
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
Two Necromancers, a Dragon, and a Vampire


  Two necromancers, a dragon, and a vampire – it sounds like a shortcut to disaster, and for Timmy, it’s certainly looking that way.


  



  To earn his pardon and avoid becoming yet another necromancer statistic, Timmy has to work for the Council. From bandit uprisings to giant sea serpents and ogre invasions, Timmy and the others are there to save the day – sort of.


  



  And despite relying on overly intelligent ninja rats, an elf who believes that fire is the answer to everything, a bureaucrat who struggles to stay conscious through an entire fight, and a precocious apprentice who has designs on his castle, property damage per mission is down, they haven’t blown up another mountain, and they’ve gone several missions without ripping a hole in reality.


  



  Naturally, it won’t last.


  



  When the dragon egg their resident pyromaniac stole hatches to reveal the world’s cuddliest harbinger of death, Timmy and the others are dragged into a pair of diabolically dangerous missions. Breaking out of one of the world’s most secure prisons was hard enough. Now, they have to break back in to rescue a vampire.


  



  And then there’s the Eye of the Abyss. Does your country have a problem with a divine artefact capable of singlehandedly winning a war? Don’t worry. Just send Timmy and the gang. They’ll handle it, and Timmy might even get to live every necromancer’s dream with… zombie pirates.


  



  Timmy and the others want their pardons, and they’re not going to let anyone stop them, not armies, not fleets, not even the most powerful empire the world has ever seen that just so happens to hold a centuries-old grudge against Everton.


  



  The world is going to learn a very important lesson: never, ever underestimate a necromancer with a shovel and time to plan.
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Two Necromancers, a Dragon, and a Vampire


  



Chapter One


  Once upon a time, Gerald had been a regular bureaucrat. He had woken up at the same time each morning in a small apartment not far from where the Council met. He’d worked on a variety of different projects, but each of them had been as pleasingly mundane and safe as the last. In those tranquil, idyllic days, the only workplace issues he’d encountered were the occasional stubbed toe and the occasional spilled coffee. On a particularly dangerous day, he might even have gotten a paper cut.


  Ah, how wonderful those days had been.


  Things had changed a bit since then – just a little.


  Black Tower Castle was home to entities that could only be politely described as the stuff of humanity’s worst nightmares. Some of the things that lived underneath the castle could not be described in words. No, they could only be adequately described through the mind-breaking madness that their mere presence inspired in anyone who wasn’t a shovel-wielding necromancer or the aforementioned shovel-wielding necromancer’s precocious apprentice.


  Gerald’s new workplace safety issues included – but were not at all limited to – primordial entities from another dimension that would gladly devour his soul and destroy the world, escaped zombie… things that defied easy description on account of being made up of the parts of several creatures, and giant, carnivorous plants that occasionally wandered the corridors of the castle in search of a meal. It could have been worse. Stubbing his toe wasn’t that different from being chased by a plant that wanted to eat him, and dodging an acid-spewing zombie hydra-goat-boar was kind of similar to dodging spilled coffee – if that coffee could dissolve solid rock and had five heads filled with teeth the size of daggers.


  Needless to say, Gerald, despite never being all that fond of rats, had absolutely no problems letting some of the castle’s resident ninja rats set up an outpost in his chambers. He most likely had Timmy to thank for that. The necromancer had been quite apologetic after Gerald’s unfortunate run in with the zombie hydra-goat-boar. Gerald could now relax in his chambers and sleep, safe in the knowledge that there were no less than a dozen expertly trained rodent assassins nearby that were ready to kill or maim anything that tried to sneak into his room.


  To make sure that he stayed in the good graces of his rodent protectors, he took careful note of what each rat preferred to eat and then left out some of the appropriate food each night. The majority of them favoured chicken although there were also a few who enjoyed beef. There was even one rat – a tough fellow with a mace and a slightly insane smile – that enjoyed quail lightly seasoned with a mixture of twelve different herbs and spices. Apart from fighting off the occasional carnivorous plant or rampaging zombie, the rats were also surprisingly helpful in other ways. One of them was a scholar of no small skill, and he was only too happy to proofread Gerald’s work and point out any mistakes. Another rat took issue with Gerald’s travel-worn clothing and footwear and set about repairing everything from his ripped tunic to his old shoes.


  Thanks to the rats, Gerald went to sleep each night with a small smile on his face. He was confident that he had finally managed to get everything under control. Timmy and the others had begun to carry out their missions without causing massive, stroke-inducing amounts of property damage, his paperwork was all up to date, and he no longer had to worry about being eaten in his sleep. Life was good.


