fast – too fast – and he realised that he was in a lot of trouble.

Get off! He had to warn the ninja rats. I can’t dodge the beams! Get off, before they hit me!

Bramante shouted that they could help, but what could they do against the beams? A few of them had already tried to use defensive magic or explosives, but the beams had cut right through their defences.

Go! Spot insisted. You don’t have to die too!

And Spot was going to die. He realised that, understood it instinctively. Once one of those beams hit him, even if he survived, he’d be in no condition to dodge. The other beams would hit him, and it would be over. Even if the first beam didn’t kill him, the others definitely would. If he got hit, he would die, and it was no longer a question of whether he could avoid getting hit. It was a question of how much longer he could dodge.

The rats leapt clear, and Spot was dimly aware of his friends trying to help. But he was too far away, and the beams were too fast. He saw his mother’s face in his mind. He wanted to cry out to her, but she was powering the zombie titan-golem. If he distracted her, the zombie titan-golem could break down, which would put her, the beardy, and the twerp in great danger. He couldn’t bear it if they got hurt trying to help him. He had to handle this on his own somehow because his mother would be sad if he died…which meant he had to live.

Even if every instinct he had was telling him that it was impossible, even if everything he knew about flying said he couldn’t do it, he still had to try. He flew. He flew with all the strength and speed and agility he had. He flew better than he ever had before. He flew as if the winds themselves were his wings and the clouds were his scales.

But it wasn’t enough.

It was never going to be enough.

One beam hit him.

It was like being hit by the biggest bolt of lightning in the world. It cut through the flames he’d wrapped around himself, and all the protective charms he wore shattered.

He lost a wing and a leg.

His whole body burned inside and out. His soul was broken. His magic went mad in an attempt to save him, but he could already feel it running dry. Another beam hit him, and then another and another.

His scales cracked. His bones broke. His flesh burned. His blood boiled away.

Was this what death felt like?

He plunged into the ocean, a burnt-out, ruined wreck. He was surprised he wasn’t ash.

The others, especially his mother, were going to be sad. He didn’t want them to be sad. He wanted them to be happy, and he wanted to be happy with them.

But the water was so cold, and he couldn’t move his body. Wait… how much of his body was left? He couldn’t see or smell or taste. He could barely even think. How strange… it was so, so cold…

He’d never been cold before.

He tried to open his eyes, but he couldn’t.

All he could do was sink down into the cold, still deep.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Spot opened his eyes.

The straits were gone.

The titan was gone.

His friends were gone.

Instead, there was polished stone beneath him. It was… beautiful in a way that was hard to describe, and he couldn’t recognise what kind of stone it was. There was writing on it too, but he couldn’t make out the letters. Even if he could, he had a feeling that he wouldn’t know the language they were written in.

He got up and looked around. Gigantic pillars stretched upward all around him. They were so tall that even his draconic sight lost track of them as they vanished up into a yawning abyss filled with countless stars. The pillars were thick too, so wide that each of them seemed too large to exist. But they were there, and there were so many of them, a forest of stone wrought of pillars taller and thicker than any tree.

Where was he?

“You are in a temple, little dragon. The temple.”

Spot peered around. He wanted to ask the ninja rats if they’d noticed anybody, but they weren’t here either – wherever here was. He hoped they were safe. He hoped they hadn’t been hit by the beams. Who said that?

“I did.”

Spot couldn’t see anyone. The voice sounded as if it was right beside him, but the woman must be far away if he couldn’t see her. Where are you?

“Go toward the light.”

Spot’s brows furrowed. The light?

As if to answer his question, there was light. It was a pillar of light and fire that stretched up forever and ever. It pierced through the endless darkness above him, and it seemed as though the stars were little more than captured embers born of its brightness. Cinders drifted through the air, and he saw them move in strange ways. Were those… birds? No. Those were phoenixes. Phoenixes were being born from that pillar of light and fire.

And in that light and fire, he heard words. His mind struggled to comprehend them, but they sank into his being, as old and familiar as his own heartbeat. They were ancient words, some of the oldest that had ever been spoken, but they felt right in a way few things ever had.

“From fire we forged thee,” the woman said, and he felt as though what she was saying was incredibly important, something he needed to know and should never have forgotten. It was a great mystery, a priceless treasure, and yet to her, it was mundane, as obvious as the sun in the sky. “From the First Sun’s flame we kindled your fire. From the First Moon’s light we crafted your scales. From the First Wind’s gale, we made your wings. Thus was the First Dragon born.”

Is that true? Spot asked. Her words held the ring of truth, but he wanted to be sure.

“Walk toward the light, and I will answer. But beware, young dragon, it will not be easy.”

Spot huffed. I can do it. Walking wasn’t as quick as flying, but he was strong. He could walk.

Yet perhaps, he shouldn’t have spoken so hastily. He hadn’t felt it when he was only looking around, but when he tried to move, it was if there was a great and terrible weight pressing down on him. It was like trying to walk while wrestling with the people eater. Taking even a single step was hard, and he’d barely taken a dozen before his breathing came in great, heaving gasps. He gave a low rumble of discontent.

“If you wish to see your mother and friends again, you must reach me. I can help you in many ways, but not with this. You, alone, must reach me.”

I can see them again if I reach you? Spot asked.

“I offer no guarantees, but you must reach me if you wish to have a chance.”

Spot nodded firmly. A chance is better than nothing.

And so Spot walked. The weight pressing down on him was far too great to consider flying. Even as his limbs trembled and his vision began to dim, he walked. The thought of his mother and friends being sad was more than he could bear. He would rather grind his bones to dust and tear out his own heart than let that happen. What was exhaustion, what was pain, what was his suffering compared to that? He was a dragon. He was strong. He was meant for battles like this.

And so he walked.

And walked.

And walked.

And walked.

And walked.

On and on, he walked through a temple that had no end. But, at long last, he saw something different up ahead. It was an altar, and from it sprang the pillar of light and fire he’d seen from afar. He wasn’t sure how long he’d walked. He’d lost track of time long ago in the struggle to keep moving. The only thing that had mattered was taking one more step, getting that little bit closer to his destination. There had been no room for other thoughts.

The altar was wide. It seemed to stretch on forever and ever, but the stairs leading up to it weren’t very tall. There were only a dozen or so steps. And sitting on the fourth step was a woman in a cloak blacker than the dead of night with eyes like shining stars gleaming within her hood. A scythe had been set down on the steps beside her, and Spot knew in the same instinctive way that he knew the skies were his that the scythe would only ever serve one master and that no enemy could withstand it.

“Keep going.” The woman beckoned him forward. “You can rest once you’ve reached me.” Her voice was so kind. It reminded Spot of his mother’s voice when she rubbed his scales before he went to sleep. “You’ve come so far. You’re almost there. You can make it.”

And so Spot forced himself to go that little bit further.

“Good. Very good.” She lifted him up and eased his head into her lap. He looked up. It was hard to make out her features, but her skin was deathly pale, and she was smiling. It was a warm and gentle smile, like the sun rising in the morning, and it eased the ache in his body. “So few people ever reach this place, and of those that do, even fewer have the strength to reach these stairs.”

It was very far. Spot allowed himself to rest. He would need his strength. He knew, somehow, that there was still more for him to do, and that he would need all of his strength to get through it. But I had to keep going. If it was just for me, I might have given up, but I want to see my mother and friends again. How do I get back to them? Are they still fighting? Are they okay?

“This place exists beyond space or time. Here a single moment can stretch into eternity. Here, there is always enough time. Here, you are exactly where you need to be.”

Spot remembered the idiot’s lessons. Information was important. Where is this place, and who are you?

“Who am I?” The young woman’s eyes crinkled up into a gentle smile. “I think you know. I think you’ve always known.”

I do?

“This isn’t the first time we’ve met although you don’t remember me. But… you know.”

He did. Memories drifted through his mind. He’d glimpsed her before – a shadow out of the corner of his eye, a whisper on the wind, a fleeting scent on the breeze. In the depths of the sacred lake. Any dragon would know her. She had been there on every battlefield he’d fought on, and she was there in the long hours of the night when he saw, in the distance, the gleaming light of a soul grow dim. And she was there standing silent sentry when the elderly sheep of the flock closed their eyes and breathed no more.

Yes, he knew her. Any dragon would know her.

You are Death.

“I am his daughter,” she replied. “And Life’s daughter too. They call me Young Death. And that is why I am here… because this place is the First Temple, the temple that houses the Flame of Creation. It is the centre of the cycle of death and rebirth. It is the origin of all life and the place to which all the dead must eventually go.”

Am I dead? Spot spoke his fear.

“Yes.”

Oh. Spot clung onto her. But I can’t die yet!

“Why not? Whether they are the greatest of kings or the lowliest of beggars, none can escape a visit from me or my father.”

But if I die, my mother and friends will be sad. I don’t want them to be sad. And if I die, they’ll have to fight without me… and the enemy we’re fighting is really strong. They might lose. Is there a way I can go back? I don’t care if it’s only for a little while. If I can help them and make them smile even one more time, it’ll be enough! I have treasure. I can give it all to you for a little bit of extra time. I’ll come back here, I promise. I won’t argue. I just…

“You are a very strange dragon,” Young Death said. “And I have met a great many dragons over the years. In fact, I met the dragon who laid your egg. She was dead too when she came here. Do you want to know what she asked for?”

No. Everyone says she was a bad dragon, and I saw what she did. I don’t want to be like her.

“She wasn’t always bad. As with many bad people, she became that way over time. Yes. She was… well, I wouldn’t say she was good, but she wasn’t evil either. But she made her choice, and that choice eventually made her who and what she became. She asked to go back, so she could slaughter her enemies. She wanted them to die as she had. She wanted them to suffer. That is what most dragons ask for if they make it here, for dragons are children of wrath and ruin, of fire and chaos and battle. And that is not necessarily a bad thing. But you… you ask to go back to ease the grief of those you left behind and to aid them one last time. You offer up everything you have for a few moments longer.”

I don’t want to die. Spot admitted. I’m young. I want to live. I want to see the world. I want to smile and laugh and play. But if I have to die, then I want to give my mother and friends a chance to live. If I can do that… then… then dying doesn’t seem so bad. One of my friends says you can never get something for nothing, so… so if I have to trade my life for theirs, that’s okay. That’s a fair trade.

“You love them more than your own life?”

Yes.

“Then perhaps you have a chance.” She stroked his scales gently. “Do you know what the Flame of Creation is?” He shook his head. “It is the source of all that is, has been, and will ever be. It can grant you more than a few moments of time. It can give you a second chance. But it will not be easy.”

What do I have to do? Spot asked eagerly. No matter how hard it was, he’d do it. He had to.

“You should not exist,” Young Death said. “Your father was a corruption dragon and your mother was an empyreal dragon. Their conflicting energies should have killed you before you were born. Your egg should have remained nothing more than a cold, dead rock. But you lived, and you were hatched by the flames of a living star. You should not be as you are either. By all rights, you should be cruel and cold and wicked. Yet you are not.” She glanced over her shoulder. “The souls of all things were kindled by the Flame, Spot. And though you have died, your soul has not yet been called back to the Flame. When you are called to it, your soul shall be rekindled, and you will be reborn. But you will no longer be Spot. You will have another life.”

No! Spot shook his head. I don’t want that!

“Then you must venture into the Flame and rekindle your soul… but without losing yourself. It will not be easy. The Flame of Creation is not a benevolent or loving force. It simply exists as the fulcrum around which Creation turns. It cares nothing for your struggles or desires. How can it? It would be like a candle caring about the scene it illuminates. If you do nothing, you will eventually grow weary. Your eyes will close, and you will awaken to a new life, remembering none of this or your past. But if you venture into the Flame willingly, you have a chance. You must take some of the Flame into yourself and use its light and heat to rekindle your soul. After all, what is the body but a shell for the soul? If you can do that, your body will be reforged and your soul revitalised. That is how you can get another chance. But if you falter, you will be drawn back into the cycle of death and rebirth. You will not see your mother and friends again. You will not even remember them. But Spot… the Flame burns in every sense of the word. It will be pain unlike anything you could imagine.”

Oh. Spot took a deep, shuddering breath. I have to try. He paused. The dragon who laid my egg… she must have gone into the Flame too, right, if she came back?

“She wasn’t as dead as you are. She only needed a little bit of the Flame to rekindle her soul. You will need more.” Her voice softened. “Look within yourself, Spot, with eyes that see by the light of the Flame. You are broken. You have always been broken. Succeed here, and you will be made whole.”

Spot peered into himself, and he saw with eyes whose gaze had been illuminated by the light of the Flame. He saw the darkness of his father’s lineage, the all-consuming, corrupting, devouring darkness that warred endlessly against the light and fire of his mother’s heritage. They were both wicked in their own ways, but their powers were opposed to each other. Spot lived, but his powers didn’t match. No. In many ways, they actively worked against each other. That was why he shouldn’t have existed, and it was why he struggled so hard to combine his powers.

“If you want to live – if you want to win when you go back – then you have to take as much of the Flame into yourself as you can. Forge yourself anew. Become the dragon you know you can be. You have such a beautiful soul, Spot. It’s time to let it shine.”

He nodded slowly. A sense of purpose filled him. What do I do?

“Go to the Flame, Spot. Hold tight onto who you are and become who you wish to be.” She smiled and gently kissed the spot on his snout. “There’s no point in resting any longer, Spot. Either you’re ready or you’re not. Good luck.”

Spot slithered out of her lap and nudged her with his head. Thank you.

Slowly, he crawled up the stairs and stopped just shy of the Flame. He knew in his heart of hearts that nothing would ever be the same after this. If he failed, he would never see his mother or the others again. He would be reborn somewhere else sometime else as someone else. But if he succeeded, who would he be? What would he become?

He smiled. He knew who he wanted to be.

Spot stepped into the Flame of Creation.

He burned.

He was a dragon, and he burned down to the very core of his being.

The Flame burned him in a way that nothing had ever burned him before, in a way that nothing else could ever burn him. It burnt more than his body and his soul. It sought to burn away everything that he was, everything that he had ever been, and everything he would ever be. He could feel it searing away his identity, its cosmic might reducing him to his very essence, so he could re-enter the cycle and start again –

NO!

Even as the Flame sought to burn away everything that he was, he held tight onto his memories of his mother and his friends. His mother’s smile, the twerp’s laugh, the idiot’s grin, the paper pusher’s nervous chuckle, the people eater’s sigh, Old Man’s laugh, the beardy’s scowl, Chomp’s wagging tail, Little Spot’s questions, Tabitha’s hugs, William’s caution – he grabbed onto all of those things and more… and he refused to let go.

But the Flame was a pitiless power. It had no empathy or sympathy, no care or compassion. It was fire and light, and its purpose was to send him back into the cycle of death and rebirth. If it had to strip away everything he had been, then so be it.

But he refused. He didn’t care who he might be in another life. He cared about this life and who he was here and now. Agony beyond anything he could imagine coursed through him. It would be so easy, so very easy to close his eyes and give up, to let the Flame consume him and make him anew. But he knew who he was.

He snarled and bared his teeth. Let the Flame try to take what was his! It would fail! I am a dragon! And my name is Spot!

He would not be swept away. He would not start anew. He would take back his life, not leave it behind!

The Flame filled him.

It tore through his defences and threatened to ignite his very being.

But he was a dragon. He knew the nature of fire better than anyone. Fire didn’t merely destroy! It could create too! He’d seen it in the plants that grew from the ashes his flames left behind. He’d seen it when the beardy or the idiot worked at a forge. He’d seen it in the candles that lit the dark and let people do their work.

Spot forced himself to think despite the pain. Rather than letting the Flame burn away who he was, he needed to use it to reforge himself. He sank deep into the core of his being.

He was a contradiction.

He was a dragon. Dragons were vicious and mean, but he was kind and good.

He was part corruption dragon and part empyreal dragon. Absolute corruption against absolute purity.

He was countless things, and so many of them didn’t make sense together.

How could a dragon befriend a sheep? How could a dragon have friends instead of enemies and prey? How could he be kind enough to save a little girl and then mercilessly devour someone else?

How could it all make sense? The power of the Flame was beyond imagination, but it refused to be held in his mind, to be shaped and moulded. Instead, it raged out of his control, impossible to bind or direct.

What about light? The idiot had shown him. All the colours of light mixed together made white. Contradictory things didn’t have to be bad. They could be beautiful. Spot wasn’t just one thing. He was countless things, and maybe they didn’t all make sense individually, but they made him who he was. Somehow, despite everything, they all fit together.

How could he be both one thing and many things and still be greater for it? If he could answer that, then maybe he could harness the power of the Flame.

He saw his mother’s smile, the gentle smile she saved just for him – and he understood.

A star.

No. Not quite.

A constellation!

That’s what a group of stars was called, right? Stars could be very different from each other yet still be greater together as a constellation. Even the brightest star could be lonely, but if it was part of a constellation, it would shine more brightly and beautifully than if it was alone. His mother hadn’t said a lot about her sister, the one she’d lost, but she’d said they’d been very different. Yet despite being so different, they’d been greater together, which was why it hurt so much now that they were apart.

Yes!

That was it.

His powers and all the different parts of him… he was the sky, and they were all stars set in constellations. Separate but together, unique but not alone.

And what were stars but fire and light?

Yes!

The idea surged through him, and he threw all of his faltering will into the thought. The Flame continued to surge through him, but he was shaping it now, not commanding it but directing it, channelling it the way a ditch let a farmer guide water except his soul was the ground and the Flame was the water.

The more his thoughts took shape, the more his soul changed to match them. Opposing the Flame was impossible. Ordering it was beyond him. But like water flowing through a river, he could give it a path to follow.

His soul was no longer a single, solid light. Instead, it was a vast, limitless expanse – the endlessness beyond worlds, the place where stars were born. And within that expanse, stars came to life. Not just one star, and not just one constellation. But another and another. Stars became constellations. Constellations became galaxies. Galaxies became universes. And those universes became Spot. That was how his powers could work together, that was how all the contradictions of his being could be resolved.

Like a compass with its four cardinal directions, Spot set the most important parts of himself into places of honour, each shining proudly and wondrously in their own ways. And one after another, the other pieces of himself fell into place, arranged seamlessly into an order that felt so right he couldn’t believe he’d never realised it before.

The Flame was no longer burning away who he was.

Instead, it was igniting those stars, illuminating those constellations, setting those galaxies spinning, and making those universes sing as he became who he wanted to be.

He was a dragon, and his name was Spot.

For a moment, he saw the countless different ways this could have gone, all the other choices he could have made, and all the people he could have become.

Darkflame, the corruption dragon, would have been incredibly evil, cruel, and vicious. He would have left a barren, dead world behind and spread like poison throughout Creation.

Brightdoom, the empyreal dragon, would have been absolutely certain that everything he was doing was for the greater good. He would have crafted a world of absolute obedience and unity and sought to spread his vision of order across Creation.

Those were the two fates clearest to him, the two roads he should have walked. But he was neither of them because destiny did not choose who he was. He decided who he was, and he had made his choice long ago. He’d made it without even understanding it. He’d made it when he met his mother and his friends and experienced life at their side.

Love and hate.

Mercy and wrath.

Light and darkness.

Creation and destruction.

Hope in the face of despair.

He knew who he was, who he would always be.

The Flame burned, but Spot no longer did. Instead, he roared.

He felt stronger than he ever had, complete in a way he’d never imagined possible. All the weight that had held him down was gone. He basked in the Flame, drew strength from it, let it fill him until it felt as though his soul would burst. At the centre of his being, a spark of the Flame settled and then ignited. This was what his mother had sought when she’d become an empyreal dragon. But this was no stolen ember of the Flame, no hidden treasure to be carefully concealed and snuck out. This was a part of him, a spoil rightly earned in battle. The spark grew and grew. Spot was no guttering flame, no dwindling cinder. He was an inferno, a star, a constellation, a galaxy, a universe – Creation!

He emerged from the Flame, and he saw his reflection in the polished stone. His scales were now blacker than the dead of night, a black so deep it seemed as though even the shadows vanished into them. He snickered. Would that help him in his squabbles with the twerp? Maybe. The patch of white upon his snout shone brightly, more glorious than the dawn, more radiant than the sun. It was a beacon, a lighthouse in the long, endless night.

His eyes were twin moons of noble silver, their light a reflection of the Flame itself. And above his head burned a crown of fire. The flames were wrought of darkness and light, of absolute purity and utter corruption, yet they were at peace with each other. They were his flames, twilight flames, the union of his contradictory powers, the synthesis of his paradoxical being. They were fuelled by the fire that burned mightily within him, the fire that would burn for always and forever, the fire born of the Flame.

“You did it.”

I did! Spot beat his wings happily and rushed over. He clutched onto Young Death tightly and pressed his snout into her stomach. Thank you! Tears of argent luminance trickled from the corners of his eyes. Thank you so much. You didn’t have to help me, but you did. Thank you! He looked up, and she wiped the happy tears from his cheeks. Her eyes reminded him of the Flame, of all the stars that had ever lived and would ever die. They were so very kind. Will… will I ever see you again?

“Yes, but I won’t be coming for you.” She smiled. “Sometimes, I wonder if I ever will.” She patted his head fondly, and the flames of his crown did not burn her although her gaze lingered long upon them. “The dragon who laid your egg sought a crown with all her might, but it was never meant for her. It was meant for you, if you proved worthy of it. Spot… I’m glad we got to talk.”

So am I.

Young Death grinned impishly. “It’s time for you to go back now, but I have a favour to ask you.”

What is it? I’ll help you if I can. It’s the least I can do.

“That titan is quite a troublesome fellow. He has forgotten his purpose, so I would greatly appreciate it if you and your friends could kick his ass.”

Spot beamed. Okay!

* * *

Spot burst out of the water with a roar. Twilight flames trailed in his wake and crackled over his body, at once darker than the depths of the night yet brighter than the sun. The crown of midnight-dawn above his head cast its eerie yet beguiling light over the battlefield, and he felt stronger, surer, and more himself than he ever had before. This was who he was meant to be. This was where he should be. This was what he should be doing.

His astral sight saw further and more keenly, and he took in the entire battle at a glance. So many souls had been subjugated by the titan’s power, turned into little more than puppets. However, he could still see the souls of his friends shining brightly despite their grief. They wanted to avenge him, to tear the titan limb from limb on his behalf. But now their grief was gone. Joy had replaced it, and Spot’s soul sang in reply, a chorus of hope and freedom against the titan’s dirge of order and control.

He understood now what the idiot had once told him.

To the world you are just one person, but to one person you may be the world.

In the grand scheme of things, who were his friends? They were a small group of people. Compared to what he’d glimpsed in the Flame, they were like grains of sand on a beach stretching out into infinity. But to Spot? They were the world. His world. Who cared about a beach that went on forever? He was happy with just his little patch of paradise. That thought settled him, and another star was added to the endless sky within him. The spark of the Flame within him roared, and its fire and light spread through him, ready and eager to strike down his enemies.

Twilight dragon.

The words felt right. There had been others who had claimed that heritage in the past, but none of them had been like him.

The titan bellowed, its façade of smugness and false piety giving way to hate and rage and fury. Beams raced toward him, but Spot was not the same. He was stronger, faster, and so much surer of himself. The world was clear. His focus was perfect. The skies were his. He lanced through the air, dodging through the endless storm of radiant death, impossible to hit and utterly certain in his movements. A blast of twilight flame left his mouth, and this time, the titan’s glitter-steel skin cracked and charred. Spot smiled toothily. It wasn’t much, not nearly a killing blow, but it was proof, proof that he’d changed, that he had the power to hurt the titan. And if he could hurt it, then he could kill it.

“Who are you?” the titan growled. “What are you?”

I am a dragon, and my name is Spot.

* * *

Dreamriver beat her wings and tried to catch her breath. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so weary. An adult dragon’s stamina was normally close to limitless, but her injuries had taken a toll. The titan was also far stronger than she’d imagined. Despite her best efforts, she would already have died several times if not for the swordsman on her back. She had called for her mate through the bond they shared, but the battle would be won or lost long before he arrived. And at the rate she was burning through her power just to keep up, they had to finish the battle soon if they were to have any chance of victory.

“Can you keep fighting?” Old Man asked. Although his posture gave little away, she could feel his bone-deep exhaustion. He was not the man her mate had met. He was so much older. His skills remained sharp, but his body was far past its prime. They both knew he couldn’t keep this up for much longer, but he would fight until they had victory or death took him. That was the kind of man he was. That was the path he’d chosen to walk.

As a dragon, she respected it. Better death in battle than a slow and drawn-out dwindling of his years.

For a while yet.

“Good.” His voice was cold and sharp. “This thing must die.”

On that we agree.

His rage was a wintry and terrible thing, and it had only grown with each passing moment after the young dragon had been struck down and vanished into the water. Yet he was too experienced a warrior to let that rage cloud his judgement. Instead, he used it as motivation to draw yet more strength from his flagging reserves. The dwindling power within him surged once again as he ignored what must have been agony to maintain his magical output.

She was about to say more when the young dragon burst out of the water. Her eyes widened in disbelief as she sensed the power within him and witnessed the impossible flames roiling over him. But most shocking of all was the instinctive urge to kneel when she laid eyes upon the crown of twilight flames above his head.

Impossible!

“What?” Old Man laughed in joy and disbelief. “Spot!”

A twilight dragon? Dreamriver shook her head. That shouldn’t be possible… I’ve only heard stories… but those flames… what else could he be? The little dragon’s fire damaged the titan this time, and when Dreamriver sent illusionary weapons to strike at the wounded area, they tore great rents in the titan’s body.

“What is a twilight dragon?”

You must know who his father is, and I suspect you know who is mother is. I suspected myself when I saw him, but now I am certain. It has to be her.

Dreamriver laughed as the titan tried to blast Spot out of the sky only for him to dodge with ease. The fire inside him was a thing of beauty, an inferno that raged without end, a primordial flame that made her think of the fire that dwelt within all dragons. Peering into him, she saw no conflict in his powers, no trace of contradiction or dispute. Somehow, Spot had found a way to make all of the disparate aspects of his being work in perfect unison despite their conflicting natures. It was beautiful – and terrifying. If he was this strong already, then how powerful would he be when he got older? No wonder the titan was trying to kill him now. In the future, it might not be able to.

According to the stories that have been passed down, she is one of the most powerful dragon lords this world has ever produced. She was barred from this world by her sister. But there are ways around such magic, if only briefly, and I have felt her power before in ancient places. An empyreal dragon and a corruption dragon should not be able to produce a living child, and if they ever managed to, that child should be a stunted, twisted thing or an insane monster. But Spot is nothing like his parents. I understand now why his mother tried so hard to have him, why she was willing to mate with a dragon so much weaker than herself. The crown above his head is proof that her ambitions were not foolish. Dreamriver chortled. If only you and your friends had not raised Spot, then who knows what she might have achieved? That crown is acknowledgement.

“Of what?”

That he has the potential to rise higher than his parents, to become more than a dragon lord… to become a dragon king, the mightiest of all dragons born of this world. That is what the crown means. It is not acknowledgement from me or any other dragon, but from Creation and the First Flame itself.

“A king? I think he’d find the idea amusing.” Old Man smiled grimly. “We have to help him. Can you get closer?”

What do you have in mind?

“I have a technique that I want to try, but I cannot use it from this distance – not at my age.”

What sort of technique is it?

He pictured the technique in his mind and shared the image with her. “I call it the All-Piercing Blade.”

Hah! Very well. I will get you as close as I can. Make your strike count, swordsman.

“I shall do my best.” His eyes twinkled. “My time has long since passed, but the young ones… their time is still to come. It is my duty and joy to help usher it in.”

* * *

Timmy had fought for his life many, many times over the years and often against people who should, in theory, have beaten him with ease. Most of them were dead, and the survivors usually did their best to avoid him. His ability to estimate the strength of his opponents was top notch and a big reason for his success, and he could tell right away that his newest foe was not someone he could afford to take lightly.

He'd lost his shovel at some point in the tumble through the hole, not that it mattered much. His earlier clashes with his opponent had left it so badly mangled that he doubted it could have withstood another hit. Needless to say, its ability to control his earth magic had also been reduced to essentially zero. The barrier his opponent had put up was no joke either. If the other man had simply cast it himself, Timmy would have been confident of disrupting it. There weren’t many people who knew more about barriers and how to break them than him. However, he’d deployed a number of purpose-built devices during their descent, which made it considerably more difficult to deal with.

During the scuffle, he’d sensed holy magic as well as some sort of telekinesis. Neither could be ignored. If not for the charms Timmy wore and his special clothing, he’d already be dead. His opponent’s sword was top of the line too. It was designed to both channel magic and cut through it. That was how he’d destroyed Timmy’s shovel. Not only did the sword have the sharpness and durability to damage his shovel on a physical level but it had also damaged the runes and seals on it too.

It would have taken a master smith with all the right materials and plenty of time on their hands to make that sword. Worse, his opponent actually knew how to use the damn thing properly. Timmy was no slouch with a blade, but their short exchange had already convinced him that his opponent was superior in that regard. Timmy’s lips curled. He’d heard about the special assassination squads the empire had to eliminate key personnel. It wouldn’t surprise him if his opponent was a member. Indeed, the more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that the empire had specifically chosen this particular individual to assassinate him, which was equal parts gratifying and worrying.

Timmy already had zombies digging their way to him, but whoever was working with this man was smart. They were targeting his zombies on the surface and either killing them off or, in the case of the more monstrous zombies, forcing them to fight rather than dig. Even his zombie mole people were somehow being targeted. That suggested a troubling degree of preparation. Yes. This wasn’t an imperial strike team aimed at taking the fortress. It was a decapitation strike aimed at him. It would have been amusing if his opponent didn’t seem so competent. After all, such strikes typically required the personal approval of the emperor.

Timmy’s eyes narrowed, and he had just enough time to pull another shovel out of the pouch at his waist. Honestly, he was lucky the pouch still worked. His opponent had targeted the pouch during their fall, and he’d been forced to either let the pouch get cut or loose a leg. Now, Timmy loved his pouch. He had lots of useful stuff in it. But he loved having both his legs more. Thankfully, the cut hadn’t been large or deep enough to stop the pouch from working although there was no guarantee it wouldn’t fail as the fight went on. He wasn’t sure how long his new shovel would last either, but he should be able to protect it better now that he knew what he was up against. He’d have to focus more on dodging and parrying rather than blocking.

He wiped the blood off his split lip and gathered more from the random scratches and cuts he’d picked up and used it to draw additional runes and seals on his shovel. These should help it resist the magic-cutting properties of the blade better. They were basically sacrificial runes and seals that would absorb damage to protect the more important runes and seals on his shovel. It was a pity he’d couldn’t simply collapse this whole area on his opponent. Based on what he’d seen, they were likely in one of the secret tunnels that dotted the area around the fortress. They’d been warded to protect them from magic, and it would have taken Timmy at least a few minutes to disable those protections – minutes his opponent was not about to give him.

His enemy straightened, and Timmy steeled himself. The other man was similar to him in height and build, and he moved with the practiced ease of a seasoned warrior. Yet his footsteps were utterly silent, and his expression gave nothing away. An assassin then, or at least, an assassin with the combat skills of a warrior. Suddenly, a dagger flew toward him. Timmy leaned to the side to avoid the projectile before turning his lean into a frantic dive to avoid the telekinetic blast that followed. He frowned as he rolled back onto his feet. Had he committed more strongly to dodging the dagger, he’d have died then and there. How aggravating. His opponent was fighting with calculated cunning.

Timmy reached out to his zombies again. If they really were in the secret tunnels, there should be other ways into them, not to mention there could be other cracks and holes from the titan’s attacks. It would take time for his zombies to find and use those other entrances, but it was better to start now, just in case the fight dragged out that long. If it did, those zombies would have two advantages: surprise and a tired opponent.

As Timmy found his feet again, his opponent closed the gap in a flash. He’d hoped that the other man might waste more of his magic trying to hit him. Instead, he’d immediately come to the conclusion that he was unlikely to hit Timmy with his telekinesis and had opted to close in again. His sword lashed out with impeccable speed and accuracy, and Timmy dodged and parried when necessary before pressing forward in a bid to lock their weapons together and grapple his opponent. Up close, the awkward shape of his weapon could be a huge advantage. Few people knew how to deal with it.

His opponent did.

His opponent must have tried using a shovel himself because he reacted flawlessly to Timmy’s attempts to bind or catch his blade before replying with a counter that would have parted Timmy’s head from his shoulders if he’d been an instant slower. Timmy replied with a counter of his own – he’d learned it from Vicky after she’d demonstrated how she would deal with his shovel – but his opponent was ready again. A dagger appeared in his off hand, and it would have carved through Timmy’s chest if he hadn’t jerked back and palmed a dagger of his own. The two shorter weapons clashed, and Timmy dropped his before kicking it at his opponent point-first. The other man dodged, and Timmy went for a trip, only for his opponent to avoid the attempt and fling his dagger. Timmy dodged, and his opponent moved in again, sword harrying and probing for any sign of weakness.

Timmy barely managed to block a powerful slash, and a metallic screech rang out as the holy blade slammed into the edge of his shovel. The extra runes he’d added began to boil away, and he twisted his shovel to break contact. That had been dangerous. Whatever magic-destroying properties the blade had, they seemed to get stronger with prolonged contact. Any more of that, and his shovel would be nothing more than a lump of metal.

Timmy would have loved to call on the dust in the area to attack, but his enemy was very wisely not giving him the time he needed to do that. However, he had noticed something about his opponent’s sword. There were special runes on it to augment its holy properties. Timmy was familiar with those runes. It would take a very specific kind of smith to add them, and even in the empire, there weren’t many who could do it. Palming another dagger, Timmy dodged a telekinetic blast that ripped a chunk out of the wall behind him. To Timmy’s dismay, the rubble couldn’t be manipulated with his magic. Whoever had woven protective magic into these tunnels had really put their back into it. It must have been the dwarves. Hmm… unless he missed his guess, his opponent needed to keep at least one hand free to use his telekinesis. He’d only ever used it when he wasn’t holding a dagger, and he’d always switched to a one-handed grip on his sword first. It wasn’t the worst weakness to have, but it was something that Timmy could potentially use against him. The trick was to not let his opponent know that he’d noticed until he could take advantage of it.

Finally, his opponent drew another dagger, and the next minute felt as though it went on forever. The other man was incredibly good with a sword, perhaps better than Timmy’s master had been. Without his shovel, Timmy would have died long ago, and the thought of fighting an opponent of this level with only daggers was chilling. Worse, his opponent was adept at fighting with a dagger in one hand and a sword in the other. In fact, Timmy was willing to bet that was how he normally fought.

In the furious exchanges that followed, Timmy came to another worrying realisation. His opponent was slightly faster, slightly stronger, and slightly more agile than him. He had yet to take a single hit, and he had used holy magic to fend off the lone blow that had managed to slip past his defences. Timmy, meanwhile, had taken several hits. If not for the resistance to poisons he’d built up – and the special potion he always drank before a large battle – the fight would already be over. So far, the fight hadn’t been about winning. It had been about surviving.

Timmy retreated a step, just out of his opponent’s reach, and spat a word of eldritch power. His opponent sneered and countered with one of his own. Wonderful. His opponent had holy magic, telekinesis, and eldritch sorcery. Oh, Timmy was confident he knew more about eldritch sorcery, but the other man had already shown he wasn’t stupid enough to give Timmy the time and space he needed to use anything truly dangerous. In that respect, he wasn’t like Solus. Solus had preferred to fight at range and would do his best to avoid engaging in close combat. This man was content to fight at range or to close in – whichever he felt would increase his chances of victory.

“You’re not half bad,” Timmy drawled. Perhaps he could get him talking. Even if he didn’t drop his guard, any time he could buy was valuable. The longer he lasted, the likelier it was that his zombies or the others would arrive in time to help.

His foe didn’t say a word. Instead, he flipped his dagger into the air and fired off another telekinetic blast before catching the weapon and advancing again. What an aggravating level of pragmatism. But Timmy had already known his foe was a pragmatist. People with holy magic almost never used poison. It was antithetical to their general approach, and holy magic relied on a certain state of mind for full power, yet his opponent’s weapons had all been coated in poison.

Timmy set aside his dagger and threw a seal knife. His opponent immediately dodged, and Timmy activated the seal on it. The explosion that followed tossed Timmy back, and his lips thinned. His opponent had immediately abandoned his dagger to free a hand, so he could create a telekinetic shield. That had protected him from the worst of the blast, but he was definitely straining himself. Yes. This was a weakness he could use. His opponent must be better at attacking than defending with his telekinesis.

He weighed up his options. This wasn’t a battle he could win without getting hurt, and trying to avoid injury would only get him killed. He quickly downed another potion to up his resistance to poisons. That should be enough to get him through the battle. A telekinetic blast forced him to drop to the ground or lose his head, and his opponent was on him again.

They fought their way down the dimly lit passage, and Timmy cursed the fact that the passage was still wide enough for his opponent to use his sword relatively freely. With a combination of telekinesis and swordplay, his opponent was keeping him from throwing another seal knife while slowly but surely whittling him down. He was running out of daggers too. That sword was simply too powerful and wielded too skilfully for anything but his shovel to last long. Worse, his special clothing was beginning to break down. Once his opponent had realised what he was dealing with, he’d started channelling more magic into his blade to increase its cutting power. In an extended battle, that might be a mistake, but the battle would be over long before he ran out of magic if Timmy’s estimate of his reserves was accurate.

A cut opened up on Timmy’s shoulder.

A slice scraped his side.

A thrust nicked his arm.

Slowly but surely, he was losing. Unlike so many of the opponents he’d faced over the years, his foe didn’t rush to press his advantage. If he had, Timmy might have been able to trick or deceive him. Instead, he continued to fight with patience, cutting off Timmy’s options one by one until soon there would only be a single possible outcome. It was impressive, really.

Any attempt to use eldritch sorcery or a seal knife was halted by either eldritch sorcery or telekinesis. Timmy was forced to either activate his seal knives early – when he was able to take them out of the pouch – or risk having them turned against him. His opponent had definitely studied him, but where had he gotten all his information from? When Timmy fought seriously, his opponents rarely survived. Had he gotten it from Solus? Maybe. He knew that Solus had studied him. Never mind. It didn’t matter, at least, not right now. What mattered was that he was losing, and his opponent refused to let him leverage any of his skills to retake the initiative.

Only Timmy’s mind, well used to operating under tremendous pressure, remained unhindered as he searched for ways to turn the tide. But what could he do?

He had to set a trap, and it had to be one that his opponent didn’t expect.

His eyes narrowed.

He was losing, getting cut up slowly but surely.

He could use that and hope that his opponent didn’t notice until it was too late.

Timmy tightened his hold on his dagger and his shovel. He had to sell this. He had to sell it like it was the most important thing in the world because, right now, it was. Vicky had always said he was a good actor when he put his mind to it. Hopefully, she hadn’t merely been humouring him.

He was ever so slightly late on a parry, and the strike opened a gash up on his arm. He dropped his dagger, and his opponent dropped his own dagger and launched both weapons at him. Timmy ducked and then reached up to touch the gash on his arm. His hand came back bloody, and he staggered momentarily before bracing himself against the wall. His enemy smiled thinly at the blood smeared on the wall before resuming his crushingly methodical offensive.

Again and again, Timmy stumbled against the wall, using his bloody hand to keep himself upright as he blocked and parried in a desperate bid to stay alive. He was beginning to feel woozy from all the blood loss, and his opponent was finally beginning to press in earnest. The other man had gone from smaller attacks meant to inflict wounds and whittle Timmy down to blows that would end the fight if they connected.

The turning point of the fight came a moment later. Timmy’s shovel exploded after blocking a powerful strike. The blast sent him stumbling back, and he got to his feet before breaking into a jagged run, bumping against the wall several times as he fled. He dropped to his knees as the passage gave way to a larger chamber. His opponent fired another telekinetic blast, and Timmy dove to avoid it. Timmy reached into his pouch and hoped that what he needed would come out of it while throwing a dagger at his foe to distract him.

His opponent knocked the dagger aside and advanced cautiously, clearly expecting a trap. Timmy watched him advance and let him see the pair of seal knives he’d pulled from the pouch to draw attention away from the other items he’d taken out. The sleight of hand worked. His opponent continued to advance, but his telekinesis was flickering, ready to deal with the seal knives at a moment’s notice. Behind him were shards of Timmy’s broken shovel. Most of them were useless now, but a few could still move thanks to the extra retrieval runes he’d drawn onto the shovel with his own blood.

“You know,” his opponent said with a small smile. “I am genuinely impressed. I have spent almost every waking moment since the emperor told me to find and kill you preparing for this battle. Almost ninety percent of my targets do not survive the initial attack, and I can count on one hand the people who’ve survived longer than five minutes. It’s been a solid ten minutes. Incredible. Unfortunately – for you – you’re all out of tricks, and that arm of yours is in horrible condition. I’d be surprised if you can even lift it, never mind use it, and I doubt you can beat me with one arm.”

“Out of tricks?” Timmy spat out some blood and grinned. “Maybe I am… or maybe I’m not.”

Timmy called for the shards of his shovel. They hurtled toward him – and straight toward his opponent’s back. Timmy pulled on the shards as hard as he could, rolling despite the agony that shot through him to keep his opponent between him and the shards. He had noticed something else about his opponent’s telekinesis. It was much stronger when he had both feet on the ground and wasn’t moving.

Unable to dodge, his opponent was forced to plant his feet and flare his telekinesis to block the shards of Timmy’s shovel, which gave Timmy the time he needed to put on the gloves he’d taken out of his pouch. It had taken him years to develop these gloves, and they were still a work in progress. However, they could mimic some of the key functions of his shovels. At his bidding, ash poured out of the pouch and mixed with the blood from his wounds. His opponent spat a word of eldritch sorcery to protect himself from what he thought would be a blood-based attack, but Timmy had no intention of doing that. Instead, the mixture of blood and ash raced past his foe.

The marks he’d left on the walls earlier might have looked random, but they weren’t. They were there, drawn in his own blood, for two purposes: to disable the magic that prevented people from tampering with the passage and to transform the corridor into one big collection of explosive runes and seals. To avoid being noticed, he hadn’t fully completed any of them, and he’d drawn a different section of each rune or seal whenever he’d touched the walls. But he knew those runes and seals as well as he knew his own name. He could have drawn them while blindfolded. And now he was using the mixture of blood and ash to complete all of those runes and seals. They wouldn’t last long, maybe a second or two before they burned out – he hadn’t exactly been blessed with the time to prepare them properly – but he only needed a second or two.

Timmy thrust both of his hands forward. “Let’s see how strong your defences really are.”

The end of the passage slammed shut in front of his opponent as the walls buckled inward. Almost simultaneously, the same thing happened further down the passage. His opponent was now trapped in the part of the passage that Timmy had covered in explosive runes and seals.

“I really hope this works,” Timmy muttered. “Because if it doesn’t –”

There was a deep, shuddering boom as he detonated all of the runes and seals he’d left behind in the passage. Timmy then shoved all the other magic he could muster into reinforcing the passage and the blockages he’d created, concentrating the blast and keeping it from spilling into the chamber he was in.

Dust fell from the ceiling, and the ground trembled. The blockage in front of him began to give way, and Timmy had to scramble back as flames and debris spewed out of dozens of small holes. Cracks spread across the floor and ceiling, and Timmy reached out with his magical senses as smoke and dust billowed through the air.

Nothing.

Timmy used his gloves – they were already falling apart – to open the blocked passage and toss rubble aside before taking command of the dust that filled the area.

Again, nothing.

Either his opponent had somehow teleported out of the attack or…

Ah.

There.

His opponent was in the middle of the corridor. Timmy hadn’t given his defences enough credit because although he was badly burnt, his body was still relatively intact. Timmy didn’t think he was alive, but he wasn’t about to take any chances. He used his magic to heave a chunk of stone onto his head and chest, crushing his foe’s upper half flat. Then, just to be sure, he threw a seal knife and blew up the body. Hah! If he could live through that… wait. Timmy used a word of eldritch power to confirm he was truly dead before relaxing. People with holy magic could be frighteningly tenacious.

Timmy sagged against the wall.

He’d won.

Well, mostly. It was hard to feel like a winner when he was covered in wounds, some of which were serious, had been poisoned several times over, and had begun to lose feeling in his left arm. He could barely make a fist now, and simply moving the limb was incredibly difficult. He groaned. He could worry about fixing it later. Right now, he had to get back to the others. There was no telling what might have happened while he was occupied.

But first things first.

He reached into his pouch. Good. It was still working. He’d have to make more after this. He’d designed it to be robust, but it had exceeded even his wildest expectations by making it through the fight. Clearly, he’d underestimated his own genius. There were more potions in the pouch, but their effects would be reduced by the potions he’d taken earlier to keep himself from getting poisoned. What he needed to do first was to take the strongest general antidote he had to burn all the poisons out of his body before taking another potion to undo the poison resistance potions. Only then would his healing potions work properly.

Wonderful. He was going to be absolutely miserable after this, but it was better than being dead.

He groaned and lined the potions up one by one in the order he needed to consume them. He also took the lids off. He wasn’t sure how much longer his left hand would keep working, and opening potions with one hand was such a hassle. With all of his preparations complete, he took a deep breath and drank the antidote. His vision immediately blurred, and the pain in his body increased by an order of magnitude. He nearly threw up, but he forced himself to swallow back his bile and ride it out. Antidotes of this potency were not gentle on the body. They almost literally burned the poison out of the body. Once he was sure that the antidote had run its course, he reached for the next potion and drank it.

His ears rang, and he had to tear off part of his tattered sleeve, so he could bite down on it to suppress his screaming. He didn’t think any of his opponent’s comrades had followed them down here, but he couldn’t afford to draw unwanted attention right now. He wasn’t sure how long it took, but eventually, he could think clearly again. Great. Now, he could take the healing potions. Those went down more easily, and the pain they caused was something he was well used to.

By the time he’d drunk all the potions, he was healed, albeit not completely. However, he should be able to make it through the battle, and he could use his left arm properly again. It would have been nice if he could just drink water from the sacred lake, but the water he’d stored in his pouch wasn’t coming out. It must be due to the water’s innate power. When storage items like his pouch were damaged, it wasn’t unheard of for more powerful items to be stuck inside them until they were repaired. He staggered to his feet and shook himself. Pain was an old friend. Rather than let it cloud his mind, he used it to focus. He needed to get out of here, but which way should he go?

He reached out with his earth magic, and the gloves on his hands grew hot enough to draw out a wince. They were on the verge of falling apart, but they’d have to do. Timmy couldn’t affect the protected parts of the passageway, but he could find holes in it because there were places where his magic could work. His eyes narrowed, and he expanded his search further. There. He could reach the surface through that hole. He directed his zombies to the hole and broke into a slow but steady jog.

He was definitely going to feel this tomorrow morning, assuming he didn’t die today.


Chapter Forty

Katie tried not to scream as she led the zombie titan-golem out of the fortress. With Daerin and his fellow dwarves doing their best, it hadn’t taken them long to get the golem parts up and running. However, getting the colossal construct up on its feet and moving properly was a different story.

To properly command the zombie titan-golem’s organic and mechanical parts, she had to wear the bizarre, largely lobotomised eldritch entity that served as the heart of the control system as a hat. Without lobotomization, it would have undoubtedly tried to consume her brain and take over her body. However, with a bit of eldritch sorcery, some deft scalpel work, and a hefty dose of magic, they’d reduced the normally malevolent, brain-eating, mind-ripping creature to little more than a living hat without losing its most potent abilities.

It was still far from pleasant, and it did require regular maintenance to make sure nothing unpleasant happened. However, it was the only method they’d found to control a zombie this large with the speed and precision they wanted while taking into account the various mechanical additions they’d made.

Normally, zombies were limited by the base reaction speed of their body. For example, a zombie elf would, more often than not, be able to respond to commands more swiftly than a zombie ogre. The reason such limitations weren’t always obvious was because necromancy could be used to puppet bodies, allowing them to move in ways that were normally impossible. With enough magic and skill, a zombie ogre could be forced to move with the speed and grace of an elf.

Of course, puppeteering wasn’t without drawbacks. When used on small zombies, it wasn’t very hard. Indeed, it was one of the very first tricks her master had taught her. Plenty of battles could be won thanks to the surprise factor of a shambling zombie suddenly breaking into a coordinated sprint. Unfortunately, the bigger a zombie was, the more magic it took to puppet. For a zombie the size of the zombie titan-golem… well, there was a reason that Millie’s colossal zombies didn’t often move in ways that defied their natural limits.

Using the eldritch entity as a hat allowed her to do something very similar to puppeteering but without the massive drain on her magic or the risk of accidentally melting her brain. With the hat, Katie had near instantaneous control over every single muscle group in the zombie, as well as control over the various mechanical additions they’d made thanks to links they’d crafted between the organic and mechanical parts. It was truly a work of art, a sublime combination of necromancy and artifice. If only she wasn’t learning how to use it in the middle of an attack by a glitter-steel titan that was singlehandedly fighting an adult dragon and the greatest swordsman who’d ever lived – and winning.

The first few moments had been incredibly difficult. She’d been forced to think and focus just to walk properly. That wasn’t something she normally had to do when controlling a zombie, not since she’d first started. However, she was the apprentice of a Grand Necromancer for a reason. Her master was renowned for his control and his ability to multitask, and he’d done his best to pass on those abilities to her. Splitting her attention to focus on multiple things at once was second nature to her. Once she’d worked out which muscle groups and mechanical components she needed to focus on, walking became easier.

The zombie titan-golem steadied and then began to move with increasing confidence as she developed a proper feel for the controls. The mechanical components were controlled via lumps of zombie flesh that moved switches and turned dials. Using them had been awkward at first, but she was already getting acclimated to them. The zombie titan-golem was far stronger than the one they’d deployed against Daerin’s giant golem. It was easily the strongest zombie in their arsenal, and she could only hope that it would be able to face the glitter-steel titan on somewhat equal footing. At the very least, it needed to be sturdy enough to contribute to the battle.

The dwarves were speaking to her through the communication system that had been built into the zombie. It was basically short-range communication magic based on runes and seals that fed information into the hat. The dwarves were running through a checklist of issues that either needed immediate checking or were likely to emerge as problems later on. Her mind stretched out to grasp the information coming from the zombie’s organic and mechanical components, and she did her best to answer them.

At the very heart of the zombie – in both a literal and figurative sense – was Avraniel. She had yet to achieve her star maiden form again, but the power she could generate without it was still staggering. Already, the zombie titan-golem’s mechanical and magical parts were at full power. Pistons pumped. Hydraulics activated. Countless gears spun to life. The zombie’s massive muscles were now augmented by machinery that more than quadrupled its already monstrous strength.

Katie would have felt invincible if she hadn’t seen their opponent crack an adult dragon’s jaw with a single punch. Below her, she could see the others fighting as the empire’s forces made landfall and pressed toward the fortress. With its defences in ruins and its barrier broken, the fighting for the fortress had gone from a measured, disciplined defence to a desperate, chaotic struggle. Whatever hold the titan had on the empire’s soldiers, it was fearsome indeed. They were falling in droves, but they hadn’t slowed down at all. It was as if they didn’t care if they lived or died.

“Come on.” Avraniel’s voice echoed in her head. A part of the eldritch entity was in the power chamber, allowing her to communicate her thoughts directly to Katie. It had taken her master and Daerin a lot of effort to properly shield that part, so it wouldn’t be consumed by the maelstrom of energy Avraniel could summon. They would have done something similar for the engineers too, but they hadn’t been sure if they could handle the mental load. Avraniel was tough, and Daerin was the stubbornest dwarf Katie knew. “Let’s go kill that son of a bitch.”

Katie nodded fiercely and then paused. “Um… my master was supposed to be the one controlling the zombie titan-golem. He’s a lot better at fighting than me.” She glanced down and then stomped on a clump of imperial soldiers before kicking a ship hundreds of yards. A cheer went up from the Everton troops below them. With a thought, Katie activated some of the zombie titan-golems weapons. A compartment on the zombie’s left leg opened up and unleashed a hail of explosive-tipped projectiles. She caught a glimpse of Millie squealing like a kid in a candy store while James and Winston stared at the titanic zombie in disbelief. Katie gulped and strode toward the water. “Um… activating water-crossing feature.”

An intricate set of seals combined with several elaborate examples of eldritch technology drew upon the awesome power that Avraniel was generating to let the zombie walk across the water. Even with the star maiden, it wouldn’t have been possible without her master preparing several ‘sacrifices’ to help reduce the costs involved. There was a time limit on it too, but Katie had a feeling they’d either be victorious or dead before it mattered.

“You know how to throw a punch, right?” Avraniel’s mind pushed several images of fighting at her. Katie winced. She didn’t have the experience to deepen the connection with Avraniel any further. Her master might have been able to. He had far more experience than her, and he was also an adult. A child’s mind was more… fragile in certain ways, so she needed to be careful. It would have been nice to have Amanda’s help, but the ancient vampire was locked in battle with the empire’s forces. Ah. She really wished she had more hand-to-hand combat training. She could understand why her master had focused more on magic. On the battlefield, her number one priority was to survive, and her magic was much better suited to ensuring that than hand-to-hand combat. Moreover, her small size meant that many fighting techniques wouldn’t be useful against anyone except other children.

With the lessons her master have given her, she was confident she could beat up most people of similar size, but the titan wasn’t another child. It was an otherworldly being that had already demonstrated its fighting prowess. It might only be a shard of something greater, but it was still part of a being that had likely seen countless battlefields and faced all sorts of opponents.

“Stop freaking out,” Avraniel said. “That bastard might be strong, but look at how heavily it relies on its powers. I bet it’s used to fighting in a different body, something with a different shape from its current form, something less corporeal. I bet it’s used to relying on its overwhelming power to win most of its fights.”

Katie gulped. “I sure hope so.” She took a deep breath and settled her mind. She could do this. She knew how to throw a punch or a kick. She knew how to block and parry blows. What she lacked most were experience and size. Well, the zombie titan-golem would give her the size she lacked, and there was no time like the present to pick up more experience. Besides, the zombie titan-golem had tricks of its own. “Give me all the power you can. We’re going to need it.”

“Hah!” Daerin spoke in her mind. Out of all the dwarves, he was the only one who could handle communicating through part of the eldritch creature. “Don’t worry, lass. We’ve got plenty to spare. Whatever you need to do, just do it. We’ll make sure this thing doesn’t break down on you. We’re dwarves. It’s what we do.”

“Just kick its ass, twerp. Don’t stop hitting it until it’s dead, and then hit it a bit more to be sure.”

Katie nodded. As her master liked to say: when in doubt, keep it simple. The more complicated a plan was, the more ways it could go wrong. Slowly but with growing swiftness, she strode across the water until the zombie titan-golem’s shambling gait gave way to first an awkward run and then a true sprint. Countless tonnes of zombie flesh and machinery worked together with eldritch sorcery, runes, seals, and artifice to propel her toward the titan.

“Don’t hold back,” Avraniel growled. “This is a fight to the death. Give it everything you’ve got. Remember, it’s not your body that’s doing the fighting. Don’t worry about getting tired out. As long as I’m providing the power, we won’t run out.”

The titan was so preoccupied with fighting Dreamriver and Old Man that it didn’t notice her until she reared back and threw a haymaker of a punch. Her master and Old Man would definitely have pointed out all the flaws in her form if this had been a practice session, but the sole thought in her mind was to knock the titan’s stupid head off its stupid shoulders. A mental command activated the mechanisms built into the zombie’s arm, and a series of controlled explosions went off, accelerating the zombie’s arm to even greater speeds.

The titan turned its head, and the protective field around its body flared. However, the zombie titan-golem’s fists were covered in plates of armour they’d made using materials acquired from the spider people – materials that were designed to penetrate the defences of a creature that relied on light, holy, or astral power to defend itself. In short, she had the biggest knuckledusters in the world, and they’d been designed with the titan in mind.

BOOM.

The titan’s head snapped back, and its chin dented. Magical symbols flared to life all over its body, and beams of light speared toward them. The zombie’s defences activated – defences that her master and Daerin had prepared precisely for a foe of this kind. Entire chunks of protective armour were boiled away, and the advanced eldritch sorcery that shielded the zombie’s body trembled. However, they were still on their feet, and Katie was already winding up for her next punch.

“Take this!”

The sheer force of the impact sent water screaming away from them, and Katie yelled herself hoarse as she winged in punch after punch. The titan blocked and dodged what it could, but Avraniel was right. This thing wasn’t used to scrapping like this. That must be why it had blasted Dreamriver away when she’d gotten close. Sure, it had broken the dragon’s jaw with a punch, but it had caught the dragon off guard, and it had used its powers to secure a decisive advantage first. It must not be confident of winning in close combat without relying on its powers to tip the scales in its favour.

“Spin up the backup power distributors,” Daerin yelled, as much to Katie as to the other dwarves. “Redirect all stored power to the barrier now!”

The titan landed a blow of its own, finally creating the distance it needed to use its beams properly. It didn’t hesitate and blasted them over and over again. The zombie’s defences were barely hanging on, and Katie snarled. Her master had always said that if the enemy wanted to keep themselves clean and above the fray, then she should drag them down into the mud. Fine! Katie could do that.

“Insolent fool!” the titan roared.

A wave of power tossed the zombie titan-golem back, and they skidded across the surface of the sea, smashing through one ship after another. The imperial ships aimed their weapons at them, but the zombie’s armoured left hand gave way to expose a magical cannon built into the skeleton of its forearm. Katie’s return fire decimated the enemy ships as Millie’s battered jellyfish and half-dead crab did their best to help. The eagle was already gone, brought down by a hail of cannon fire from the Hammer. However, it had managed to ram the Hammer in its death throes. The massive flagship was listing badly to one side now, and its hull began to buckle as Scar rammed into it over and over again. Her master’s monstrous zombies were still fighting intelligently, so he must be alive.

“Keep your head in the fight, twerp. The sooner we kill this asshole, the quicker we can help the idiot. Move! Move right now, or it’ll keep blasting us!”

Katie forced herself to move, charging through the beams to tackle the titan only to be tossed aside. She fired the magical cannon, and the blast clattered into the titan. She almost cheered before realising that the reason she’d managed to hit the titan in the first place was because its attention was no longer on her. It was on Spot. But why would it –

“Get up!” Avraniel roared. “Don’t let it target Spot!”

Katie got up, but it was too late. Spot was being chased by dozens of beams. Despite flying more quickly and with greater agility than Katie had ever seen, Spot wasn’t able to avoid the titan’s attacks. One beam managed to clip him, and then he was struck by another and another. The dragon spun wildly – one wing already missing, along with a leg – and then he tumbled into the sea, sinking swiftly below the waves.

For a split-second, Katie could only stare in horrified disbelief. It… it didn’t make sense. Spot was there… he’d been right there… and now… she was a necromancer. She could feel souls… and she’d couldn’t feel Spot’s anymore. She knew what that meant, even if she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud.

And then she was screaming like she’d never screamed before, screaming until her throat bled. No. It wasn’t her screaming. It was Avraniel, and there were no words, only pure grief and rage.

“Power exceeding safe limits!” Daerin boomed. “What’s going on?”

He couldn’t see, Katie realised, not unless he linked his mind to hers, which he only did when they communicated. But Avraniel had kept their minds linked the entire time, so she’d seen everything. The massive increase in power… Avraniel must have activated her crystal form again. That was the only explanation.

The golem began to move much, much faster, and crystal spread over its body, giving it an additional layer of armour. Anger boiled through her veins. Spot was Katie’s friend. She’d never lost anyone important to her in battle, and now… now…

But the rage she felt was nothing compared to the raw fury that flooded into her mind from Avraniel. Spot was Avraniel’s son, the best thing to ever happen to her in a life that so rarely had good things in it. There were no words for the wrath that filled the star maiden, and it took everything Katie had to stay conscious in the face of Avraniel’s surging wrath and grief.

“Kill it!” Avraniel hissed, her voice barely intelligible and filled with utterly inhuman resonance. “Tear the outsider limb from limb!”

Katie didn’t have to be told twice. She charged forward, but the titan was fighting more intelligently now. It must have realised that it had to avoid close combat. Now, it focused solely on keeping them away, giving ground when necessary and maintaining an unrelenting barrage with its beams. The crystal that now covered the zombie titan-golem let them weather the attacks, but they still couldn’t get close, still couldn’t lay hands on that bastard and tear it apart. Avraniel’s power continued to build. A corona of white flame surrounded them, and blasts of fire shot forward to intercept the beams that continued to keep them at bay.

A sudden surge of might sent them skidding away, and they rolled across the water. Damn it. They had to get closer –

Spot burst out of the water.

Katie gasped. The dragon was seemingly fully healed and wreathed in a mantle of indescribable flames. A crown of fire, at once unspeakably bright and unutterably dark, blazed above his head. He was far faster than before, and the eerie twilight flames he breathed were accompanied by a paean and a dirge that echoed through Katie’s soul. The titan recoiled from Spot’s attacks. Was… was it scared of those flames?

“Spot!” Avraniel cried. “That’s my dragon! I knew that bastard couldn’t kill you! Come on, twerp. Let’s go!”

Try to keep the titan in place. Dreamriver growled. The swordsman has a technique he wants to try.

“Sounds good to me,” Katie said.

As the titan tried to blow Spot and Dreamriver out of the sky, Katie lunged forward. The titan clipped her with several beams, but she managed to dive and grab the titan’s leg. The creature fought, somehow strong enough to nearly shake her loose, but she refused to let go. Dimly, she was aware of Daerin screaming for the other dwarves to make repairs or redirect power, but all she cared about was holding on. As if to answer her desperation, the shadows cast by the zombie titan-golem coalesced into a tenebrous copy of the kraken hatchling from Solus’s fortress.

“You dare!” the titan roared as the kraken hatchling’s tentacles wrapped around its leg. “With your impure –”

Old Man leapt off Dreamriver’s back. For a single moment, the whole world froze. Space and time collapsed, and fate and destiny bent to his will. Though he only spoke in a whisper, his voice carried all the weight and force of a thunderstorm. “All-Piercing Blade.”

The swordsman vanished, and the barriers the titan had summoned to defend itself shattered like panes of glass. Old Man reappeared behind the titan, and the massive creature reeled back, a hole carved right through its body. Spot swerved to catch Old Man, and he tossed him back onto Dreamriver.

Katie’s eyes narrowed. At the very last moment, the titan had dodged to the side. But why would it dodge? So far, it had been able to undo all of the damage it had taken although the wounds inflicted by Spot’s twilight flame took far longer to heal. There was no reason to dodge unless…

“That son of a bitch must have a heart or something,” Avraniel growled. “You know what that means, right?”

Katie raised her fists as the zombie titan-golem stood back up. “Yeah. I do.”

She might not be able to fight as skilfully as Old Man or her master, but she was still in control of a gigantic zombie. She could fight.

* * *

When Timmy reached the surface, the first thing he did was look for Gerald. He wasn’t hard to find. The poor bureaucrat had taken shelter inside his bunker. Nearby, Chomp was fighting alongside an enterprising group of dwarves. They were using an assortment of fortifications and obstacles that Gerald must have summoned to help fight off the imperial troops. With the fortress’s walls in shambles and most of its weaponry destroyed, they were a rare island of resistance amidst an ocean of imperial soldiery.

Peering through the eyes of his remaining zombies – the titan’s earlier attacks had decimated his forces – he grimaced. The beach had turned into a nightmare. There were craters, bodies, and debris scattered everywhere. Clumps of boulders dotted the area too, proof that Gerald hadn’t immediately retreated into his bunker. Instead, he must have done his best to slow the empire down before realising he had to fall back or risk being overrun. Timmy reached out with his necromancy and animated some corpses to help the demolition rats.

The cunning rodents had dug their own trenches into the side of a neighbouring hill and had managed to hold off wave after wave of imperial troops with a combination of mines, traps, and artillery. The steady boom of their weaponry was a welcome sound on a battlefield that was swarming with imperial soldiers. Every now and then, several rats would make a break for the bunker to pick up more supplies from Gerald.

Timmy went into the bunker and then ducked to avoid the frying pan that Gerald swung straight at his head. “It’s nice to see you too,” he drawled.

“Ah! I’m so sorry!” Gerald dropped the frying pan and pulled Timmy into a hug. “I thought you were an enemy soldier.” He sagged with relief. “I was worried, but you’re okay. What happened to that awful man?”

“He’s dead. Really, really dead.” Timmy sighed tiredly. “I need one of the strongest potions you’ve got – no. That won’t cut it. Give me some water from the lake.” He didn’t need to say which lake he meant.

Gerald hurried to give him a small container of lake water. Timmy braced himself – he was really going to feel all of this tomorrow – and then downed it in one gulp. The effect was immediate. His wounds were completely healed, and his reserves of magic, willpower, and stamina were restored. Good grief. He’d known the lake water would be powerful, but this was beyond his expectations. How long would it be before Spot could make something similar? Despite how quickly Spot’s power was increasing, Timmy might well be dead by the time that happened. He was a dragon, and he was still centuries away from his prime.

Head clear, Timmy turned his attention back to the straits. The zombie titan-golem was currently locked in combat with the titan. Avraniel must have unlocked her crystal form again because the massive zombie was covered in crystal and wreathed in white flames. Every blow it struck sent bursts of searing fire everywhere, and not even in his wildest dreams could Timmy have ever imagined it moving with such speed and hitting with such force. Katie must have been taking advice from Avraniel too because the almost predatory way the zombie was moving was not something his apprentice could pull off on her own.

As for Spot… something had clearly happened while he’d been occupied with his would-be killer. Not only did the dragon appear to be larger than before but his scales were also far more vividly coloured. The black of his scales was now so deep it seemed to suck in light while the patch of white on his snout was blindingly bright. He was wreathed in eerie, twilight flames, and a crown of the same fire blazed above his head. Glimpsing into the memories of his zombies, Timmy gasped. Unless his zombies were sorely mistaken, Spot had died… only to return stronger than before. Once the battle was over, Timmy needed to have a long talk with the dragon. He had to know what had happened.

But first they had a battle to win.

Millie’s zombies were in a miserable state. The massive jellyfish was floating aimlessly in the water, no longer able to move under its own power. Nevertheless, it continued to fire its remaining weaponry at the empire’s naval forces. The crab was sprawled across several ruined imperial ships, its claw twitching but otherwise immobile. It might be possible to salvage them, but Timmy had no idea where they’d find the spare parts required. The eagle was nowhere to be seen, but the memories of his zombies showed him it had met its end gloriously.

The Hammer of the Empire’s prow was now pointing skyward as it sank, snapped in half by Scar whose bellows of rage echoed over the battlefield. Jake’s dreadnought was still fighting, but it had begun to list to the side. It was kept afloat by the frantic efforts of its crew and Roger, the hulking zombie serving as a counterweight to keep it from rolling while helping to fend off boarders. Amanda was in her monstrous form, tearing through imperial ships and fliers. Unfortunately, the titan’s powers made it an almost perfect counter to the ancient vampire. Meixing and Claw were holding a breach in the walls with the help of a coterie of ninja rats. Without them it was likely that Gerald’s position would have been overwhelmed long before Timmy arrived.

Timmy took a slow, deep breath and considered his options. As tempting as it was to rush into battle, rushing would get him and everyone else killed. Now, more than ever, he needed to think clearly. The simplest way to banish the titan was to pummel it and then apply the appropriate ritual. Alternatively, they could try to destroy the ‘core’ that served as the titan’s heart. However, that was easier said than done. Old Man had almost managed to hit it with his attack, but there was no way the titan would let him get close enough to try again now that it knew what he was capable of. For now, the best thing he could do was take over from Katie. His apprentice had done admirably, but she wasn’t trained in hand-to-hand combat the way he was. The mental load could not be good for her either.

“Gerald,” Timmy said. “Stay here. Keep supporting everyone.” Even if they beat the titan, it wouldn’t mean a damn thing if the fortress was overrun by the empire’s troops. Right now, Gerald’s support was absolutely essential to holding the fortress. Timmy patted him on the back. “You’ll be fine. Keep doing what you’ve been doing.”

“What about you? Where are you going?” Gerald followed his gaze. “Oh…”

“Yes, oh. I’m going to head over there to help beat up the titan.” Timmy called for one of his few remaining zombie wyverns. He sincerely hoped he’d be able to dredge up plenty of useable corpses after this because he had lost most of his terrestrial and aquatic zombies and nearly all of his fliers. “Take care, Gerald, and don’t do anything too crazy. That said, if you do decide to do something crazy, then don’t hold back.” He grinned. “If you’re going to do something crazy, make sure it’s the kind of crazy that can swing battles.” He paused. “And give me more of the lake water. I have a feeling we’ll be needing it.”

Gerald blinked. “Uh… okay.”

Timmy leapt onto the zombie wyvern and raced toward the titan. A mad tackle from Dreamriver sent her and the titan sprawling across the water, and Timmy hurriedly banked toward the zombie titan-golem’s back. A hatch was open and waiting for him. Good. Katie must have seen him approaching. He climbed into the hatch and made his way to the control room as quickly as he could.

“Master!” Katie cried. “You’re okay!”

“Of course, I am.” Timmy was glad he’d healed himself earlier, and he wasn’t about to tell her how close he’d come to dying. He couldn’t afford to distract her. She’d likely wheedle the truth out of him later, but that was fine. They’d either be safe or dead by then. “Let me take over. Focus on using your shadows.” He gave Katie two containers of lake water. “I saw your shadow kraken hatchling. Summoning that must have taken a lot of your magic. The other one is for Avraniel. I know she’s powerful, but even she has her limits. Take that to her.”

“Right!”

He took over and immediately immersed himself in the minds of Daerin and Avraniel to get himself up to speed. The elf was definitely in her crystal form. Her mind was as bright and radiant as a star, and he had the sense that if she wanted to, she could have reduced his soul to ash with her thoughts alone.

Not far from them, Amanda had joined Dreamriver. The ancient vampire had brought a storm of blood taken from the empire’s soldiers with her, and she hurled it at the titan. Timmy smiled thinly. The titan had gotten used to fighting the dragon and the zombie titan-golem. It wasn’t sure how to deal with Amanda yet, other than with overwhelming firepower. Still, the ancient vampire needed to be careful. The titan’s light, holy, and astral powers were anathema to her very nature. Of course, Timmy had no intention of simply sitting back and watching the battle unfold. The titan had killed Spot. It didn’t matter that Spot had come back to life. The fact was, the titan had gone out of its way to kill the dragon. For that, it needed to pay. That wasn’t all either. Echoes of Katie’s thoughts remained. He could feel her panic at having to fight the titan, as well as her helplessness, grief, and rage at what had befallen Spot. The titan had plenty to answer for, and Timmy would do his best to show it the error of its ways.

He moved forward, and the zombie titan-golem shifted from stationary to full speed in an instant. Incredible. Whatever Avraniel was doing had massively increased the zombie’s power. He rolled, dodging a hail of beams, and then leapt before bringing the zombie titan-golem’s clenched fists down on the titan’s head like a pair of enormous hammers. It tried to blast him with more beams, but spectral blades intercepted them before they could fully form, and Timmy shoved the zombie titan-golem’s arm into the titan’s face and fired its magical cannon.

“Grab it, Katie!” Timmy shouted, his voice echoing through the zombie titan-golem. He didn’t know where Katie was exactly, but she’d taken a smaller, supplementary hat that should allow her to see through his mind and aim.

More beams lanced toward them. Amanda went flying back, huge chunks of her monstrous body blown away, but the blood around her flowed in to replace the missing flesh. Timmy dodged the attacks and lunged forward. He slammed in punch after punch before a sweep of Dreamriver’s tail sent the titan sprawling. He leapt and landed on the titan feet first before a beam clipped him. Shards of crystal went flying, but the zombie titan-golem remained combat ready. Oh, yes, this thing was used to fighting, but not this way. If he had to bet, its real body was mostly non-corporeal, so the majority of its battles were fought on a magical or spiritual level, rather than a physical one.

Katie’s shadow kraken hatchling re-entered the fray, and more shadows rose up from the water. “Don’t try to grab its whole body,” Timmy shouted. “Just binding one of its hands or feet should be more than enough.”

He hammered another punch home, and the crystal on the zombie’s knuckles jarred loose, along with plates of metal. His eyes narrowed as sensors inside the zombie warned him that a host of mechanical components were on the verge of failure. The power boost that Avraniel was giving them was allowing them to fight the titan on equal footing, but it was also eating away at the zombie titan-golem’s organic and mechanical parts. It simply wasn’t designed to handle so much energy. At the rate they were going, they had several minutes at most. After that, the structural and systemic damage would more than offset whatever boost she was giving them. They needed to end this, but despite hitting the titan with everything they had, its power was still too great for banishment to work.

“I’ve got an idea,” Avraniel said.

Timmy could hear the smile in her voice. “Oh?”

* * *

Avraniel wasn’t sure how to feel. She still hadn’t fully processed the sight of Spot going down, most likely dead, only for him to emerge from the water stronger than before. She knew, deep down inside, in some instinctive way, that the dragon had unlocked something within himself. No. It was more than that. He’d changed his very being in a fundamental way. It wasn’t as if he was no longer Spot. She’d have been able to sense that even from a distance since she knew the feel of his soul and magic as well as she knew her own. If anything, it was the opposite. He was more Spot than he’d ever been.

It was as though he’d reforged himself, stripping away the impurities and conflicts and remaking himself not as he had been but as he truly wished to be, keeping the very essence of himself while bringing together all of the disparate aspects of his existence. Affection and pride welled up inside her, and she felt them echo in his mind. He was still her Spot, except now he had a crown to go along with his even more beautiful scales although she hoped he could turn down the glow of the spot on his snout. It would make him stand out far too much at night.

“Our problem is simple. We’re not hitting that thing hard enough, and we’ve already hit it with everything we have.” The idiot was a way better fighter than the twerp although the twerp had done better than she’d expected. However, the zombie titan-golem was breaking down. It wasn’t designed to handle her power. Heck, she had the strength to power the whole Sky City, and that place was enormous. “So we have to finish this fight quickly. I think I know how.”

“If you’ve got an idea, I’ve love to hear it.”

As they continued to hammer away at the titan, Spot maintained a safe distance, peppering it with twilight flames that ate away at its glitter-steel body and left wounds that were slow to heal. If only he was older and bigger… but he was still a hatchling. It would be shameful to ask any more of him. She was, after all, his mother. She was supposed to protect him, not the other way around.

Creating crystal armour for the zombie had been instinct, and those same instincts were telling her that she could make something better, something designed to win battles like this – a battle against an outside entity that had no right to intrude into a normal world. She already knew what form her new weapon would take. Hadn’t she been told that the Bow of the Sun was a mere shadow of a weapon she’d once possessed. Avraniel’s mind, once clouded, became crystal clear. A memory bubbled up, pristine and perfect, of a bow without equal. It had been hers once. Now, it would be hers again.

“Forget telling you,” Avraniel said, grinning savagely. “I’ll show you.”

A massive bow began to form next to the zombie titan-golem. It started off as a series of glowing spheres – stars – from which arcs of light extended to form the rest of the weapon. But it wasn’t enough, not yet. She focused her thoughts on the bow she wanted, not the fleeting, ephemeral thing that had just formed, but the bow she had once held in her hands. She needed to bring it into reality, to make it solid and real and whole once more.

Finally, something inside her gave way, not a failure but a blockage being swept aside. The bow snapped into existence, and Avraniel smirked. Oh, that felt good, like a limb she’d lost suddenly being returned to her. The Bow of the Sun would always be special to her – not least because it was connected to her sister – but this bow was born of the weapon she’d wielded before her fall, a bow worthy of a living star who defied the worst Creation could throw at her. What had it been called again?

Ah, yes.

The Constellation Bow – and that was how it appeared, a constellation in the shape of a bow, torn from the night sky and wrought of the light and fire from which stars were born.

“Well, now,” the idiot said. “That is something, all right.”

“That son of a bitch dodged Old Man’s attack because it was worried. I can hear your thoughts. You’re thinking the same thing I am. There must be a core inside it, and I think I know where it is. The main problem is, what if it heals?” They’d only get one shot with the bow. Avraniel was sure of that. The twerp had dropped by with water from the sacred lake, but just forming the bow had pushed Avraniel’s powers to their limits. Firing it? She’d get one shot at full power. After that, she’d be scraping the bottom of the barrel, and that wouldn’t be anywhere near enough to take down the titan. “But if Spot could imbue the arrow with his flames…”

Use me as the arrow. Spot flew beside them. You know how the shiny woman can change into her astral form and stuff? I can do the same now too. Use me as the arrow. With my fire and yours, we can win. I’m a dragon! I am fire and ruin and death! If I turn myself into an arrow, there’s nothing I can’t pierce!

“Spot…”

You won’t miss. Spot insisted. And I know we can beat it. Otherwise, it’ll outlast us. He gave a low rumble. I’m a lot stronger when I have my crown, but I can’t keep it up for much longer. He scowled. I’m still too young and small. Once it runs out, I won’t be able to use my twilight flames properly.

Avraniel bit her lip. She knew he was right, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. What ended up convincing her was the overwhelming trust and love that flooded through the link between them. He was absolutely certain that this would work, that she would be able to make the shot, and that everything would be fine if they all worked together. Faced with that unwavering belief – that faith – how could she, the idiot, or any of them refuse?

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. I’ve never been much of a dreamer, but now seems like a decent time to start.”

The people eater’s monstrous form tumbled toward them. The titan had managed to shake off the others, and its attention was now fully focused on them.

“I think we might have a problem,” the idiot drawled. “Your new bow is a little too obvious to escape notice. Brace for an attack!”

The entire titan’s body lit up, brighter than the sun, brighter than all the stars in the sky combined. Even in her crystalline form, it took everything Avraniel had to not turn away. And then it attacked, beam after beam after beam, so many that Avraniel couldn’t count them all. Just as they were planning to bet everything on the bow, the titan must be betting everything on this attack.

“I understand now,” the titan roared. “That bow… I saw that star fall. To see it here again… it all makes sense. But you are merely the tiniest sliver of what you were. I will finish what the darkness started.”

Dreamriver dove in front of them. Shield after shield formed, the dragon dredging up every last scrap of power she could. The people eater was there too, her very body and all the blood she’d gathered used to ward off the attacks. Yet even together, Avraniel could tell they wouldn’t last much longer. It was simply too much, like trying to block out the desert sun with a sheet of wax.

Old Man appeared in front of them. He was no longer on Dreamriver’s back. Instead, he stood on a zombie wyvern. He’d really shown his stuff throughout the battle, but he was near the end of his rope. What a warrior he must have been in his youth – what a warrior he still was. Yet he was old now, and the stamina that must once have been near limitless was now running dry.

“I will serve as the final line of defence.”

“You heard the man,” the idiot said. “Avraniel, I’ll need you to work through me. Tell me what to do.”

It was something only the idiot could have done thanks to his incredible mental strength and his experience with controlling zombies. She couldn’t control the zombie titan-golem directly, but she could tell him what to do, and he had the skill to pull it off. Shadows crept over the zombie, reinforcing it as the sheer strain of channelling her power continued to take a toll. Her lips curled. The twerp was more than pulling her weight. She’d have to take it a little easier on her after this – or not. Teasing the twerp was pretty fun.

The zombie titan-golem took hold of the bow, and Spot began to shine as he flew over to them. Twilight flames enveloped his body, and he was no longer a dragon – he was an inferno of raw power, a seething tide of corruption and radiant sanctity combined into something that was both and neither and yet so much more.

“Do you remember what I said when you asked me what I think about when I use a bow?” Avraniel murmured.

The dragon’s voice echoed in her mind. As thin as a needle and as sharp as starlight.

As a child, she’d never known why she thought that way. Now, it was obvious. “You’re the arrow now, Spot. You know what you have to do.”

Spot did. Spot was no archer, but he was her son. He already knew more about archery from watching her than most people ever would. He became an arrow of twilight flame, and she poured all the power she could spare into him, trusting that he could handle it. The Constellation Bow lit up, and the skies above them cleared. A distant constellation with two missing stars shone brightly to mirror the bow. It was tempting to have the arrow expand, to let it devastate the entire battlefield, but she clamped down on that urge. What she needed was a needle thin and sharp enough to pierce through anything.

In front of them, the last of Dreamriver’s shields shattered. The dragon blocked several more beams with her own body before being thrown aside. The people eater joined her a moment later. And then Old Man was there. His blade was a blur, sweeping out to defend them, a man standing against a god and winning – but only for a time. Fatigue and old age hindered him, and Daerin’s wild cries rang out in her mind as the dwarf and his fellows fought to keep the zombie titan-golem’s mechanical components functioning. The twerp was screaming too, some very unchildlike things pouring out of her mouth that she might have picked up from Avraniel. Her shadow kraken hatchling was gone. Instead, all of her shadow magic was devoted to reinforcing the zombie titan-golem in a desperate bid to buy them a little more time. Damn it, at this rate, they’d be –

A fortress dropped in front of them.

It was the paper pusher. Proving once again that he was braver than he thought, he’d ridden a zombie wyvern out onto the battlefield and dropped Solus’s fortress in front of them.

“You looked as if you could use the help!” he wailed, clearly terrified. “I hope you don’t mind losing some of the loot.”

Avraniel laughed. “Who cares about the damn loot? I just want this titan son of a bitch dead.”

The fortress began to give way, and Old Man was forced to retreat, but they were ready. Avraniel’s thoughts poured into the idiot, and the zombie titan-golem moved exactly as she wanted. A tide of radiant death sped toward them, unstoppable and inescapable.

“As thin as a needle and as sharp as starlight.”

The Constellation Bow sang.

She loosed her arrow.

The arrow that was Spot lanced forward, too fast to follow, a twilight thorn of impossible thinness and unstoppable sharpness. He pierced through the oncoming wave of destruction as if it wasn’t there, and Avraniel had a perfect view of the hole he blew through the titan’s attack. There was a moment of eerie, unnatural stillness as the titan’s beams vanished, and then there was a sudden, hideous, shrieking roar as Spot streaked through the titan’s chest and emerged behind it, no longer an arrow but a dragon – and clutched in his jaws, cracked and broken, was the titan’s core, the anchor that kept a shard of something incomprehensibly greater bound to the titan.

“No…” The titan dropped to its knees. “No!”

“Get clear!” the idiot shouted. “Get as far away as you can right now!”

The crown above Spot’s head flickered, and the dragon struggled to stay aloft. The mantle of twilight flame around him vanished, and his wings trembled.

“Spot!”

The titan exploded.

The shockwave rippled outward, and the zombie titan-golem went flying back. The only reason she wasn’t screaming herself hoarse again as the explosion went on and on and on was because, at the very last moment, she’d seen a certain one-armed girl racing through the air on a sword with Spot draped awkwardly over her back while a familiar cat did his best to shield them from the explosion. Okay. She could admit it. Stabby and the fleabag weren’t half bad. The Constellation Bow disappeared, along with the crystal she’d covered the zombie titan-golem in. Avraniel could feel her transformation fading, and she threw all of her remaining power into warding off the blast.

Chunks of the defeated glitter-steel titan rained down around them. They’d have to dredge those up later. Who knew how much they’d be worth? The idiot managed to get the zombie titan-golem back up onto its feet and over to the shore before it collapsed. Stabby flew over with Spot and the fleabag. The dragon’s crown was gone, but he was smiling around the broken core he still held in his mouth. He nudged Stabby and the fleabag with his head and then hopped onto the zombie titan-golem.

We won!

Avraniel climbed out of the downed zombie titan-golem and winced. It was a total wreck. Most of its flesh had been burnt away, and a lot of the mechanical parts had either melted or exploded. “Yeah. We did.”

She looked around. Where were the others? The idiot dragged himself out of the zombie titan-golem, and she almost laughed at the look of despair on his face. Yep. There was probably no salvaging it. His expression was mirrored on the faces of the beardy and the other dwarves as they took in the scale of the damage.

They were soon joined by the twerp before Dreamriver arrived with the paper pusher, the people eater, and Old Man on her back. The first thing the twerp did was fall to her knees in despair next to the zombie titan-golem. Oh yeah. That thing was definitely doomed if she and the idiot were acting like that.

Out of the corner of her eye, Avraniel caught a glimpse of Chomp. He was trotting toward them with big smiles on his faces. The huge dog was limping a little, but his tail was wagging. Yeah. He’d be fine with a bit of healing, and Spot could handle that once he wasn’t so tired. The other necromancer and her apprentice were with him too, and the councillor was right there beside them.

“What about the empire?” Stabby asked. Rather than standing, she opted to sit down on top of the zombie titan-golem.

“The empire?” The idiot chuckled and gestured vaguely at the battlefield. “I don’t think we have to worry about them right now.”

The explosion had taken out the majority of the empire’s ships since they’d been positioned to support the titan. As for the rest of the empire’s troops, they were all slumped over like puppets with their strings cut.

“Backlash from the titan’s defeat,” the idiot said. “It’ll take them at least a day or two to regain consciousness and maybe a week to be in fighting condition.”

I should eat them all. Dreamriver growled. Summoning a creature of that nature into our world… fools. All of them.

“I don’t think even you could eat all of them,” the idiot said. “So let’s just take them into custody.” He paused. “After we’ve had some time to rest.”

As the paper pusher walked around handing out potions, Avraniel went over to stabby and the fleabag. The girl tried to get to her feet only to stumble. Avraniel caught her and pulled her into an awkward hug.

“I don’t say thank you a lot,” Avraniel said. “But thanks for going out there to get Spot.” She leaned down and gave the fleabag a gentle but affectionate pat on the head. “You too. You’re not half bad for a cat.”

“I wish I could have helped more in the battle,” stabby replied. “Saving Spot was the least we could do. He’s our friend. He’d have done the same for us.”

“Indeed.” The fleabag grinned. “How could this humble cat abandon a friend in need?”

Avraniel eased away and went over to Spot. The dragon immediately wrapped himself around her. “Why don’t you put that down?” Avraniel took the broken core out of Spot’s mouth and then jerked back as he licked her face. “Hey! Come on. None of that.” Spot crooned happily and buried his snout in the crook of her neck. She put her arms around him and ran her hands along his scales. “Wait… did you get bigger?”

I think so. Spot nuzzled her cheek. I’m happy to be here.

“Yeah.” Avraniel grinned. “So am I.”


Chapter Forty-One

Timmy smiled and savoured his cup of hot chocolate as he admired the view from atop the walls of the fortress – but it wasn’t their fortress. Oh no. He was standing atop the walls of the empire’s fortress on the other side of the straits. After capturing the empire’s forces and taking some time to recuperate, they had launched an attack on the empire’s side of the straits with Dreamriver’s help.

The overwhelming majority of the fortress’s defenders were in no condition to fight, never mind deal with a pissed-off dragon. To their credit, they did their best to hold off Dreamriver, but the dragon was in no mood to show mercy despite Timmy assuring her that the chances of the empire being able to summon anything as troublesome as the titan in the foreseeable future were essentially zero.

Not surprisingly, morale amongst Everton’s troops was sky high despite their lingering exhaustion. Not only had they managed to defeat a being of incredible power but they had also inflicted horrendous casualties on the enemy while holding their side of the straits. Capturing thousands of imperial soldiers and having an adult dragon on their side had convinced many of them that they were destined for victory even before they’d taken the fortress. After taking it? Oh, boy. James had been forced to issue orders telling them to rest and recover. Otherwise, they’d have immediately marched out to attack the empire’s other fortresses in the area.

The empire had four great fortresses in the area. Now that they’d taken one and secured a foothold on the empire’s side of the straits, they could rest and see to their equipment and supplies. Since they had complete naval control over the straits, the process wasn’t as difficult as Timmy had feared. They’d lost plenty of ships during the battle, but they’d made up for that by seizing the remainder of the empire’s ships. Jake and his crew had come through the battle in surprisingly good shape, but his dreadnought was currently docked for repairs. In the meantime, the privateer was captaining one of the dreadnoughts they’d seized. It wasn’t in ideal shape, but it could still ferry men, equipment, and supplies across the straits. It might have been more efficient for Jake to take charge of a cargo vessel, but Timmy couldn’t blame him for wanting a ship with as much weaponry as possible.

The zombie situation was a mixed bag. There was nothing they could do for Millie’s zombie great eagle, but they had been able to salvage her jellyfish and her crab. It would be a while before they were in fighting condition, but Millie had used a ritual and an artifact to convert one of the nearby coves into a temporary fountain of necromantic energy. She and Winston would have to keep a close eye on the two giant zombies, but they should eventually be combat ready again.

Thanks to the titan’s decision to throw the empire’s troops at the fortress, there were plenty of corpses for Timmy and Katie to turn into zombies. They’d lost most of their regular zombies in the fighting, so those new zombies were a welcome addition. Sadly, there wasn’t a lot they could do about the monstrous zombies they’d lost. The majority had either been blown apart by the empire’s navy or annihilated by the titan’s beams. Until they could secure more monster corpses, there was nothing they could do. Timmy had already reached out to several trusted monster hunters and rare creature dealers, but it would take time for them to reach the straits, and that was assuming they were willing to make the journey. He’d also contacted Lorenzo, and the merchant prince had promised to help. Their victory at the straits had some of the other merchant princes reconsidering their positions, so he was able to act more openly than before.

Thankfully, they’d had more luck in dredging up the corpses of fliers from the straits. With Roger and Spot around, it wasn’t hard to find them, and dredging them up wasn’t difficult with Scar present. All they had to do was send regular zombies down with some rope and then Scar could drag the corpses back up to the surface. Timmy now had more zombie fliers than he had before the battle started. Katie had been particularly pleased about being able to work on so many griffins. Griffin corpses were often difficult and expensive to obtain, but there was no shortage of them here. Millie and Winston had claimed their fair share of the corpses too, and the boy was now proudly riding around on his very own zombie griffin.

The three other fortresses in the area had chosen to fortify their positions, but Timmy didn’t think they’d last much longer. The majority of the empire’s forces in the region had been committed to the battle for the straits, and they’d already been dealt with. There simply weren’t all that many troops left. The events surrounding the titan’s onslaught had also left a massive hole in the empire’s command structure and logistics network. Most of the senior officers had either been killed or captured, and many of the key roads in the area, along with the straits themselves, were now under Everton’s control.

It did not help that Avraniel, Dreamriver, and Spot had made a habit of terrorising the surrounding countryside. The moment any imperial soldiers left the safety of one of the fortresses, they were likely to be burned, shot by arrows, or eaten. It had gotten to the point that all of the empire’s outposts and waystations had surrendered rather than face the trio’s wrath. Only the three great fortresses remained, and the trio delighted in launching the occasional nocturnal attack. They never committed, and they never put themselves in real danger. However, they always did enough to give their opponents a long, sleepless night. It was almost enough to make Timmy pity the poor bastards. Almost.

As for Spot, the young dragon’s account of where he’d gone – and who he’d met – had been extremely unsettling. There were gods, and then there were gods. Spot had met one of the latter, one of the few truly transcendent beings that existed in Creation. Fortunately, she seemed to have a soft spot for the dragon. If she had been hostile… it was better not to think about it, especially since there wasn’t really anything they could do if they earned her ire.

What was undeniable was that Spot had grown stronger. Without the crown, Spot’s power was far greater than before, not simply in a quantitative sense but also in a qualitative manner. However, when Spot activated his crown – something that appeared to take a lot of effort and which he could only do sparingly – his power reached even greater heights. To Timmy’s magical senses, it was akin to staring into the sun and an abyss at the same time. It was as if he couldn’t grasp the full nature of Spot’s power, like he could only see black and white when he knew there was a world full of colour.

Dreamriver’s reaction was also telling. Every time Spot called upon his crown, the older dragon would stare at him as if he was the greatest thing she’d ever seen. Timmy couldn’t blame her although she clearly knew more about the crown than she let on. He’d known Spot since the day he’d hatched, and each time his crown appeared, the urge to kneel was overwhelming. It wasn’t the same sort of mental domination as the titan had. Rather than forcing Spot’s will upon him, it felt more like acknowledgement. As if there wasn’t already enough proof that Spot was different from the two dragons who’d sired him, he was already working hard to find a way to deactivate that aspect of the crown. He didn’t want his friends to kneel to him. He wanted them to stand alongside him – and give him regular cuddles.

That said, Spot was also working on doing the opposite since it was easy to see how useful that aspect of the crown would be in battle. It was similar to the draconic fear that all dragons inspired in their enemies but potentially more useful. Draconic fear usually either forced people to flee or give in to despair. However, Spot could potentially induce people to surrender or cooperate. It was a tricky thing – fiddling with people’s minds always was – but Spot was fortunate to have two teachers in Dreamriver and Amanda with plenty of experience. The latter, in particular, should help Spot develop the right sort of morals and ethics when it came to using his powers.

With the destructive trio wandering around and menacing anyone who even thought of leaving the safety of the fortresses, Timmy had been able to scout each of the fortresses to see how their barriers worked. Since they weren’t able to go out and stop him, he’d been able to learn quite a lot. It was now a question of when he’d be able to bring their barriers down, not if.

At worst, he’d give it a week before he worked out how to do it. The barriers were masterworks, but they hadn’t been updated in more than a century, and the same person had worked on all of them, which meant they shared similar weaknesses. Sure, he wouldn’t be able to bring the barriers down for long, but the amount of damage that Avraniel and Dreamriver could do in a short period of time was unreal, especially since Avraniel had finally gained control over her transformation. Admittedly, she couldn’t maintain her crystal form for long, but she wouldn’t need to unless they were fighting something like the titan. Five minutes might not sound like a lot of time, but it was an eternity if there wasn’t a barrier around to stop her.

Dreamriver was happy to help. As far as she was concerned, her deal with the empire was more than cancelled. Their summoning of the titan had turned them into her enemies, which meant they had forfeited their right to live – along with all their treasure. James had very wisely promised her a generous share of the spoils if they won. She could even use one of the fortresses as a lair if she wanted. James could be a sourpuss, but he wasn’t stupid. Having an adult dragon on their side, albeit temporarily, was a huge boon. Dreamriver was planning to leave with her loot after the fortresses had been dealt with, but Timmy was hardly going to complain about that.

And speaking of James, the other man had come out onto the battlements with a mug of coffee. Normally, he’d be with Millie and Winston, but the other necromancers were busy working on their zombies. It was funny. James had never hesitated to tell Timmy that his zombies were horrifying, but he had nothing but praise for Millie’s zombies.

“How are you?” James asked. “You’ve been very busy lately.”

Timmy grinned. It was going to be one of those conversations. “We all have. I’m just glad we’re busy winning and not busy struggling to survive.”

James’s lips curled. “We’re suffering from success, which is a lot better than suffering from death.”

They were starting to run low on troops. Although they had taken far less casualties than expected thanks to the titan’s defeat leaving the empire’s soldiers in a lethargic state, regular soldiers simply couldn’t power through fatigue and exhaustion the way Timmy and the others could. Magic and various potions could help, but those were stop-gaps. Long-term overuse would undoubtedly lead to complications. Instead, Timmy had been making more and more zombies out of the empire’s fallen while also hiring mercenaries, many of them from the Mercantile Alliance.

Lorenzo had been one of the first to know of their victory, and Lorenzo had used that as evidence that the tide was turning against the empire. That hadn’t been enough to sway the merchant princes who were against intervention, but those who were in favour were now able to act more openly. The titan’s summoning had been sensed all over the world, and they were eager to avoid any further incidents of that nature.

Lorenzo had vouched for several mercenary companies, and Timmy had used his other connections to call on anyone he thought was reliable and could contribute. Not all of them were conventional mercenaries, but he could trust them to stay loyal and get the job done. They had been reluctant to join in the past, but taking the straits was the incentive they needed to get involved. If the war truly turned against the empire, then a few months of fighting could set them up for retirement.

If Everton managed to take and hold some of the empire’s northern provinces, there was a chance that they’d be given lands of their own to administer and rule on Everton’s behalf. More than gold or glory, what mercenaries wanted was land to call their own. A leader who won land could count on the unwavering loyalty of his followers since he could promise them a place to retire where their past would be considered a positive and not something to hold against them. Few nations were willing to hand over territory to mercenaries, but in the aftermath of a large war where the victor seized formerly foreign territory, there were far better odds of mercenaries winning the right to rule.

“Do you know what a flying zombie behemoth is?” James asked. “Millie said she was going to make one.”

Timmy chuckled. That would explain why Millie wanted the corpses of more fliers. Timmy had seen a few in his day, but Millie’s might end up being the largest he’d ever seen. He’d check how many more he could scrounge up since he was in charge of the dredging. Katie had been doing her best to help, but he’d asked her to focus on managing their new zombies, so they could poke and prod at the enemy fortresses. They didn’t need to do any actual damage. They simply needed to keep their opponents stressed and on their toes.

“I do, but I think you’ll enjoy it more if it’s a surprise.” Timmy took a sip of his hot chocolate. “I’m glad that taking this fortress was easier than expected, but seeing the aftermath of the titan’s mental domination… it leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

Timmy had no qualms about killing people who were trying to kill him. However, watching the empire’s soldiers throw themselves at Everton’s fortress with suicidal enthusiasm had been unsettling. Likewise, even after they’d regained consciousness, the overwhelming majority of the empire’s soldiers remained enfeebled and suffered from regular nightmares and panic attacks. It should be possible to cure them, but they simply didn’t have enough clerics of sufficient power to handle them all. Eldritch sorcery could also work, but Timmy would have been out of commission for weeks if he’d tried to do it himself. For the time being, all they could do was slowly but surely work their way through the afflicted. On the upside, it did make them easier to manage. Despite their numbers, the captured soldiers were in no condition to stage a rebellion.

“We have to gather up all of the chunks of the titan, so we can purify them,” Timmy said. “The titan might be dead, but I don’t think leaving them around would be wise. I’d use my zombies to get them, but the lingering holy, astral, and light energy makes it hard for all but my strongest zombies to handle them without falling apart. Spot has been helping out, but there’s only so much he can do. And, from a purely pragmatic perspective, let’s not forget how useful those parts might be – and how valuable they are.”

“Agreed.” James scowled. “I’ll kill anyone who seeks to harm Everton, but it’s hard not to feel sorry for men whose minds and wills have been broken by something their superiors summoned without telling them.” He paused. “And the core?”

“It appears to be totally inert.” Timmy snickered. “Although Spot wasn’t happy about us taking it. He’s quite enamoured with it.”

“Oh? Should we be worried?”

“No. It’s nothing like possession or mental contamination. The core itself is priceless, made out of all sorts of rare and exotic materials. As a dragon, it’s exactly the kind of object he’d want to add to his hoard. However, I think eating it would really help his growth although we should check to make sure it’s been stripped of any unwanted influence. The sheer amount of light, holy, and astral power it contains would be impossible for any normal person to absorb, but he is a dragon. That said, I think he’d have to call up his crown to properly digest it.”

“I saw that.” James shuddered. “It’s… something, all right.”

“It is.” So far, only the people in their group knew about the crown’s origins, and Timmy intended to keep it on a need-to-know basis.

Vicky would need to know since she trained Spot, and she was bound to notice the difference. However, James was in a different position. If the other councillors asked him, then he might have to answer. Not telling him would make his life easier. In contrast, Vicky could simply ignore any questions since, realistically speaking, not even the other councillors could force her to do anything she didn’t want to.

“On the upside,” Timmy said. “The other fortresses are on borrowed time. We’ve been able to cut off reinforcements from the south, and we’ve got Avraniel, Dreamriver, and Spot prowling around. Once I’ve finished studying their barriers, we can take them down one by one.” He grinned. “The demolition rats are also eager to try their newest creations.”

“They’re a bunch of little psychopaths,” James muttered. “But I’m glad they’re on our side.” He cleared his throat. “How long until you complete your preparations? Millie is hoping to have her larger zombies up and running soon.”

“A week at the most,” Timmy replied. “I could rush, but it makes more sense to take my time. Measure twice and cut once, and all that.” He nodded absentmindedly. “The ninja rats and my stealth zombies have been infiltrating southward. We should have at least another two weeks before substantial reinforcements arrive, and we’ve already got control of the roads they’ll be using.”

“Not bad… the timeline seems favourable to us.” James smiled. “Those rats are quite handy.”

“Well, nobody thinks twice if they see a rat scurrying around.” Timmy took another sip of his hot chocolate. He had been tempted to put a marshmallow in it, but Katie had already requisitioned the ones they had to split between her, Winston, and Spot. They were children, so he didn’t see the problem in letting them enjoy the candy. “We’re fortunate that the titan threw so many of their troops at us during its assault. If it had been craftier, we would have had a substantially harder time dealing with it.”

“The titan was confident of victory,” James replied. “And with good reason. But it underestimated us.” He smiled. “Oh, I received word earlier this morning. It’s why I came to speak with you. The armada has turned around.”

Timmy laughed. “I’m not surprised. They haven’t got a choice.”

The armada could try to press on, but they were already suffering logistically, and they had to know that a decisive victory would involve extended fighting. In that regard, the loss of the straits was a total disaster. The empire’s northern provinces and client kingdoms were now completely exposed. The presence of not one but two Grand Necromancers meant the situation had the potential to deteriorate at an incredible rate. Moreover, the empire also had an angry adult dragon to deal with. They had no way of knowing how long Dreamriver would stick around or how far she intended to go. If she turned her attention southward, they would need to muster all of their strength to repel her.

Even if the empire managed to win the naval battle, some of their most important territory would be left in an awful state. Moreover, winning the naval battle wouldn’t win the war since it would be fought in and around the Shimmering Isles, not Everton. And as powerful as the emperor was, he could not be confident of making landfall and besieging Everton itself after how the naval campaign had gone, especially without further support from the imperial mainland that was now exposed via the straits.

Indeed, abandoning the imperial mainland to focus on winning the naval battle might lead to nobles in the north switching sides in a bid to preserve their own positions. There was also the possibility of civil unrest and outright rebellion in certain areas. In fact, Timmy had heard from several reliable sources that the loss of the straits had emboldened the rebels and separatists. In fact, yesterday, the ninja rats had reported on unrest in the south as rebels tried to seize what they saw as their best chance in centuries to rebel. Timmy had advised James to offer whatever support he could to those groups. Every soldier sent to deal with a rebel or a separatist was one less soldier they had to fight.

It was an anticlimactic end to the naval campaign. Timmy had been quite curious to know how their strategy would have fared, but he wasn’t about to complain. They had kept the armada occupied, bled it, and wasted its resources without taking critical damage. That was truly commendable and a testament to the skills of those involved. Short of destroying the armada entirely, it was difficult to imagine a better outcome, and laying waste to the armada with the emperor present would have required a series of truly monumental blunders from the empire’s commanders.

As determined as the empire was to advance, he could not fault the commanders of the empire’s navy for not wanting to trade the Shimmering Isles for the empire’s fertile and prosperous north. The Shimmering Isles had been willing to strip their territory of everything valuable while fighting to the last man. All that awaited the empire was the most pyrrhic of victories. Turning back while sacrificing a small portion of the armada to cover its retreat, so they could reinforce the empire’s mainland was not necessarily a winning move – but it was the move least likely to result in a loss.

It must have been frustrating. If Vicky hadn’t been there, the empire could simply have smashed their way through with the emperor’s help. But Vicky was there, and as long as she was there, the emperor was not the trump card the empire had been hoping for. Even if he could beat her – and that was a big, big if – he’d be in no condition to continue fighting afterward.

“We should be hearing from Vicky shortly,” James said. “But knowing her, she might try to smash through the screening force and pursue in earnest.”

“She’s never been the type to simply let the enemy walk away if she could help it. Let’s hope she can do more damage before they escape.”

Unfortunately, Vicky could not – but not for the reasons Timmy had expected.

A week and a half later, Vicky arrived in person to deliver the news.

Vicky landed beside Timmy on the walls of the fortress they’d taken two days ago, amidst much cheering from Everton’s troops. “I leave you alone for a few weeks, and you somehow take the straits after almost getting assassinated while defeating some sort of otherworldly titan.” Vicky grinned. “And what’s this I hear about you becoming a dragon dentist?”

Timmy grinned back. “In my defence, it was either win or get killed.”

“I won’t ask.” There was fond exasperation in her voice. “No. I should ask, if only to make sure you don’t do something crazier in the future.” She followed him into the fortress. “Let me take a look at you. I’m sure you’ve mangled yourself quite badly without anyone noticing, and do tell me how you intend to take the other fortresses. I’d like to help, now that I’m here.”

“Oh, you’re more than welcome to help,” Timmy said. “And I hope you can help with the reinforcements that are headed our way.”

The rats who’d ventured south had painted an increasingly worrisome picture about the scale of the reinforcements. Whoever was in charge of them, they’d spared no effort in recruiting and then deploying more troops than Timmy thought possible. They’d also crushed the nearby rebels and separatists with such startling speed that Timmy had begun to suspect there was a traitor amongst them. However, Vicky was perfect for dealing with massed soldiers. She could fly in, blast everybody, and then leave before they could retaliate. She could also use her magic to help repair the fortresses they’d seized.

He explained as she checked him over in the room he’d secured for his use. One of the great luxuries of being in command was having his own space. Vicky’s formerly bright expression grew steadily darker as he explained what had occurred. Hearing that he’d used the lake water did not help. If anything, it made her worry more since she was adamant that such things often came with significant risks. In any case, she took her time purging any lingering negative effects and healing him to the best of her ability. By the time she was done, Timmy was in arguably the best shape of his life.

In comparison to the tale of the titan, the story of how they’d taken this fortress was fairly boring. He’d brought the barrier down using what he’d learned, and then Dreamriver and Avraniel had proceeded to attack until the soldiers inside threw down their arms and begged to surrender. There had been a bit of skirmishing inside the fortress when they’d encountered several groups who refused to stand down, but his zombies and the soldiers he’d brought with him had handled them without too much trouble. They’d also gotten a chance to test the magical cannon they’d salvaged from the zombie titan-golem. They’d lashed it onto a zombie behemoth made out of hundreds of corpses, and it had performed reasonably well although it would need frequent maintenance. Dreamriver had been pleased by the loot they’d secured. Apparently, the fortress had been holding on to a decent chunk of the money that was supposed to be used to pay the troops sent to fight for the straits.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there,” Vicky said quietly. “I know Spot ended up better for it – and I do want to take a look at him, just to be sure – but hearing about him… I’m glad, so glad. And we got very, very lucky.”

“You were occupied,” Timmy said. Without her presence, the emperor could have smashed their fleets himself. Keeping him in check was a huge contribution to the war effort. “Is the emperor dead? Because if you’re here in person…”

Her expression clouded. “We’re keeping it secret from the regular troops, at least for now, but you’re involved enough to know. The armada didn’t just retreat. It got away.”

He blinked. “It got away? How? The last I heard, your forces were harrying them during their retreat.”

“That’s right.” Vicky scowled, and his eyes widened. He’d rarely seen her this mad. “The screening force tried to hold us off, but we were able to break through it. We were closing in on the main force when they teleported.”

“…” Timmy stared at her in disbelief. “What? They teleported? How? I could believe the emperor teleporting away. There are multiple artifacts that could manage that, especially with his raw power to draw on, but the entire armada? How far did they go? Surely, it couldn’t have been too far.”

The amount of power required to teleport increased according to distance, mass, volume, number of targets, and many other factors. Critically, the increase was not linear. Otherwise, it would have been easier to have Old Man teleport them everywhere. Taking even a single extra person increased the cost of teleportation significantly. Taking their whole group? Old Man might have been able to do that in his youth, but even then, he wouldn’t have been able to take them far.

“I suspect they are in the port next to the empire’s capital,” Vicky said. “And, yes, I am aware of how far that is. I believe they accomplished it using a device on par with the Eye of the Abyss. According to the Council’s records, the empire did possess such a device, but it was supposed to have been destroyed in the first war with the empire during the emperor’s final battle against the First Council. When his defeat was imminent, he attempted to use it and failed. The First Council searched for the device but was unable to find it. They assumed that because it had failed, it must have been destroyed by the backlash. Either it returned to the empire somehow and was repaired, or they were able to produce another. Based on the alleged abilities of the original device, it would have the power to teleport the entire armada if the right preparations were made.”

“Then why not just teleport next to Everton and end the war?”

“If I’m right about the device, it can only teleport things to an anchor, and that anchor must be enormous – think the size of a tower. It must also be specially built for that purpose. Based on the empire’s history, I’m willing to bet that the lighthouse in the middle of the harbour they teleported to is the anchor. As you can imagine, building the anchor would be a time-consuming and costly exercise, not the sort of thing they could hide in foreign territory. On the upside, I don’t think they’ll be able to pull off the teleportation trick again any time soon. If the First Council’s knowledge of the device is accurate, the time between each use increases with the load put on it. Teleporting the armada all the way back to the empire? I’d say we have several centuries or more before they can use it again.”

Timmy frowned. That would explain why the empire had been able to send so many additional troops north. With the armada back in the empire, they could use it to quash rebellions and bolster their defences. “I’ll take what I can get. Knowing they won’t be able to use it again during the war is good news.”

“I was able to sense the device’s power before they teleported away.” Vicky’s smile was wintry. “If I get close to another like it, I’ll know.” She sighed. “It’s a pity. Even if the emperor had been able to escape, smashing the armada would have effectively ended the war. As it is, we’ll have to keep fighting.”

“How do you see our chances?” Timmy asked. He had his own opinions, but Vicky was an expert strategist and tactician in her own right.

Vicky smiled toothily. “Prior to this war, the Council spent years – generations, really – supporting various separatist and rebel movements within the empire.” Her lips curled. “Not all of the empire’s accusations against us are lies, but they did lie about our motivations. We have never had any intention of invading the empire. We just want to keep them from invading us. Ever since the empire’s last great expansion, they have made no secret of their ambitions to retake Everton, and they too have spared no expense to meddle in our affairs in less direct ways. There are malcontents in Everton, and they have long received support from the empire. The empire can hardly complain about our conduct when they’ve been doing the same thing for longer.”

She glanced in the direction of the other fortresses. With her arrival, it would not be long before they fell. However, assuming the commanders of those fortresses had the intelligence to surrender, they’d have to come up with a way to properly police all of the soldiers they’d be capturing. Of course, with her around, it was difficult to imagine those soldiers rebelling. Short of the emperor himself coming forward, there wasn’t really anyone in the empire who could face her on equal footing in single combat.

“The empire reached its greatest extent, barring the loss of Everton, under the current emperor’s great-grandfather. He crushed dissent, seized control of the nobility in a way no emperor had in centuries, and expanded the empire’s borders through conquest, the imposition of client kingdoms, and cunning marriages. The current emperor inherited an empire primed and ready to renew its old conflict with Everton.”

“You knew this war would come,” Timmy said. He wasn’t surprised. He didn’t have access to all the information the Council had, but he’d predicted it too.

“We did. A generation of expansion and two generations of consolidation followed by the ascension of an emperor with near-absolute power and a well-prepared military. That same emperor also wields more personal fighting power than any ruler in centuries. I’d have been more surprised if he didn’t go to war. The massive build-up of naval power was also telling. Given the current state of affairs, the only nations within reach of the empire who merited such a force were us, the Shimmering Isles, and the Mercantile Alliance. The empire’s greatest advantages are its size and population. They can field more troops than Everton and its allies combined. Our main advantage is quality. I believe that man for man and ship for ship, we are better. However, numbers have a quality all of their own. The distance between Everton and the empire also makes it difficult for them to leverage their numbers unless they can win the naval battle decisively.”

“And that’s why you were so set on recruiting first me and then Millie.”

Vicky gave him a look that he couldn’t quite place. “That’s part of it, yes. There’s that saying, isn’t there? Never get into a war of attrition with a necromancer – you’ll lose.”

“That’s right. We don’t know who first said it, but it’s been largely true for millennia.”

“To put it bluntly, you and the others have massively surpassed even my greatest expectations.” Vicky smiled sunnily. “I don’t think anyone expected the war to proceed this quickly or in this particular direction, but I suppose we should be grateful. Wars between powerful nations can be tiresome affairs that drag on for decades, leaving the participants easy prey for those on the sidelines. However, there are examples of such conflicts unfolding with startling speed as one advantage snowballs into another and another. This war is closer to the latter than the former.” Her gaze drifted southward, eyes alight with astral magic. He wondered if she could actually see the souls of the imperial soldiers marching northward. With her power, it might be possible.

“The empire’s naval forces are in disarray,” Vicky said. “The armada was able to preserve most of its numbers, but their logistics and supply lines are in tatters. They are, for the time being, mostly a defensive force, unable to project substantial power far from their shores. The loss of so many ships and soldiers in and around the straits means that the armada is likely the only substantial naval force left to the empire. We still can’t match their numbers, but that won’t be as important if they’re the ones who have to defend. The empire is large, and they have a lot of coastline to worry about. The majority of the armada is currently in one place. To protect their coastline, they’ll have to split it up, which will make it more vulnerable.”

“I agree. Although we don’t have their numbers, we can better concentrate our forces if we’re the attackers,” Timmy said.

Timmy had begun sending bands of zombies south, now that their position here was more secure. They weren’t there to take territory. They were there to mount raids, destroy key infrastructure, and just generally make life awful for the empire and its allies in a bid to slow down the reinforcements headed north and hopefully get them to split off troops. The ninja rats had been overjoyed. They had struggled mightily in the battle against the titan, not that Timmy could blame them. However, having zombies running around and distracting everyone allowed them to do what they did best – infiltrate, sabotage, and assassinate. He suspected it was simply a matter of time before he started to receive reports about officials and officers getting assassinated. The ninja rats were vicious and maniacally determined, and he was glad to have them on his side.

“You’ve likely already heard rumours, but I can confirm that the unrest we’ve fomented has turned into open rebellion in multiple provinces, and some of the empire’s client kingdoms are also dealing with separatists movements. The empire has already quashed several of these rebellions, but others have proven more tenacious. In fact, the province we’re in now has a number of groups that would be eager to help. Simply put, this is the best chance they’ll ever get, and although Everton wasn’t the first province to rebel, it has remained the sole province to truly succeed.” Vicky smiled thinly. “The empire’s newest territories are far less loyal than its heartland. Control over them was only truly solidified by the current emperor’s father. We are a stark reminder that victory is possible.”

“That’s one way to look at it.” Timmy’s brows furrowed. “We’re not going to sue for peace, are we?” he murmured. He already knew the answer, but he needed to hear her say it. “Otherwise, we’ll be fighting this war again in a century or two.”

“Exactly. At the very least, we have to take and hold the northern provinces, so we can fortify them. They’re not the oldest provinces, and they haven’t always prospered under imperial rule. I know we can do better. Having the northern provinces will make any future attacks on the straits impossible and give us a place from which to threaten attacks of our own. We’d be fighting in the empire’s backyard instead of ours. Ideally, a few of the separatist movements will succeed as well although we won’t have direct control over them. We’d then be left with a smaller, fractured empire that is far less of a threat in the future.” Vicky laughed. “I won’t lie. Our success has made certain individuals a tad overconfident. They have suggested trying to conquer the entire empire.”

“Can I assume you enlightened them?” Timmy asked.

“Of course. Try to take too big a bite out of something, and you’re likely to choke on it. Assuming we could somehow defeat the entire empire from a military standpoint, we’d never be able to hold it. It’s too large, and its heartlands would fight to the bitter end. They’d never surrender. Assuming we won, we’d be in no condition to fend off attacks from other nations in the aftermath. I believe our best option is to deal them a blow so heavy they will need centuries to recover.” Vicky shrugged. “And the emperor needs to die.”

Timmy chuckled. “You say that like it’ll be easy to pull off. But you’re right. His death will lead to a power vacuum. He has children, but they’re far too young to take over. He does have siblings, some of whom might consider staging a coup if he dies, but none of them are so powerful or well supported that they could easily usurp his children’s claims.”

“I don’t think we’ll have to go looking for him,” Vicky said. “I am quite confident that he plans to personally kill us all, especially since he’ll have to go through me to reclaim the ground we’ve taken. I imagine he’ll regroup in the capital and try to put out all the fires we’ve lit elsewhere before coming north himself. In fact, I’d be shocked if the troops headed north continue to advance once they realise how entrenched we’ve become.”

“They’ll probably set up their own defensive line and wait for the emperor to join them,” Timmy said. Sacrificing the area near the straits wasn’t ideal, but if Timmy and the others were able to take the remaining fortresses before the reinforcements arrived, then throwing troops at them would be the height of stupidity. “The northern provinces and client kingdoms are in trouble. The northern legions have, for all intents and purposes, been annihilated as a fighting force. I don’t know how much longer Dreamriver will stick around, but she’s already done more than enough to help our cause. The reinforcements will be made up mostly of reserves and militia. They’re not like the true legions. They’ll break if we can inflict heavy losses, particularly if Millie and I deploy our monstrous zombies.” Regular troops, never mind militia, rarely had the strength of will to stand their ground against monstrous zombies.

“What about the facility that produced the titan?” Vicky asked. “I’d rather not leave any loose ends there – or give them the chance to make a second attempt.”

“Well, I doubt they’ll be making a second attempt any time soon. The titan we defeated was made of more glitter-steel than has ever been gathered in one place since… I don’t know… ever maybe? I’ve sent zombies and the ninja rats to locate the facility, but they haven’t been able to reach it. It appears to be hidden within an area of broken space beneath the hole in the sky.” Timmy pointed. Even now, the hole in the sky remained. “We’ll have to fight our way to it and then see if we can crack it open although we can’t be careless. Depending on the nature of the broken space, opening it could cause all sorts of complications.”

Vicky turned her attention to the aforementioned hole in the sky. It was a strange, ineffable colour, and it shone brightly throughout the day and the night. She sighed. “Such foolishness. By the way, what are you planning to do with all the glitter-steel?”

“It’s funny that you should mention that, but I have an interesting idea.”

A plan had occurred to Timmy the previous night while he’d been cleaning Spot’s teeth. The dragon only called upon his crown when necessary, and his scales had adopted a less mystical appearance although they were still different from before. He also seemed to have acquired more control over their appearance, and he could turn them from metallic to darker than the dead of night or blindingly bright. Furthermore, he radiated a mysterious sort of power that he hadn’t before, so Timmy wanted Vicky to examine him later.

Spot’s teeth hadn’t really changed, and he’d actually fallen asleep while getting his teeth cleaned. Thankfully, the dragon’s mouth had remained firmly open until Timmy had finished and then poked his snout to tell him to close his mouth. Since Avraniel had been on patrol, Spot had opted to crawl into Katie’s bed to sleep. It was strangely reassuring to see the dragon act the same as he had before his literal brush with death – and quite amusing to see him try to cram himself onto a bed thanks to his added size. Based on their most recent measurements, Spot was now roughly fifteen feet long. Katie didn’t seem to mind. Indeed, she’d arrived at breakfast still wrapped in her blanket but draped over Spot’s back.

“Oh?” Vicky’s lips curved up into an impish smile. “What exactly do you mean by interesting?”

“The hole in the sky and the broken space beneath it suggest that the titan damaged the fabric of reality in that area. I think that I might be able to summon Sam and the other protoplasmic horrors there with a bit of preparation.”

“That is interesting.” Vicky understood that the presence of Sam and the other protoplasmic horrors would make for a nigh-unbeatable defensive position.

“What’s more interesting is that I’ve been talking with Daerin. We know how they made the portal in the Sky City. I think that if we combine those methods and the glitter-steel that’s been left behind, we can make another portal in that area.”

Vicky’s eyes widened. “But where would it lead? As far as I know, the portal in the Sky City only connects to one place.”

“That’s right. Any new portal would have to connect to somewhere else, ideally a place where eldritch sorcery was previously used to rip a hole in reality. Fortunately, I can already think of one place that meets that description.”

“Ah.” Vicky’s eyes gleamed. “The territory of the self-proclaimed demon lord you and the others defeated.” She pursed her lips, deep in thought. “If you could create a portal from there to the area beneath the hole in the sky…”

“We could march our armies directly from Everton to the northern provinces. We would have a far better chance of winning this war.” Timmy sighed. “Of course, this is all hypothetical. We’d need to deal with the broken space first, and I’d have to summon Sam and get him to poke around. With Sam’s help, we wouldn’t have to worry about the portal passing through somewhere weird and getting us into trouble, the way the Sky City did. He could find an empty world for us to shunt it through. But that’s assuming everything works out. If it doesn’t, we’re back at square one. We’ll have to move our troops the normal way. On the upside, Daerin and a few of the other dwarves should be capable of reforging glitter-steel. If nothing else, we’ll have several batches of incredible weapons and armour.”

“There is that.” Vicky giggled. “Now, what’s this I hear about you becoming a dragon dentist? Or did you think I wouldn’t notice you avoiding that subject.”

“Ah.” Timmy had indeed glossed over that part.

“You know, Timmy, if we win this war, future historians are going to have a field day.”

* * *

Katie was aware that her master had plans for all the glitter-steel they’d been dredging out of the straits. It was far too valuable to ignore although Spot had been eyeing it hungrily. His crown was no longer present unless he called for it, but there would occasionally be sparks and embers of twilight flame above his head when he got excited. Right now, his tail was also wagging furiously at the thought of eating some of the glitter-steel. He hadn’t eaten the titan’s core yet despite it being broken and seemingly free of the titan’s influence. The Supreme Cleric wanted to run a few more tests to be sure it was safe, and having seen what the titan could do, Katie agreed. It was better to be safe than sorry.

Nevertheless, Spot’s experiences had led to another growth spurt. Thankfully, he was still the same mischievous, cheerful dragon, and he still liked to crawl into her bed and cuddle up to her like a huge, scaly teddy bear. It was a relief, and she’d hugged him very tightly indeed the first time he’d done that. What had happened to him… if it hadn’t worked out for the best, she would have been haunted by it for the rest of her life. As it was, she’d woken up in the middle of the night a few times, panicking, only to relax when she’d felt Spot’s warm, familiar bulk beside her. She’d spoken to her master about it, and he’d helped her with it. She’d also talked to Amanda, Old Man, and Meixing, and they’d all offered her advice too. It must have worked because she hadn’t had any other problems sleeping, even when Spot slept elsewhere. It reminded her a bit of her early days at the castle, back when she’d been afraid that her master would abandon her the way her family had. Her master had helped her then too. The only thing missing was Sam floating through the floor to offer her a slice of cake as a midnight snack.

“You want to build a portal?” Katie asked. “Wait… since when could we do that?”

Her master chuckled and reached out to ruffle her hair. She ducked out of the way, and retreated behind Spot. To her dismay, the dragon chortled and ruffled her hair with one of his wings. Traitor. “We haven’t confirmed it yet, but there’s a decent chance we can. Think of how useful it would be to link the lands of the demon lord we beat to the area beneath the hole in the sky. It would help us win the war, and if we win, it’ll speed up trade and make this region virtually impossible for the empire to retake. Of course, we do need to make preparations to destroy it, just in case we ever lose control of it.”

Katie hummed thoughtfully and pulled Spot into a headlock. The dragon nuzzled her side and blithely ignored her attempts to noogie him. She scowled and rubbed her knuckles. His skull was way too hard. She’d have to use her shadows if she wanted to noogie him properly. Spot snickered and breathed a little puff of healing fire over her hand.

“That makes sense. If we lose control over the portal, we’d be giving the empire a route straight into Everton.” Katie’s gaze was drawn to Dreamriver. The dragon was basking in the sun nearby. “Has Dreamriver said how long she’ll be staying?”

“She hasn’t set a firm date for leaving, but we shouldn’t count on her staying too much longer. Honestly, I think the main reason she’s still here is because of Spot.”

Katie agreed. Dreamriver had spent most of her free time explaining various aspects of dragon culture and history to Spot, as well as giving him lessons about flying, fighting, and using his powers. From what Katie could gather, Spot’s crown marked him as someone very special, so Dreamriver was looking to the future. He might well become far more powerful than her, so befriending him when he was young would pay off handsomely when he grew older and stronger. Dreamriver also had hatchlings of her own, so she might be hoping that they and Spot could become friends.

According to her master, the facility where the titan had been made was currently trapped in a strange sort of broken space. Until they could safely open that space, their best bet was to seize control of the surrounding area to keep the empire away from it. If Dreamriver had her way, then the second they could access the facility, she would burn the entire place to the ground. Apparently, she had no intention of letting anyone else do anything stupid with the research that had been conducted there.

It was hard to blame her. Katie was confident that her master wouldn’t do anything as stupid as summoning another titan, but what about the other people who might be able to get their hands on the research? They could try to keep everything a secret, but if the facility was intact, how long could that secrecy last? It might be better in the long-run to simply destroy it all rather than risk another incident.

“Aye.” Daerin was eating lunch with them. In fact, they were all eating lunch together outside. The area was firmly under their control, and Dreamriver was nearby too. “I’ve sent for some of my kin from the Sky City. They can help us.”

The Supreme Cleric smiled sunnily. “That’s wonderful.”

Katie had initially been worried about whether the Supreme Cleric and Dreamriver would get along, but the pair had swiftly reached an understanding. As long as Dreamriver continued to help them fight the empire and didn’t get too overzealous in hoarding treasure, there wouldn’t be any problems.

“How does the glitter-steel factor into this?” Katie asked. “The portals the dwarves have aren’t made of glitter-steel, are they?”

“No, they’re not,” her master said. “But there are multiple materials that can be used to make portals, and glitter-steel has several properties that would arguably make it excellent, provided we make certain changes. In any case, our biggest advantage is actually something else.

“What is it?” Katie giggled as Spot made a half-hearted attempt to sneak a sandwich off her plate. She poked him with a shadow, and the dragon poked her back with his tail. If he had actually been interested in stealing her food, she would never have noticed. He could be surprisingly sneaky when he wanted to be.

“Most of the time, portals end in horror,” her master said.

“Because they go through a dimension full of angry mushroom bastards?” Avraniel asked. She was in an excellent mood. Spot was better than ever, there was plenty of loot, and she could now transform on demand. Getting to blast imperial troops on a regular basis didn’t hurt either.

“Exactly, and we all saw how annoying that can be. Finding a safe world for a portal to pass through isn’t easy, but Sam knows about plenty of empty worlds. We can use one of those and put up additional defences to make sure nobody interferes.”

“Oh!” Katie grinned. “And Sam would enjoy having more places to wander around – and not just Sam either. The other protoplasmic horrors would be happy having somewhere else to roam although we’d have to set rules to keep them from getting out of hand. Having them around would also make it much easier to defend the portal.”

“It would although we are again assuming that this portal business works.”

“Don’t Sam’s people destroy the worlds they conquer?” Old Man asked.

“Not exactly,” her master replied. “If they don’t occupy them, they strip them bare of all life and leave them as empty, dead rocks. However, they don’t usually destroy the worlds themselves. They have no reason to. It might be a bit creepy travelling through an empty, dead world, but it should also be safe.”

“This Sam sounds like an interesting fellow,” Meixing said. “And quite formidable too.”

“He’s…” Katie wasn’t sure how to describe Sam. She knew what sort of person he was, but she wasn’t stupid. Any normal person would be terrified of him, and with good reason. “He’s pretty great. He just takes a bit of getting used to.”

“The Sky City is hoping for favourable results,” Daerin said. “It rankles them deeply that their mistake cost them so much time. If we can work out how to do it right, they want to know how and to be involved.” He shrugged. “If it works, they might try linking the other dwarf cities to each other. During winter, the journey can be harsh, even for us dwarves.”

“How long will this take?” The Supreme Cleric passed a plate of fish to Claw. The feline had surreptitiously secured most of the fish for himself, not that anyone really minded. Spot had gone so far as to catch fish for Claw whenever he went near the sea, which was a sign of how well the dragon and feline got along.

“Keep in mind that this is all hypothetical, but assuming we can open the broken space, we’d still need to take the facility and purify the area around it,” her master said. “That could take as little as a week or as long as several years. Based on the information my zombies and the ninja rats have been sending back, I’d say it’s closer to the former than the latter. If we can make a portal, we’ll have to start small. There’s no point in scaling up until we know it works. We’ll be relying heavily on Sam to make sure the portal is safe, but we still don’t know for sure if I’ll be able to summon him.”

“What kind of cake is popular here?” Katie asked. “Because I’m sure Sam will want some if we can summon him here.”

“We’ve been in contact with the locals who are favourable to us,” her master replied. “A few of them are bakers. They were a bit puzzled by our inquiries, but they went along with it. I think they’re mostly just glad that we’re not burning the whole province down.”

“Why would we?” Katie asked. “If we win, won’t this province become part of Everton? Burning it down would end up costing us an astronomical amount of money. I asked Gerald about the empire’s tax policies here, and we could cut taxes to win them over while still making a pile of money.”

Honestly, Katie was drooling at the thought of it. Over-taxation was one of the easiest ways to lower consumption. Lowering taxes would put more spending money in people’s pockets, revitalising the economy. She and her master had played an important role in taking the straits, so they were bound to get rewarded, right? This province shared control of the straits and had several important ports that sat on the eastern coast of the empire. The profits they could make! The resources they could obtain! Better still, the governors here had a history of being mediocre at best, which should make it easier to outperform them. That would only make Everton more popular with the people, strengthening their position.

“That’s the idea,” her master said. “Winning public favour now will make it easier for us to rule in the future. I do hope there’s a place Sam can travel to that’s close to the sea. I don’t think he’s ever seen the sea away from Everton, well, not for a long time at least.”

“That would be nice. He does like water.” Katie giggled. “But we’ll have to warn people first, so they don’t freak out.”


Chapter Forty-Two

“See you later,” Katie said to Winston. “Good luck with your zombie griffin-manticore-hippocampus.”

Winston gave her a tired wave. He’d been staying up late for the past several nights checking all of his preparatory work. Winston wanted to get a little closer to the frontlines, but Millie had refused to let him go until his zombie was complete. Assuming it worked out the way he intended, he would have a powerful flier that could hold its own against anything in the air short of a dragon or a particularly large drake. “Thanks. I really hope it works. I don’t think my budget can take it if it fails.”

Katie shuddered. Budgets were the bane of all researchers. Ah, the things she could do if she didn’t have to worry about money. Then again, having to work under restrictions could also be very useful. After all, necessity was the mother of invention. “Let me know how it goes.”

Although they were in the middle of a war against the empire, her master had insisted on continuing her lessons, particularly those related to taking advantage of their present position in the northern provinces. Millie had asked Katie’s master to include Winston since he was better suited to teaching certain things than her, and he’d agreed. Katie was happy to have company in her lessons, especially since Spot wasn’t quite ready to take these ones yet. At the rate he was learning, though, it wouldn’t be long before the dragon caught up.

Now that her lessons for the day were done, Katie was meeting up with Meixing and Claw to visit the dwarves. The other girl had increased the number of swords she could control, and she’d asked the dwarves to forge more for her. She had been using swords taken from the battlefield, but she had to constantly replace them due to their poor durability. As for Claw, the dwarves had taken a liking to the cat – cats were generally popular amongst dwarves since they dealt with vermin – and the feline enjoyed their company. Rather than walk, Claw had opted to do his best impression of a hat atop Meixing’s head.

“How many swords can you fully control now?” Katie asked.

“Twelve,” Meixing said proudly. She had fought brilliantly to help defend the fortress, and Katie would always be grateful to her for swooping in on her sword and carrying Spot away from the titan when it exploded. “Although I still have a long way to go. My grandfather can control hundreds or even thousands of swords at once.”

“That sounds terrifying.” Katie could picture it: thousands upon thousands of swords raining down in a literal storm of metal – and Old Man had defeated him. It would have been difficult to believe if she hadn’t seen firsthand what Old Man was capable of. The techniques he’d used against the titan had been incredible, if a little worrying. After all, what sort of foes had he faced in the past to need those techniques?

Old Man rarely spoke of his past, and hints about it were few and far between. What Meixing had shared of Old Man’s activities in her homeland had shed some light, but that had only made Katie more curious. However, she wouldn’t press the issue. She cared too much about Old Man to do that. His past was his own, and he had the right to keep it to himself or share it if he wished. Besides, she didn’t want the swordsman to feel sad, and she could tell that thinking too deeply about his past saddened him. But if the time ever came that sharing his burdens would make him feel better, she hoped he would.

“What sort of swords did you commission?” Katie asked.

“Weapons similar to my existing swords. A few of mine were actually made by dwarves from my homeland, so I’m hoping the dwarves here can copy the designs. I’m also having a jian made out of glitter-steel. Your master and the others think that having it will help with my… problems although I must be careful not to rely on it too heavily. A true warrior must be greater than the weapons they carry.”

“If it’ll help, then that’s a good enough reason to get it.” Katie expected each of them to get at least one weapon made out of glitter-steel, depending on what was left over after they made the portal, assuming it could be made. Glitter-steel was stupidly durable and the bane of multiple forms of magic. Spot would undoubtedly get some to eat too, and Dreamriver had earned a share as well. The older dragon wasn’t sure what she would do with it, but at the very least, it ought to be quite nutritious for her hatchlings although they might need help to eat it.

Meixing smiled. “My teacher said that my skills have progressed to the point that a better weapon will not hinder my progress, provided I use it sparingly. For instance, it would be shameful to wield it against regular bandits, but against a foe like the titan, it would make sense to employ it.”

“Is that so?” Katie was far more familiar with how mages trained than warriors.

“Hmm…” Meixing could sense her curiosity. “It is like this. Claw is a cat, right?” Katie nodded. Claw was a great many things, but being a cat was easily the most obvious of them.

“A humble cat,” Claw made sure to add that.

“Of course,” Meixing said. “We cannot forget that. Yes, Claw is a humble cat. Because he is a cat, he cannot rely solely on his claws to slay his enemies. Instead, he has to use certain techniques to enhance his claws. The same goes for weapons. Please, do not take this as criticism, but imagine you had a sword made of adamant.”

Katie giggled. “I think it would be wasted on me. I’d be better off selling it to fund other projects or giving it to someone who could use it properly.”

“True.” Meixing grinned. “Because you do not focus on using weapons when you fight. But imagine what you could do with such a blade. Think of how easily you could slay a normal soldier.”

Katie nodded. “I could just swing it around, and they’d probably die.” A sword made of adamant would slice through regular weapons and armour with ease.

“Precisely. Adamant weapons are so powerful that their wielders can often win despite lacking skill. Anyone can swing one around and be dangerous. But would that help your skills improve?”

“Ah. I understand. A weapon that is too strong for its wielder will make them lazy and hinder their progress because it does all the work for them.”

“That is right. Being told that I am ready for a stronger weapon as long as I am careful with its usage is a compliment. It also means that my skills have grown to the point that I need a strong weapon to fully express them. You see, certain techniques cannot be readily performed with regular weapons. They simply cannot withstand the forces involved. Of course, once you reach my teacher’s level, all you need is a twig. However, I am a very long way from that.” Meixing puffed out her cheeks, and Claw reached down to pat her on the forehead. “Still, to have met my teacher and witnessed his fight against the titan? Truly, the heavens have favoured me! I have improved more in weeks than I have in years!” She scowled. “I only regret that I could not aid more during the battle. To my shame, I must admit that I do not yet possess any techniques capable of harming a foe as mighty as the titan.”

Katie shook her head. “Don’t say that! You helped defend the fortress, and if it wasn’t for you…” She nodded fiercely. “You flew out there and grabbed Spot when the titan exploded. If you hadn’t done that, who knows how badly he would have been hurt? You saved his life. That’s more than enough.”

“He would have done the same for me,” Meixing replied. “And… he is my friend. It might seem foolish, given my past, but how could I abandon him?”

“If what you did was foolish,” Claw drawled. “Then I wish more people were foolish. The world would be a better place then.”

Katie smiled. “He’s right. You fought as hard as you could, and you saved Spot. You should be proud.” She grinned and gave Claw an affectionate pat with her shadows. “And I haven’t forgotten about your actions either. You were right there with her.”

Meixing relaxed. Despite her words, the older girl had been more content and at ease. It was a stark contrast to the desperation she’d shown when they’d first met. Katie was glad that her master hadn’t killed Meixing when they’d fought and that Meixing had managed to block Spot’s claws. She knew that Spot was glad too. The dragon definitely considered Meixing a friend.

They reached the forges, and Katie wasn’t surprised to find Chomp standing guard outside. The three-headed dog loved to guard things, and the dwarves loved to have him around. Katie gave him a scratch behind each of his ears and slipped him a few treats before making her way into the forge.

Spot was curled up in the largest of the forges. The dragon’s black scales seemed to drink in the heat and light whilst the patch of white on his snout shone like a star. Fortunately, he’d learned how to lessen the effect if he wanted. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for him to fly around at night without being noticed. It would also make him hard to look at although she was sure Sam would try to teach him a few tricks when they next met since the protoplasmic horror often used changes in brightness and colour to communicate.

“Is he okay?” Meixing asked. Sweat had already broken out across her brow. “It is very hot in there.”

“He is a dragon.”

“Ah. That’s true.”

Katie poked Spot with her shadows since using her hands would likely have resulted in them being horribly burned. The dragon opened one luminescent silver eye and smiled toothily.

“Did you have a good nap?” Katie asked.

Yes. Spot uncoiled, smooth, sinuous, and almost serpentine in how gracefully he moved. The muscles beneath his scales were powerful but relaxed, ready to explode into motion at any moment yet content to move languidly until required. Are you here to bring me food?

Katie bopped him over the head with her shadows. “Food? It hasn’t been that long since we ate breakfast.”

I’m a growing dragon. Spot snickered. Maybe the reason you’re so small is because you don’t eat enough.

Katie’s eye twitched, and she bopped him on the head again. “I eat plenty. Not everybody can grow as much as you.”

Spot slunk out of the forge, and she nearly took a step back at the heat radiating from him. Yet within moments, the heat had subsided, drawn deeper into his body as his scales cooled to a more pleasant temperature and adopted a less vibrant appearance. So you don’t have any food?

Katie huffed and tossed him several treats. Spot gobbled them up and then turned to Meixing expectantly. The older girl giggled and added a few more of her own. Spot trilled happily and nudged each of them with his head. All jokes aside, Spot was a growing dragon, and his appetite had increased since the fight with the titan. He also didn’t have any pockets to carry food around in.

The Supreme Cleric had examined Spot several times since arriving, and the results had been fascinating. Apparently, when he’d pierced the titan’s core, he’d absorbed a large chunk of the energy inside it. As a twilight dragon – that’s what he called himself now – he’d used that energy to unlock more of the abilities associated with his empyreal dragon heritage.

His white flame could now act in a manner similar to the beams the titan had used, and he could generate barriers similar to the titan’s as well. His runes were also more solid than before. In fact, now that Katie thought about it, Spot’s abilities didn’t only resemble the titan’s, but the Supreme Cleric’s as well. Spot had been working with her since her arrival, and he’d shown rapid improvement in using his new abilities. The Supreme Cleric had also been working with Avraniel, which was fortunate since there weren’t many people who could actually give the star maiden a proper fight once she transformed. Her already destructive magic reached new – and terrifying – heights in that form, which meant that practice was essential. The last thing they needed was for Avraniel to accidentally blow them up after transforming although, to be fair, Spot would probably be fine. He was basically fireproof, but the rest of them weren’t so lucky.

Every now and then, especially when Spot summoned his crown, Katie caught a glimpse of the dragon he would become. In those fleeting moments, he seemed almost unbearably majestic, a small piece of something inestimably greater, a seedling that would one day grow into a tree whose roots would delve into the very heart of the world and whose branches who soar past the clouds. And then the moment would pass, and he would give her that same silly smile of his, a reminder that Spot was still the same loveable dragon he’d always been.

Only two days ago, he’d happily faced the dwarves in another drinking contest despite Daerin warning his fellows. Did they seriously think they could outdrink a dragon, especially one with corruption dragon heritage? Hatchling or not, they hadn’t stood a chance, and Avraniel had made a tidy sum betting on Spot to emerge victorious. Claw had also wanted to participate, but he’d withdrawn after Meixing had mentioned a few incidents from their past. It was a pity she hadn’t provided more detail – his drinking contest against an exiled monk sounded fascinating.

Even so, Claw had managed to sneak in a drink or two, and Katie had learned exactly why Meixing had been so worried. The feline had spent the next hour before collapsing clinging onto Chomp and yowling at the bewildered canine, calling him the most loyal of hounds and singing a bawdy song whose lyrics had been so disgraceful that Meixing had been forced to throw him into a sack. Alas, Claw’s voice had carried clearly through the sack. Claw had been singing in Meixing’s language, and Katie didn’t have the vocabulary to fully understand him yet, but the expression on Meixing’s face had said it all. If it was possible to die of embarrassment, she would have.

Old Man had burst out laughing, and Amanda had provided the dwarves with a mental translation of the song that had them banging their fists on their tables. They had then petitioned Meixing to free Claw from the sack, so they could hold him high above their heads while chanting the dwarf version of the song. Claw had awakened the next morning and steadfastly refused to accept their version of events, claiming they were all conspiring against a humble cat who had merely retired peacefully to his chambers after enjoying a well-earned drink or two. Meixing had retaliated with signed eyewitness testimony – something Katie was sure her master had suggested since Meixing wasn’t normally the type to go so far.

Thanks for the food. Spot padded along beside them. He was fifteen feet long now, and she wondered how big he would get before his growth slowed down again. Are you here to get swords?

“Yes.” Meixing wiped the sweat off her brow. “Some of the swords I ordered are ready now, and they want me to check them. I believe my glitter-steel weapon will take longer. I have heard that only Daerin and one of the other dwarves can work glitter-steel, and even they cannot do so easily.”

They want me and my mother to help. Spot glanced at Katie, and she gave him a playful frown before tossing him another treat. They say it can’t be worked using normal fire.

“I had wondered how they would do it since the titan took so little damage from regular attacks.” Meixing patted Spot’s head. “Allow me to thank you for your help in advance.”

Spot preened, and the white scales on his snout shimmered briefly. A faint glow settled around Katie, Meixing, and Claw. It gets a lot hotter up ahead. Claw almost got burned the last time he went there. My magic will keep all of you safe.

“You have my thanks, friend.” Claw bowed his head and then glanced at Katie. “As a cat, I am not as durable as a human of my power would be. I can use my magic to ward off the heat, but Spot’s is better since he’s a dragon. Indeed, I feel as though I could fling myself into a forge and be fine.”

Meixing reached up to hold him in place. “Do not throw yourself into a forge.” She patted Spot on the head. “And thank you for your help, Spot. Can you lead us to Daerin?”

Spot led them deeper into the forges. He was well acquainted with the dwarves, and several greeted him as they passed. Apart from the veterans, Katie noticed that several younger dwarves were present too. They weren’t as young as her, but they were the equivalent of squires or apprentices. Given how reluctant dwarves were to let harm befall their youths, they would have spent the majority of the battle against the titan within the fortress rather than fighting on the hills or walls.

Daerin was hard at work. He was most famous for making golems, but as a smith, his skills were almost peerless. There were perhaps a handful of dwarves in the world who could match him in the making of weapons and armour. It was their good fortune that one of those few was also present since there was plenty of work to do, and Daerin could not do it all himself. There simply wasn’t time.

“How is it going?” Katie murmured.

“Oh, it’s you lot.” Daerin reached over to absentmindedly scratch Spot’s scales. The dragon crooned and peered into the forge. The forge was almost painfully bright, and Katie had to layer shadows over her eyes to avoid having to turn away. Daerin wore special goggles, but Spot was unbothered. As hot and bright as the forge was, it couldn’t compare to his flames. “What do you think, laddie? Give it a lick.”

Spot’s tongue flicked out, tasting first the air and then the metal itself. Delicious.

“Hah! That means it’s almost ready.” Daerin motioned for them to step back. “I’m about to apply the runes and seals. It’s best to do it when the metal is at its hottest.”

“Why is that?” Katie asked. She knew that not everyone applied runes and seals that way. Amongst regular blacksmiths it was common for runes and seals to be applied after the metal had cooled.

“It’s a dwarf thing, lass, but I’ll tell you since your master already knows – damned if I know how he found out. Those shovels of his make use of it, and I know he’ll share the knowledge with you someday.” Daerin’s eyes narrowed, and he glanced from her to the others. “But I’ll have your words that you’ll keep it secret.” Forge work was serious business for the dwarves, and spreading secrets was an easy way to earn a hammer to the skull.

“Of course,” Meixing said. “I would not dare to reveal a craftsman’s secrets without permission.”

“This humble cat shall not speak a word about it.”

“Actually, now that you’re here, Spot, can you carve some of the runes and seals for me? There are several that align with your magic, and they’ll be stronger if you do them.” Daerin nodded at a rough piece of metal beside the forge that was covered in markings. “Those are the runes and seals I’ll be using. I’ll show you the ones I’d like you to do.”

One of light magic’s most powerful abilities was the ability to keep things untainted and pure. In a practical sense, that meant light magic could be used to prevent change or to return things to an undamaged state, which was why it was often used in the highest quality magical weapons. It granted weapons immense durability and a certain level of self-repair. Runes and seals could be used by anyone, but they were still more powerful when used by someone with matching magic.

Spot possessed powerful light magic, but just as importantly, he was also a dragon, which meant that his magic worked nicely with fire and smithing. Avraniel could have helped, but Spot was closer to Meixing. Intent could be a powerful force during the creation of magical items, so Spot’s friendship with Meixing should make the runes and seals more potent. According to some legends Katie had heard, the first dwarves had learned the art of smithing from a dragon, but no one knew if those stories were true. Modern dragons were more likely to eat people than teach them how to work a forge.

Spot studied the runes and seals intently as Daerin explained in greater detail. Then the dragon got to work with Daerin supervising and assisting. Katie extended her magical senses, careful to keep from interrupting the process. This was a rare chance to see a master ply their craft, and she found mastery of any craft interesting. She had wondered what Daerin’s magic was, but watching him work, she suspected it was related to making things. Perhaps it gave him exceedingly fine control over the arrangement of materials, or perhaps it was related to metallurgy.

It would make sense. He could test ideas with his magic and then try to reverse engineer them so that others, such as his golems, could imitate them without his magic, allowing him to mass produce his innovations. It would also explain why many of his devices couldn’t be copied by others and why he seldom used magic in battle. Maybe he could weaken or strengthen weapons and armour, but it wasn’t as simple as just blasting people the way Avraniel did.

“Good work,” Daerin said. “Keep it going, laddie. You’re doing fine.” He addressed his next words to Meixing but kept his gaze locked onto the sword. “Don’t worry, lass. Spot might be new to this, but he can follow instructions, and I know what I’m doing.”

“Of course, master smith.” As a warrior, it was not surprising that Meixing held a smith of Daerin’s quality in the highest regard. For a swordsman, their sword was their life – at least until they reached Old Man’s level and anything, even a twig, could be turned into a deadly weapon.

Eventually, Spot did his part, and Daerin swiftly completed the rest of the runes and seals before finishing the blade. He held the sword up and examined it keenly before nodding in satisfaction. “It’ll do. Let’s go test it out.”

Meixing was quick to agree. “Yes, master smith!”

Daerin chuckled. “If only everyone was so respectful.”

They went outside to test the blade, and Meixing took up a stance opposite a training target. She took a few moments to get a feel for the weapon and then sliced through the target with ease.

“The balance is perfect, master smith.” Meixing studied the edge of the weapon. “Not a scratch.”

“Bah!” Daerin waved her compliments away. “I would have shaved my beard out of shame if such a weak target could damage it. Try something harder.”

They worked their way through more and more durable targets until Meixing reached a slab of rock that Katie’s master had set up. It was designed to repair itself, and it was far tougher than ordinary rock. Yet Meixing had no problems slicing through it. Once again, the blade emerged unscathed, its edge as keen as ever. A thrust showed similar results, with the sword piercing cleanly through the slab.

“Most impressive.” Meixing casually moved through a series of techniques that left Katie both impressed and baffled. It was easy to forget due to how little it seemed to bother her in combat, but Meixing was missing both her dominant arm and an eye. Katie couldn’t imagine ever being able to move that gracefully with a weapon. “You have my compliments! Is this truly the first jian you’ve made? It is the equal or better to any that I’ve used.”

“Aye.” Daerin stroked his beard. It was particularly bushy today. “I’ll not say it was easy, but I studied the swords you already have and spoke to Old Man. We dwarves favour swords of a different kind, but I did not earn the title of master smith for nothing. I tested a few things, and instead of simply copying the jians you showed me, I incorporated my people’s techniques.”

“And you were right to do so.” Katie had to bite back a yelp as Old Man appeared out of nowhere. Although he usually made a point of not moving too stealthily to avoid startling others, he could be incredibly sneaky when he put his mind to it. “We have quite an interesting group here today.” He smiled warmly. “It makes you feel a little old, doesn’t it?”

“Hah!” Claw puffed out his chest proudly. “Do not group me with the children. I am a cat, and by feline standards, I am already an adult, unlike these youngsters.”

Katie giggled. Claw had indeed reached a venerable age for a cat. She had worried that he might be growing elderly, but Meixing had explained that due to his remarkable talents, Claw could look forward to living roughly as long as a human. Apparently, there had been dogs who had reached similar heights, and they had lived as long as their masters. Now that she thought about it, the ninja rats also lived far longer than regular rats although they seldom lived longer than a quarter of a century. She sighed. She would have to deal with that at some point. Losing any of them would be tragic. They were loyal and true friends, all of them, but unless something went very wrong indeed, she would outlive them.

“Allow this old warrior to impart a word or two of advice.” Old Man reached for the blade respectfully, and Meixing handed it to him. He weighed it in his hands and then unleashed a strike that split the rock apart so cleanly it could have been used as a table if they wished. He deactivated the repair seal her master had put on it, and gestured for them to treat the two halves as benches.

“Sit.” Old Man patted the rock. They sat, but Daerin headed back to the forge, saying that the lesson to come was more for children than a grown dwarf. “It is often said that the greatest warriors are one with their blade. There is truth to that." Old Man raised the jian and peered along its edge. It was perfect, utterly pristine despite the blows it had dealt out. Katie expected nothing less from Daerin. “But I think the metaphor can be extended to the forging of the blade – and the forging of a warrior. To make a good blade, one needs good materials, but those materials must still be forged, beaten and hammered into shape by a skilled smith. Likewise, the heat used and the method of quenching also matter. A good warrior is no different.”

Meixing listened intently, as did Katie. Her master had often told her about the importance of having an appropriate mindset, and she’d seen for herself how critical it could be in battle. All the magic and muscles in the world wouldn’t help if her mind wasn’t in the right place.

“A good warrior must work on the basic materials – strength, speed, agility, magic, and so forth. Without refining those basic materials, they will never reach their full potential. Yet they must also be forged. A mere lump of metal cannot be called a sword, and you cannot call someone a warrior simply because they are fast or strong. A warrior must be skilled. They must know the heat of battle and the quenching that follows – the grief, the sorrow, and the desperation. A warrior must know and understand pain and suffering and loss, or they will become cruel. A warrior must know death and yet refuse to allow fear of it to become their master. They must find a purpose – a reason – to get back up when everything and everyone in the world is telling them to stay down.”

Old Man’s expression turned rueful. “For some, this wisdom comes swiftly and easily. For others, it takes time – and tragedy. What is important is that you find this wisdom in the end, that you find and understand your reasons.” He glanced at Spot. “Why do you fight?”

The dragon’s response was swift and instinctive. He wasn’t stupid. He simply saw the world differently from other people. His was a dragon’s surety, a purity of purpose and decisiveness of thought that most people would never understand. For my mother and my friends. I want them to be happy and safe. That’s why I have to be strong. How can I protect them if I’m weak?

“A fine answer.” Old Man’s eyes grew keen. “Is that the answer you found when you faced death?”

Spot nodded. It was part of the answer I gave when I was put to the test.

“And Meixing, have you found your answer yet?”

Once, Katie was sure that Meixing would have been bitter about such a question. Now, however, her smile was faint but genuine. “Not just yet, but I think I am very close.”

Old Man patted her back. “Good. And I am pleased that you are not envious of others. Each of us must find our own purpose. Perhaps your purpose will be the same as Spot’s in the end. Perhaps it will not. What is important is that your purpose is your own. You are all different from each other, but being different is not necessarily a bad thing. The word unique might be better. But I have faith in you. You are my student. You will find your answer, maybe when you least expect it.”

Meixing inclined her head. “I will enjoy searching for it.”

Old Man turned to Katie, and she scratched the back of her head. Her gaze wandered over the fortress, which was bustling with life, and she glanced at her friends beside her and then thought of the others who were off doing their own tasks. Her master was arguing with James and Vicky about their future plans in that good-natured way of theirs. Millie and Winston were working on their zombies. Amanda and Avraniel were raiding to the south. They’d brought Gerald with them because who better to drag along than the man who could store anything?

“My master says that life is a journey,” Katie replied. “I don’t know where I’m going yet, but I think… I think that for the time being, it’s enough for me to just keep walking with everybody else beside me.”

Old Man chuckled. “There is nothing wrong with that either. You three are young. You have the luxury of youth. You should enjoy it.”

“You’ve still got plenty of time ahead of you, right?” Katie asked quietly.

Old Man chuckled. “I am a man – no more and no less. I am closer to the end of my life than the beginning, but I should have enough time left to see the splendid people you all grow up to be.” His gaze turned distant for a moment, distant but warm and full of memories, old and new. “This old warrior should like to see that much, at least.”

* * *

Avraniel stared up at the sky. She was in her crystal form, and the stars in the sky called to her. There were so many of them up there. People often talked about wishing on stars. As a child, she’d thought it was silly. How many times had she begged the stars for help only for them to remain silent. Now… now it was harder to be sceptical. Had people prayed to her and her sister back when they’d been up there? Was their fall the reason those prayers had gone unanswered? Would her own prayers have been heard if she had tried praying to different stars? Maybe.

Her crystalline body shimmered in the starlight, and she felt the power of the Constellation Bow at her fingertips. All it would take was a flex of her magic, and it would be there, ready to unleash havoc. She could only use it in this form, and part of her was glad for the restriction. The Bow of the Sun was her sister’s gift to her, one that had somehow made its way to her through all the long and broken years that separated them. Continuing to use it was a blessing, not a burden. Now that she’d awakened more of her star maiden powers, she could feel the affection it contained, and it warmed her heart in a way few things did. She’d have to see if she could find out more about the dragon and the phoenix. She didn’t know if they were still alive, but they had been her sister’s most trusted friends and companions. She wanted to know more about them.

What would things have been like if her sister had been with her? She wouldn’t have been alone, but would she have met Spot and the others? She sighed. It was better not to think about it. Could have been, should have been, might have been – those were a loser’s thoughts, and she was not a loser. She refused to be chained to the past. She’d learn from it. She’d do better. Did the stars approve? Maybe. It might have been her imagination, but she could have sworn they’d shone more brightly when she’d thought that. She and her sister hadn’t been the only stars. Were the others still up there watching her? Did they remember her?

There was movement out of the corner of her eye as Spot drew level and nudged her with his head. She gave his belly an idle scratch, marvelling at the subtle but important changes he’d undergone. He was so much… more was the best way to put it. He was stronger, faster, more durable, more powerful, more everything. But above all, there was a rightness to him now, as though all of the once conflicting aspects of his being were now working together in perfect harmony. He’d told her and the others about what he’d seen when he'd… died. She wasn’t sure what to make of the whole thing, but being inspired by constellations while setting up his soul amused her. He really was her son. She also needed to thank Young Death if she ever saw her. In a world that could so often be cruel, it was nice to know that one of the gods had a soft spot for her son.

He coiled around her, and she maintained her position in the air despite the added weight. His affection was a warm blanket that soothed her soul. His scales were a deeper black now, and the patch of white upon his snout shone brightly. Amusingly, he could alter the brightness of his scales. He could make himself look like a faded painting, matte and dull, or shine like he was made of gleaming metal. He found the whole thing funny, and she’d caught him pranking people with his newfound ability several times. Even more interesting was his ability to alter his size and shape, like when he’d turned himself into an arrow against the titan. It was associated with his astral magic, and sparky was helping him master it.

In time, he’d be able to do more than turn himself into a beam or an arrow. He might be able to alter his own size without changing his general shape. Spot had been happy to hear that. Apparently, one of his greatest fears was that he would one day become so large that he couldn’t use her stomach or lap for a pillow or join them indoors for a meal. If he mastered this ability, he could shrink himself down to a more manageable size. It wasn’t the most stereotypically draconic use of the ability, but it was certainly in keeping with his general nature. It probably didn’t hurt that making himself smaller would also make it easier to sneak into the kitchens at night.

What are you looking at? Spot slithered off her, and his wings beat the air steadily to keep him beside her. Her own flight was different. She was borne aloft by light and fire. She was, after all, a star.

“The stars,” Avraniel said. “Remember, I used to be one of them.”

Spot crooned and rubbed her cheek with his. He stared at her, and his gaze felt as though it could see into the very core of her being. You still are.

“I guess I am.” She scratched his head. He still didn’t have any horns or more pronounced cranial features like ridges, frills, or crests, but it wouldn’t be long before they began to grow. “I was also thinking about what would have happened if I’d landed somewhere else or sometime else.”

“Try not to think about it too deeply.” The people eater approached, and Avraniel snickered. The vampire could fly, but not with the speed or grace she or Spot could. “Take it from someone who has spent far too much time thinking about unnecessary things.”

“Is that so?”

“You seem as though you have a lot on your mind. If you can’t stop thinking about it, you could try sharing it. I might understand more than you think.” The vampire’s lips curled. “Also… I brought wine, but can you drink anything in that form?”

Avraniel shrugged. Her eyes were twin suns although she’d turned down her glow a bit, if only because she didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention and she knew the people eater found it uncomfortable. Never let it be said that she treated people badly when they brought booze. And knowing the people eater, it wasn’t the cheap stuff either. Nope. The people eater was a firm believer in only drinking the good stuff. “I don’t know. Let’s find out.” And, hey, the people eater probably could understand. Damn. Just how long had she been alive?

Spot curled around her again. Her kind dragon didn’t know how else to help, and he was sleepy. Even so, he did what he could.

“It’s a hell of a thing to find out that I had a sister – only she died long before I got here. I don’t know why we fell in different times and places, but we did.”

“We can try to find out more about her and her friends,” the people eater said. “But I think she’d want you to be happy and live a good life.”

“Yeah. I figured that. She was a softie… I think.” Avraniel grinned toothily. “But I’m still going to that forest to kill that son of a bitch one day.”

I’ll help! Spot chirped.

“We’ll all help, and between the lot of us, I think we’ll be able to manage. And we now have a twilight dragon on our side.”

“What’s the deal with that?” Avraniel asked. “Dreamriver mentioned that Spot was the only twilight dragon she’d ever seen.”

“Supposedly, the conflicting energies involved kill them soon after they’re born, or else they grow up stunted and weak and get killed off. More often than not, their eggs simply never hatch.”

Spot chuffed. I’m pretty tough.

“You’d be more convincing if you weren’t wrapped around me like a blanket.” Avraniel took a long sip of the wine. “Damn… I don’t think I can actually taste anything in this form. Let’s go back. I can’t stay transformed for much longer, and if I’m going to drink, I want to make sure I can actually enjoy it.”

“I wonder. Is it simply a case of you being unable to taste, or do you also derive no nourishment from it either?”

“Who knows. Maybe I subsist off the cosmic energy of the universe or some crap.”

Spot crooned sympathetically. You can’t taste it? That’s terrible.

* * *

Gerald had a smile on his face despite the devastation unfolding nearby. There were few safer places in the world than next to the Supreme Cleric. Well, unless you were one of her enemies. Then you were probably just dead. Thankfully, Gerald was not only her friend but also her favourite and most trusted bureaucrat, which meant he was wonderfully safe. Ah. After the last several weeks, he wanted to bask in this feeling of security.

The fact that she was bombarding the enemy while Timmy’s army of zombies swarmed over the beleaguered defenders only added to his sense of security. The enemy were in no shape to even consider attacking him since they were busy running for their lives and pleading with their superiors to surrender, so they wouldn’t be added to Timmy’s steadily growing horde of undead.

In fairness, the Supreme Cleric had sent a polite message to the town’s leaders offering them fair treatment in exchange for a swift surrender after it had become apparent that the empire’s reinforcements had no intention of advancing further north until the emperor arrived. Those reinforcements had opted to stay behind the defensive line they’d established further south, leaving those to the north on their own. It was hard to blame them. Without the emperor, they had no real way to contest the Supreme Cleric on the battlefield, not without taking disproportionate casualties. The dozen or so Lords of Magic who’d ventured north to try had been sent back in coffins.

Unfortunately for the townsfolk, their leaders had opted to continue fighting and had dared the Supreme Cleric to do her worst. Thankfully, she hadn’t done that. The town might be held by Gerald’s enemies, but it was also home to thousands of people. Gerald had no desire to see it – and the people who lived there – utterly erased from existence. The Supreme Cleric had opted to personally break the enemy’s fortifications, allowing Timmy’s zombie horde to swarm the town’s defenders.

Their own regular forces were also advancing, but the zombies had been sent in first to absorb damage and break enemy morale. At this point, Timmy had more than a hundred thousand regular zombies under his command although he had yet to fully replenish the ranks of his monstrous zombies. After hearing that the town itself wasn’t particularly wealthy, Dreamriver had chosen to hunt for whales instead. They didn’t plan on burning the town to the ground, so that might have been for the best. There were also supposed to be rebel forces in the area, and Timmy suspected they’d show up once the battle was over.

“Did Timmy get into any other trouble that he hasn’t told me about?” the Supreme Cleric asked. A beam of light vaporised another chunk of the town’s outer wall, allowing a zombie hydra to stomp through the gap and spew acid all over the pikemen who’d decided to charge it. Those pikemen had been brave, but charging a hydra was an exercise in futility if all you had were regular weapons. “He is very good at keeping secrets when he wants to.”

“Do you mean other than what happened with the Mercantile Alliance, the hidden base, the goblins, the spider people, the other hidden base, the straits –”

“It does sound like rather a lot when you put it that way, doesn’t it?” The Supreme Cleric sighed. “It would be nice if he could simply take a commanding role and stay safely behind the frontlines, but he’d never agree to that, and he is far too useful in the field to hold back, no matter how much I might want to.”

“I think we’d all prefer it if the people we cared about were safe,” Gerald replied. “I’m terrified every time we go on a mission, but it helps knowing that every battle I fight is one more battle my family won’t have to fight back home.” He smiled weakly. “And I’m not alone. The others are with me. If I was on my own, I’m pretty sure I’d already be dead.”

“That is a good way to think about it, and something must have gone very wrong if you find yourself fighting alone.” The Supreme Cleric pouted, and a beam of light zigzagged through the sky, piercing the bodies of several fliers. Above them, Spot huffed, and the Supreme Cleric gave him an apologetic smile. She had likely killed those fliers as cleanly as possible to preserve their corpses for Timmy and Katie. Spot had a tendency to mangle or incinerate his opponents. “Timmy is quite dear to me, and he has a rather alarming tendency to be cavalier about his own safety. His mantra – if you can believe it – is that as long as he isn’t dead, he can always fix it later. I won’t argue about the effectiveness of his approach. The results speak for themselves. However, I can object to its effect on the people around him.”

“It’s terrifying,” Gerald said. “And I’m not even the one getting injured.” He looked about furtively to make sure that none of Timmy’s zombies was close enough to listen in. “If you’d seen him after his fight with the assassin who attacked him during the battle with the titan…”

“Is that so? He said it wasn’t that bad.”

“It wasn’t great,” Gerald said. He was reluctant to let any of Timmy’s secrets slip, but the Supreme Cleric was also one of the few people who might be able to convince him to be more cautious.

They continued to walk forward as the town’s defences collapsed. The Supreme Cleric maintained a steady, pinpoint barrage of supporting magic while Avraniel lobbed the occasional blast at the enemy. The enemy’s retreat had turned into a complete rout, and Gerald was curious to know how much larger Timmy’s zombie horde would be after this. Hopefully, things were also going well to the west where Millie and James were leading another prong of their assault with help from Old Man, Meixing, Claw, and Amanda.

Not too surprisingly, it wasn’t long before the remaining soldiers and militia ignored their commander’s exhortations to keep fighting and began to throw down their weapons and plea for mercy. As Gerald expected, those pleas were answered, with soldiers from Everton taking the enemy troops into custody. Hopefully, the ruler of the local area would see sense and surrender soon. A cushy life in exile was better than ending up as a zombie.

The Supreme Cleric sighed.

“My lady?” Gerald asked. He knew the Supreme Cleric well. That was not a work-weary sigh. It was a sigh he hadn’t heard before, which worried him. “Is something wrong?” He looked around. Were there assassins lurking around? Had she sensed the emperor approaching? “Is there danger nearby?”

She frowned. “Gerald, is there something wrong with me?”

He blinked. That was not a question he’d expected. “Uh… no? I don’t think so. You appear to be in excellent health, and your magic seems to be working properly. I haven’t noticed anything wrong with you although I’m not an expert in matters of health or magic. If you need it, I do have a large variety of potions to choose from, along with water from the sacred lake.”

She chuckled. “That’s not what I meant.” She gestured, and glowing chains dragged several cavalrymen to the ground where they were promptly set upon by Timmy’s zombies. “I mean is there something wrong with me as a woman?”

“…” Gerald stared. He did not want to be having this conversation. Indeed, all of his instincts were screaming that he was now treading on very dangerous ground. Yet, at the same time, how could he stay silent? He took a deep breath. “Is… is this about Timmy?”

“So you’ve noticed my interest.”

Gerald winced. “I think just about everyone has except for Councillor Arthurs and Timmy.” He paused. “I’m fairly sure even Millie has noticed.”

“James has always been an emotionally oblivious idiot, so Millie should count herself extraordinarily lucky. Timmy used to make fun of him all the time. Still, once James has set his mind on something, he rarely holds back. Given how he’s been courting Millie, I’d be shocked if they weren’t married the moment she earns her pardon. For all his faults, James isn’t the kind of man to take matters of this nature lightly.” She smiled. “I think they’ll be good for each other. He can rein in some of her more… obnoxious eccentricities, and she can help him lighten up. As for Timmy… he is one of the most intelligent, cunning, ingenious, and observant people I know. Some would argue that he’s too intelligent, cunning, ingenious, and observant. Finding out that he has a blind spot would be strangely reassuring if my affections weren’t involved. He just had to be oblivious to my charms, and I do have charms, do I not, Gerald?”

Gerald wished he could be anywhere else. However, he was a loyal friend and bureaucrat. He’d lost count of how many times the Supreme Cleric had supported him when he’d doubted himself. She’d continued to believe in him even after he’d stopped believing in himself. It would be cowardly for him to run away now, and although he knew he was timid, he liked to think he wasn’t a coward. “You most definitely do.”

She patted him on the shoulder. “Relax. I’m not blaming you. That wouldn’t make any sense. It’s just… aggravating.”

Gerald did not consider himself an expert in Timmy’s psychology. His friend’s mind was complex, wonderful, and terrifying. However, he felt as though he could offer some insight. The Supreme Cleric undoubtedly knew Timmy better than he did, but that same closeness might also make it harder for her to be objective. Hmm… he’d have to speak to Katie after this too.

“I wonder if it’s because of how you met him.”

“Oh?” The Supreme Cleric raised an eyebrow as more beams of light raced outward. “Go on.”

Gerald looked to the west and gulped. There was an absolutely colossal… thing in the air. That had to be Millie’s flying zombie behemoth. It was truly an undead abomination worthy of a Grand Necromancer, and he was glad he was too far away to make out any of the finer details. Otherwise, he’d have nightmares about it.

“Timmy… Timmy is a survivor. That’s what he does. No matter what happens, no matter what the world throws at him, he finds a way to survive – a way to win. You were one of his first real friends. He had Sam, but Sam is a protoplasmic horror from another dimension. It’s not quite the same. If you want him to reclassify you as something other than a friend, I think you’re going to have be more, well, blunt about it. If it helps, I’m pretty sure Katie is rooting for you.”

“Really?” The Supreme Cleric smiled faintly.

“I know Katie calls him her master, but Timmy is basically her father. I think she’s worried he’ll end up with somebody awful who’s mainly interested in his money and power. Personally, I doubt he’d ever fall for that, but you never know. You, however, have known Timmy for years, and you genuinely care for him. Moreover, it’s not as though you need his money and power. You’ve got plenty of your own.”

“Hmm… you might be right. Timmy does have a knack for compartmentalisation and classification. He needed it to survive his childhood, and it’s part of why he’s so good at necromancy and eldritch sorcery. Perhaps after the war… although now that I’m here…” She nodded resolutely. “I won’t give up.”

“I hope you succeed, my lady. I like you and Timmy a lot. If you can find happiness with each other, so much the better.” He grinned. “But watch out for Spot.”

“Why? I was under the impression that he and I get along rather well.”

“That’s not it. Spot will insist that any children you have call him Uncle Spot. That’s at least part of the reason he’s been waiting with bated breath for Chomp’s puppies. I don’t think he’s realised that it will be a while until the puppies understand what an uncle is, never mind call him one. They’ll probably think of him as their father’s big, scaly friend instead.”

“Hah! That does sound like Spot,” the Supreme Cleric said. “Thank you for listening, Gerald. I appreciate it.”

“I’m glad I could help.” Gerald paused. “And thanks for blasting anybody who even looks at me funny. I feel a lot safer when I’m standing next to you.”

The Supreme Cleric carved open several more buildings with her magic, and the soldiers and militia within fell to their knees and surrendered. “I wonder what the emperor is doing now. I imagine he’s quite upset with us.”

* * *

The emperor was pissed. No. He was beyond pissed. He was absolutely, completely, irrevocably apoplectic with rage. The entire debacle with the great armada had been bad enough – the constant retreats, the refusal to engage decisively, and the never-ending raids and sneak attacks on the armada’s supply lines and logistics. It had been so incredibly frustrating to deal with. Damn the Supreme Cleric! Only she had the strength to hold him at bay and the skill and charisma to pull off a large-scale naval defence in depth. His own commanders had admitted they would have struggled to do the same, and it was hard to blame them. He knew how difficult it was to coordinate so many ships, to say nothing of convincing people to retreat to their next line of defence when every instinct they had was compelling them to stand their ground.

All the same, he had been confident of obtaining victory. At some point, they would no longer be able to retreat to another defensive line. They would have to give battle to defend their most important holdings, and then he could smash them. From there, they could occupy the Shimmering Isles and use it as a staging ground for an invasion of Everton’s mainland. Of course, it hadn’t turned out that way. It was so bad that if he hadn’t already checked his defences against illusions and mental interference multiple times, he would have assumed he was under some sort of spell.

The war, which had thus far been a tightly contested affair, had turned into a disaster. Rather than being the crowning glory of his reign, the culmination of everything his great-grandfather, grandfather, and father had worked for, he might go down in history as the man who threw it all away. How had it gone so wrong? How had an attempt to take the straits spiralled into not simply the loss of the straits but potentially the loss of the entire north of the empire as well? Most of his navy, aside from the armada, was now at the bottom of the sea or in enemy hands, and the sheer number of soldiers wounded, captured, or killed was mind boggling. Just thinking about all the Lords of Magic who’d perished or were now in captivity made his head hurt. It was a disaster! An absolutely unimaginable disaster!

Damn those cultists! He should never have put so much faith in that monstrosity they’d incarnated. Oh, he’d been briefed on the powers it would have and the risks involved, but he’d been captivated by the idea of having a weapon that could win the war on its own. He should have listened more closely to Lord Errol’s reservations. The man might have been an awful fighter, but he wasn’t a coward. His caution should have rung alarm bells in the emperor’s mind. Instead, he’d focused on the potential positives. In the past, Lord Errol had said he was fairly confident they could incarnate the creature and point it at Everton’s side of the straits. He had been less confident they could fully control it although he had mentioned preparing several contingencies – contingencies that he’d admitted might not be particularly effective.

Ultimately, William had used his personal authority as the emperor to push the project through. They needed a way to swing the war in their favour, and the project could do so decisively. They did not have an elite team led by a shadow councillor. No. The damn necromancer’s group was fiendishly versatile, which suggested it had been painstakingly assembled over the course of years, possibly decades. Instead, the empire was forced to rely on other methods.

Seizing the straits and crushing Everton’s naval forces would have given them a decisive advantage while allowing them to mount a two-pronged attack. Had the titan survived and remained loyal, they could have turned it loose upon Everton’s mainland. With him fighting alongside it, not even the Supreme Cleric would have been able to hold her ground. At the very least, they’d be able to force out that trump card of hers, and while the titan would likely perish, they wouldn’t have to worry about it for the rest of the war. He could then finish her off while she was dealing with the backlash. It should have been possible. The cultists weren’t that smart. They could have eliminated them with a minimum of fuss once they’d outlived their usefulness. Everything had been going to plan until it hadn’t.

The naval situation had been promising too. He had gathered the great armada and established two hidden naval bases. And then that damn necromancer had shown up and wrought havoc. Not even recruiting their own Grand Necromancer had helped! Solus Aeron was one of the strongest Grand Necromancers in the world and a leading candidate for the position of Supreme Necromancer. The emperor’s advisors had researched him thoroughly and assured him that he was the best option. Moreover, Solus himself had prepared an outstanding plan that meshed wonderfully with the empire’s efforts. And now? Solus was dead. He should have been nigh-invincible with a newly made magical nexus at his disposal. Instead, the island was now in Everton’s hands. As for the other base, the outcome could hardly be any worse. The spider people had been a valuable source of materials, and the goblins had their uses too. Everton had seized control of the base, and it was difficult to imagine them losing it with the empire’s navy in such poor condition.

Worse still, the necromancer was still alive, which meant that Lord Quarry had failed. That had never happened before. It should have been impossible. Lord Quarry might have been a psychotic, murderous, evil man, but he was incredibly intelligent, and he always prepared thoroughly. They had given him all the information they had on Lord Bolton. Lord Quarry’s magic even matched up favourably with Lord Bolton’s. Yet somehow, the necromancer had survived. Had he killed Lord Quarry himself, or had Lord Quarry run afoul of his companions? At this point, the question was academic. What mattered was that Lord Quarry had failed. Lord Bolton still lived.

The situation with the Mercantile Alliance had also deteriorated. Those money-grubbing merchants had one of the largest navies in the world, and they were damn good with it too. They had remained neutral because they wanted to profit from both sides. However, the deployment of multiple mercenary companies, while not technically breaching neutrality, suggested the necromancer had powerful friends within the Mercantile Alliance and that the merchant princes might be considering entering the war on Everton’s side.

The Mercantile Alliance and the empire had clashed over territory in the past. It had never been anything a few skirmishes and several rounds of negotiation couldn’t solve since both nations benefited heavily from the trade between them. However, the merchant princes were vultures. With the empire’s position looking shaky, they might see this as an opportunity to settle old scores and seize territory by lending Everton their aid. Was it cowardly? Absolutely. Was it dishonourable. Definitely. But it could very easily prove effective. The emperor had his own friends amongst the merchant princes, but ultimately, they were pragmatists. If they believed the empire would lose, they wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of the situation.

If the emperor could go back in time, he’d have the necromancer strangled at birth. Gods. If he’d known what a hindrance he would be, he’d have sent elite strike teams to kill him before the war started. He wasn’t always at his castle. It would have been possible to ambush him. But he’d been a criminal – or so the emperor had believed. There had been no reason to think he’d join Everton’s forces. It was simply not worth the trouble to attack a Grand Necromancer.

In reality, however, Lord Bolton was a secret member of the Council – a shadow councillor – who handled their more… quasi-legal operations. They had finally gotten the drop on him with Lord Quarry, yet he had managed to survive. The emperor doubted they’d be so fortunate again. Lord Bolton was no fool. He must have realised they were aiming to eliminate him. Worse, if the reports he’d received were correct, Everton had gotten its hands on a second Grand Necromancer. Damn it. That was completely unfair. How had the empire lost its only Grand Necromancer while Everton had found another?

Lord Bolton had turned the island where Solus planned to build his dungeon into a naval base for Everton. The handful of reports they’d received from passing merchant ships spoke of it being fortified and manned by a combination of troops from Everton and trusted mercenaries from the Mercantile Alliance, the kind that couldn’t easily be bribed into abandoning their clients. That island would have provided the empire with an excellent resupply location. Now, it was in the hands of the enemy. Instead of being a shield for the mainland, it was a dagger aimed at the empire’s heart.

The emperor still couldn’t understand how they’d found the fake whaling station. He’d chosen good, capable commanders for both of those bases. Mere incompetence could not explain how both of them had been lost. The commanding officers had long track records of success. It must be the necromancer’s fiendish intellect. He was the kind of necromancer stories were written about – the kind the empire had feared when it had outlawed necromancy centuries ago.

But losing the northern provinces was the worst. Losing the battle for the straits would have been awful on its own, but they could have dealt with it. Losing the fortresses that defended the empire’s side of the straits was a catastrophe that left the empire’s northern provinces completely exposed. Information from those provinces and client kingdoms was scarce due to the battles being fought, but it was highly likely that some of them had already been lost.

Rather than march recklessly into the north, his commanders had drawn up a defensive line and had refused to engage beyond it until he arrived with additional reinforcements. It was a wise choice. The Supreme Cleric was present, and the necromancer had somehow swayed a dragon to his side – not the small but vicious creature he already had but the adult dragon the empire had bribed. What sort of unholy sorcery had he used to enslave it? Some fool had sent a missive claiming the necromancer was a dragon dentist, but that was clearly the ravings of a madman driven insane by endless tides of undead. It could also be a residual effect from the mental domination the titan had used to seize control of the empire’s forces. Gods. What a disaster.

The facility responsible for the titan had yet to fall into enemy hands – but only because the entire area was trapped in some sort of broken space beneath the hole in the sky. There were reports of random eldritch monstrosities in the area, along with steadily expanding corruption, but he wasn’t sure how much of that was truth and how much was panic from Everton’s rapid advance. Lord Errol was missing, presumed dead or trapped inside the broken space. The emperor sincerely hoped the man wasn’t dead because they needed him to fix this debacle. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be long before Everton completely encircled the broken space, and from there, it was simply a matter of time before they worked out how to get inside. If he was lucky, whatever was in there would kill the necromancer and the Supreme Cleric, but he wasn’t about to get his hopes up. Both of them had proven incredibly difficult to kill.

And then there were the uprisings and rebellions. Those fools had leapt at the chance to strike. They had employed treachery, subterfuge, and all sorts of schemes. Instead of a single large fire to deal with in the north, the empire was faced with countless smaller fires that also needed to be dealt with. The near-annihilation of their navy outside of the great armada also meant their coasts were exposed. It was entirely possible that Everton or its allies would try to supply the rebels or even land reinforcements.

What was required now was decisive action, and so the emperor had called for his advisors to aid him in crafting a suitable course of action. While nobody was keen on it, they all acknowledged that the armada had to be split up. They could not leave their coasts exposed. His commanders would take what forces they could spare and try to quell the uprisings as swiftly as possible. He would personally stamp out the most troublesome of the rebels before taking the bulk of their forces and marching north. They would likely lose the northernmost provinces in the meantime, but they could consolidate their forces and prepare themselves behind their defensive line. As long as they could defeat Everton in the battles that followed, they could easily reclaim those provinces in the future.

Unfortunately, the same cowardice that the empire preyed upon to make its client kingdoms kneel could also be used against it. They would not fight until the emperor himself arrived, and there was a strong possibility that those closest to Everton’s forces would defect. There had also been disturbing reports from a spy familiar with the court of the Empire of Gold and Steel. The empire traded with them, but they had no territorial disputes due to how far apart they were. However, this spy claimed to have seen the granddaughter of the emperor’s most trusted advisor – the emperor’s own niece – fighting on Everton’s side. William had been sceptical at first, but after hearing a description of the girl, he had found himself in a quandary. How many one-armed, one-eyed teenagers with floating swords could there be?

There was also the matter of the talking cat. Could all those things be coincidences? He doubted it. If Everton took the northern provinces, they would have access to ports that traded with the Empire of Gold and Steel. Were they receiving aid in exchange for future concessions? It wasn’t a possibility he could ignore. He might even face raids on his eastern coast if he was careless.

If the situation in the north failed to improve by the time he and his reinforcements arrived, it was entirely possible that the defensive line would collapse, forcing them back to the great fortress of Haverthorn. That fortress had never fallen, so it would serve as the cornerstone of their defence if further retreat became necessary. With the morale of his troops in free fall, he needed a victory – and soon. Many of the empire’s soldiers came from provinces where separatists and rebels were making their voices heard. If the war continued to go poorly, would they turn their cloaks?

At least, he had managed to retreat with the majority of the armada. He had initially baulked at bringing along such a priceless and important artifact, but it had proven to be critically important. It would be more than a century before they could use it again, but it had nevertheless salvaged an almost impossible situation. There were other artifacts they could try, along with other groups they could enlist, now that the situation had grown truly dire. There were dangers involved, but they no longer had the luxury of caution. The war had spiralled out of control.

William took a long, long sip of his wine. He’d limited himself to two glasses a day. Otherwise, he’d never stop. He finished the glass and then raised his voice to address the attendant nearby.

“Call for my advisory council. I have need of them.” He paused. “And get me more wine.”

Perhaps a third glass would be okay, just for today.
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The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company

The Unconventional Heroes Series Side Stories Part One

The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company – it sounds crazy, but it might just be Timmy’s ticket to financial security and a fully renovated castle.

To earn a pardon and avoid prison or execution, Timmy, Grand Necromancer and Lord of Black Tower Castle, has been completing missions for the Council with the help of an elite team of truly heroic individuals.

There’s Katie, his apprentice. She’s brilliant, cunning, and maniacally devious. She’s also ten years old, extremely adorable, and loves billowy robes and the colour pink.

There’s Avraniel, the pyromaniac elf who is responsible for more property damage than anyone in Everton’s history (including dragons, natural disasters, and demon gods).

There’s Gerald, the hyperventilating bureaucrat who is at the top of every monster’s menu.

There’s Old Man, a retired legendary swordsman whose hobbies include bonsai trees, fishing, and the occasional duel to the death.

There’s Amanda, ancient vampire and sophisticate who knows all about the Council’s founding because she was there when it happened.

And then there’s Spot. He’s cute, cuddly, and friendly. He loves tug-of-war and fetch. He’s also a fire-breathing dragon who can devour an entire cow in about thirty seconds.

The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company is a collection of fourteen short stories that take place before, during, and after the first three parts of The Unconventional Heroes Series. Each story hopes to answer important questions like:

How does a company involving cookies and dragons even work?

How did a trans-dimensional, protoplasmic horror and a Grand Necromancer become friends, and how did that horror develop an addiction to cake?

How does an ancient vampire acquire the comely, young virgins she needs to maintain proper vampiric health without looking like a total weirdo?

Answers to all of these questions and more will be revealed. With unconventional heroes like Timmy and the gang around, life is never boring.


The Sheep Dragon

The Unconventional Heroes Series Side Stories Part Two

The Sheep Dragon – it sounds insane, but asking a young dragon to watch over a flock of magical sheep might just be Timmy’s ticket to financial freedom.

To earn his pardon and help Everton win the war against the Eternal Empire, Timmy – Grand Necromancer extraordinaire – has his work cut out for him. Thankfully, he’s not alone. He has an elite team of questionable characters to help him turn the tide.

There’s his pint-sized apprentice who dreams of becoming the Supreme Necromancer. It’s a pity she’s more adorable than menacing. There’s the pyromaniacal elf who isn’t into saving the innocent so much as she’s into smiting (and robbing) the wicked. There’s the ancient vampire whose penchant for getting stabbed has led to a drastic reduction in her wardrobe.

There’s the legendary swordsman who’s so legendary that he might actually die of old age instead of meeting his end in battle. There’s the timid bureaucrat whose knack for almost getting eaten is matched only by his knack for paperwork. There’s the dwarf who wants to build a golem so huge it can make a dragon cry uncle.

And then there’s the young dragon whose hunger knows no bounds. Nobody is safe. Not pineapples. Not bandits. Not even giant, mutant cows.

The Sheep Dragon is a collection of fourteen short stories set before, during, and after the first four parts of The Unconventional Heroes Series. Each story addresses questions of world-shaking importance like:

Is it possible for a young dragon to watch over a flock of sheep without those sheep ending up in his stomach?

What do necromancers actually do at necromancer conventions?

And what is the best way to deal with a surprise demonic invasion?


Cosmic Delivery Boy

The Cosmic Delivery Boy Series Part One

Simon is the best delivery boy that Mr Edwards’s restaurant has ever had. He’s on time every time, and he’s gotten nothing but good reviews. But he needs more money. His mother’s medical treatment won’t pay for itself, and his father is already working three jobs to try to make ends meet.

But it might just be his lucky day. Mr Edwards has another job for him. It’s more delivery work, but not the usual kind. You might even say that it’s out of this world. Oh well. Beggars can’t be choosers, and the pay is fantastic. Of course, it’s not going to be easy, and he does have to keep the whole thing secret. But come hell or high water, Simon is going to get the job done. It doesn’t matter if it’s warring demons, angry tree-folk, or ornery artificial intelligences, nothing is going to stop him from making his deliveries.

He’s not a normal delivery boy anymore – he’s a cosmic delivery boy.


Attempted Vampirism

The Attempted Vampirism Series Part One

It’s not easy being a vampire – just ask Jonathan.

As the 32nd Lord of Bloodhaven, Jonathan is a vampire noble. Alas, he’s a noble in name only. Forget gold, diamonds, and bountiful estates. All he has to his name are one cosy – some would say dilapidated – castle and a reputation as a fine scholar specialising in ancient lore. Of course, given the horrible ends both his father and grandfather met in pursuit of fame and fortune, it’s probably for the best that he enjoys the quiet life.

Sadly, his quiet life is about to meet a horrible end of its own.

Think tax collectors are bad? How about… vampire tax collectors?

After a run in with the Blood Alliance Department of Taxation leaves Jonathan with nothing except a dressing gown and a pair of bunny slippers, he has no choice but to leave his quiet life behind. He needs a lot of money, and he needs it now. But at least he can rely on his faithful servants for help, right? Wrong. The only servant he’s got left is his old but faithful butler, Miles.

To get his castle and his stuff back, Jonathan and Miles have to take some risks, but the gods aren’t going to make it easy for them. After all, these are the same gods who took at least three tries to get the world mostly right, and they have some wonderful surprises up their sleeve.

If Jonathan can survive werewolves, bandits, and eldritch monstrosities, he might just stand a chance. Sure, he’s more familiar with a book than a sword, but he’ll make it work. Somehow. Maybe. Probably not.

It’s not easy being a vampire, but Jonathan is going to give it his best shot.


Attempted Adventuring

The Attempted Vampirism Series Part Two

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

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

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

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

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

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


Attempted Rescuing

The Attempted Vampirism Series Part Three

Never trust a dragon – even Jonathan knows that.

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

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

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

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


Divine Assistance

The Divine Assistance Series Part One

When the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father separated Creation from the Void, they also created the gods, beings of incalculable power who wielded cosmic energies far beyond the petty comprehension of mere mortals. The gods were supposed to preside over Creation with unmatched wisdom and knowledge.

Well, that was the idea.

But what is Death – a god of terrible majesty and splendour – supposed to do when his daughter asks for a pony? Is he really supposed to just go out and get a mortal one? Like that’s going to work. It’ll keel over and die in a couple of decades. No, his daughter deserves something better, a pony truly worthy of her divine heritage, which means he’s going to have to get a little bit creative.

And then there’s Bureaucracy. The Supreme Mother and Supreme Father might have given rise to Creation, but Bureaucracy is the one who has to keep everything running smoothly. But that’s easier said than done when there are hundreds of gods and countless mortals to consider – none of whom understand the importance of filing paperwork in triplicate. Luckily, not even gods can escape the awesome power of divine paperwork.

And let’s not forget gods like Mayhem, Mischief, and Rabble. Their names speak for themselves. When the three of them take a holiday in the mortal world at the same time, trouble is right around the corner.

Divine Assistance is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to manage Creation. There are souls to claim, mortals to woo, and even the occasional city to smite. After all, what’s life without a little divine assistance?


Divine Interference

The Divine Assistance Series Part Two

For aeons, the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father have led the gods in protecting Creation from the abominations of the Void. They have brought order and light to the mortal world, passing on their boundless wisdom and knowledge.

Or not.

What is a would-be hero to do when the god of aspiring heroes turns up to help with a less than stellar success rate? Easy. Start praying for another god since the last hero he tried to help ended up as dragon food.

Who does Death – a god of unmatched power and might – go to when he needs to build a prison for the scum of the afterlife? How about Torment? He’s smart, creative, and his name kind of says it all.

And then there’s Zephyra. Being a young, up-and-coming goddess isn’t easy when all the good jobs have already been taken. Being the goddess of raccoons might sound great, except the raccoon she’s stuck with is a kleptomaniac with a penchant for trouble. It’s a good thing that she’s not the only young god hoping to get some more experience. Young Death is looking for a part-time job too.

And let’s not forget Fate. There’s no way Fate could possibly lose at poker, right? Most of the time, that would be true. But her opponents in this game are Luck, Misfortune, and… Mischief. There’s no way this doesn’t end in disaster.

Divine Interference is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to keep Creation running smoothly. There are dragons to negotiate with, cities that have to be destroyed artistically, and kingdoms in need of saving from vicious fish people. There’s nothing like a bit of divine interference to make life interesting.


Monster Whisperer

The Monster Whisperer Series Episode One

In a world where monsters like dragons, hydras, and basilisks are real, being a monster researcher isn’t easy – just ask Patrick Richards.

Ever since he saw Vulcan – the largest and mightiest dragon in North America – Patrick has dreamed of being a monster researcher. But despite the popularity of monsters all over the world, funding in the extremely hazardous field of monster research is far from stellar since the most enthusiastic researchers are often the ones who have to retire – or get buried – the earliest. Monsters don’t muck around, and even a single mistake can be fatal.

So when the owner of one of the world’s most powerful media companies comes to Patrick with an offer, it’s not something he can afford to turn down. Sure, he’s not the first researcher they’ve asked – and isn’t that worrying – but he might just be the first researcher to pull it off. Monsters are big business, and what could be more popular than a television show that gets right up close and personal to some of the world’s most popular monsters?

With a small team by his side, Patrick is in for the challenge of his life. Can he pull this off and film the pilot episode the world has been waiting for, or will he end up as yet another monster researcher statistic? It’ll be tough, but if he can do it, he might just earn the title of monster whisperer.


The Galactic Peace Committee

The Galactic Peace Series Part One

In one universe, humanity conquers the stars. In another universe, humanity is overrun by monsters so evil that their very presence dims the light of the stars. In yet another universe, humanity is drawn into an endless battle for dominion over the galaxy.

This is not one of those universes.

In this universe, humanity is in charge of the Galactic Peace Committee. In theory, the Committee is an unmatched force for good, bringing peace and prosperity to countless worlds and ensuring that conflicts between different races are settled with words and not planet-cracking weaponry or super plagues designed to turn everyone into goo.

In theory.

Jake Smith is a diplomat. He works for the Committee. This is his story – and it goes about as well as you’d expect. In other words, it doesn’t go very well at all. Can Jake survive petty aliens? Sure. He’s a diplomat. It’s all part of the job. What about angry aliens? Probably. He does have a killer robot for a secretary, and he’s not bad with a shock staff. How about a fleet of aliens out for blood? That… that might be a little bit trickier.

The Galactic Peace Committee… keeping peace (sort of) throughout the galaxy.


Galactic Diplomacy

The Galactic Peace Series Part Two

Man versus machine. Synthetic versus organic. The galaxy has seen countless conflicts between these factions. Civilisations have fallen, worlds have burned, and stars have died.

Clearly, the Galactic Peace Committee has more work to do.

As a proud diplomat of the Galactic Peace Committee, Jake Smith is all too familiar with the difficulties involved in keeping the peace between men and machines. From the petty – like convincing a robotically enhanced organic to join a gang of robots – to the absolutely horrible – like killer robots with plasma chainsaws for arms – Jake has seen it all… and somehow managed to survive even if there’s usually a lot of running, screaming, and bashing things to death with pieces of furniture involved.

And, well, if sometimes there’s a little bit of collateral damage, what’s a planet or two between friends?

But Jake’s life isn’t all about evil killer robots. There’s his killer robot secretary, and she’s only kind of evil. There are also volleyball-loving aliens with a penchant for dismemberment and aliens with advanced technology who are perfectly happy using that technology to rob people of their pizza pockets. Yes, there’s plenty of villainy to go around, both minor and major.

And then there are the tree people.

The galaxy is a weird and wonderful place. Unfortunately for the brave – some would say suicidal – diplomats of the Galactic Peace Committee, it also tends to be less than peaceful.


The Trouble With Werewolves

The Department Series Part One

Listen up rookies, I’m going to keep this short, and I’m going to keep this simple. If you’re going to be an agent for the Australian Department of Unusual Events, then you need to know how to deal with werewolves. And werewolves, rookies, are not pleasant creatures to deal with. The average werewolf is seven feet tall and weighs roughly two hundred and fifty kilograms. The average werewolf also wants nothing more than to rip your face off and eat you for dinner.

If you want to beat a werewolf, you can’t afford to fight fair. No, you cheat – you cheat as much as you bloody can. If that means sneaking up on it and putting a silver bullet in the back of its head with a sniper rifle, then that’s what you do. But I’m not going to waste your time by telling you what you already know. I’m not going to tell you about a mission where everything went right. I’m going to tell you about a mission where things went wrong because things always go wrong and learning how to deal with that is the only way you’ll last more than a year or two in the Department.

So pay attention and take notes. It could save your life.


The Trouble With Eldritch Entities

The Department Series Part Two

You rookies really think you’re ready to fight eldritch entities? Don’t make me laugh. You’re not ready. Not even close. These monsters come from other worlds and dimensions, and just looking at some of them can drive you insane. Here at the Australian Department of Unusual Events, we don’t believe in sending rookies on suicide missions, which is why none of you are going anywhere near an eldritch entity on your own.

Of course, things don’t always go to plan. Sometimes, you don’t have to go looking for a primeval cosmic horror from another world – one comes looking for you. When that happens, I suggest using the biggest gun you can get your hands on. Unfortunately, guns don’t always help. Some of these abominations are strong enough to wipe out entire cities. If you run into one of those monsters, you’ll need something a lot bigger than a gun. How about some artillery? That tends to help. Hell, you could even use a nuke. It wouldn’t be the first time.

But let’s start a little smaller. You’re rookies. Leave saving the world to the veterans. Today, I’ll be going over one of my old missions. If you want to learn how to fight eldritch entities, then I suggest you pay attention and take notes. I’m not perfect, but I’m still alive, which means I must be doing something right.


Beneath a Shattered Sky

The Fracture Chronicles Part One

There were idiots – and then there were the Ancients.

More than two thousand years ago, the Ancients decided that simply killing each other with all the power in one world wasn’t enough. No. They had to use the power of countless other worlds to kill each other.

Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out the way they planned.

The barriers separating the world of Fracture from other worlds shattered, and the Ancients were overrun by endless hordes of otherworldly monsters. Civilisation collapsed, monsters ate lots of people, and pretty much everything that could go wrong did go wrong.

Oops.

Eventually, the survivors invented barriers, a powerful form of magic capable of stabilising parts of Fracture and keeping out otherworldly monsters. Score one for civilisation.

Sophie is a graduate of Relic’s Temple, a warrior trained to use innate magic to fight all manner of bloodthirsty otherworldly monsters in hand-to-hand combat. At her legendary mother’s behest, she goes on a journey to find her mother’s almost-as-legendary former student. The problem is that Matilda isn’t quite what all the legends say.

Oh, Matilda has got ass kicking down to an art form, and she’s an absolute genius at barrier magic, but she’s also an irredeemable (and highly successful) flirt who is seemingly immune to the effects of alcohol. She also likes to give people nicknames – irritatingly accurate nicknames.

Before she knows it, Sophie is part of Matilda’s crew, journeying across Fracture in semi-epic fashion while performing acts of heroism for fame, charity, glory, and the occasional big payday. When she’s not being fired out of a sky-ship to board a pirate vessel, she’s fighting hordes of otherworldly monsters with a troubled city in their sights.

But it is beneath a shattered sky that Sophie finally learns that Matilda really is every bit the legend people say she is.
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