  Oh, what a naïve man he was.


  Gerald was in the middle of a peaceful dream in which he filed paperwork and sorted forms when the wall of his bedroom exploded. Flame lit up the room, and bits of half-melted stone flew everywhere.


  Like a demon emerging from the depths of the abyss, Avraniel stepped through the burning hole in Gerald’s wall. “You’re coming with me, idiot.”


  Gerald was not the bravest of men, not even close, and even a brave man would have been terrified. Indeed, no less than three quarters of the bandits they encountered on missions were reduced to cowering wrecks within moments of running afoul of Avraniel’s temper. Gerald didn’t have time to think of an escape plan. He didn’t even have time to stumble out of bed. All he had time to do was scream.


  It didn’t help – at all – that the ninja rats were having no success whatsoever in driving the elf out of the room. It was over. He was going to die, and it would probably be exceedingly horrible and involve far too much fire. Oh, whom was he kidding? It would definitely be exceedingly horrible and involve far too much fire.


  Avraniel melted her way through an electrified net made of metal wire and batted aside an assortment of arrows, knives, axes, and other rodent-propelled projectiles. The elf took a moment to glare at the assembled ninja rats before she grabbed Gerald, threw him over her shoulder like a sack of screaming, bureaucratic potatoes, and bounded out of the room with the ninja rats in hot pursuit.


  For the ninja rats it was a matter of pride. They had yet to let someone under their protection get mangled while they were at the castle, and they had no intention of letting Gerald be the first. He kept them well fed, and Katie would be very upset if something happened to him since she and Gerald spent at least a few hours each week discussing books and the most efficient ways to complete paperwork. Gerald had even managed to convince Katie to take a correspondence course in accounting although he had a feeling that the only reason she’d agreed was so she could learn how to minimise her taxes after she overthrew Timmy and took over the castle.


  Despite not being a particularly fit person – although all of the running he’d been forced to do since meeting Timmy had certainly improved his cardiovascular fitness – Gerald was still capable of screaming for a long time. By the time he’d stopped panicking long enough to stop screaming and take a look around, he was no longer in his part of the castle. In fact, he appeared to be somewhere underneath the castle near one of the furnaces. He was also not alone. Timmy and the others were there too, and they were all in their sleeping clothes as well.


  “Did she blow a hole in your bedroom wall and drag you out of bed too?” Timmy asked. The necromancer had a shovel slung over his shoulder, and he seemed to be giving a great deal of thought to hitting Avraniel over the head with it while her back was turned.


  Gerald shuddered. “I really thought that she was going to kill me.”


  “Oh, stop whining, you idiots. If I wanted either of you dead, you would be.” Avraniel walked into the massive furnace nearby and returned with something held high over her head. “I brought all of you here because it’s almost time for this to hatch.”


  Gerald blinked and then rubbed his eyes. Perhaps terror had scrambled his brain because the object in Avraniel’s hands looked a lot like a dragon egg, and the thought of her having a dragon egg was beyond terrifying. Oh, wait. That was right. She’d found one after they’d killed Black Scales. So here they were with the only elf pyromaniac in the world, and her dragon egg was about to hatch. It sounded like the beginning of one of the many legends in which a dragon went on a rampage and ate everybody.


  “This is not going to end well,” Timmy murmured.


  Gerald could only nod in agreement. His latest report had assured the Council that everything was under control. Property damage per mission was trending down. Sure, the major missions they’d been on had resulted in a few small problems, like levelling towns, caving in a mountain, and the less he thought about the weird inter-dimensional portal they’d left behind after defeating the gigantic… thing that Lord Taylor had summoned, the better. However, their most recent missions had resulted in wonderfully little property damage. True, those missions had been fairly minor, like crushing a bandit uprising and killing a giant sea serpent, but he’d thought things were going well. Timmy and the others had finally turned a corner and realised that saving a town was good, but saving a town without accidentally blowing it up was even better.


  Well, that wasn’t going to last much longer, not if Avraniel had a dragon, especially a dragon that was descended from Black Scales, one of the premier terrors of their age.


  The part of Gerald’s mind that specialised in calculating potential insurance liabilities considered the possibilities for all of three seconds before it rolled over and died. The numbers were simply too large to contemplate. He wasn’t even sure if there was enough money in the entire world to pay for all of the damage that was likely to occur in the near future.


  And that, of course, was when the dragon egg began to hatch.


  * * *


  Dragons were creatures of fire and ruin. Countless myths had spoken of them being born from the wrath of the gods. They were living engines of destruction, winged leviathans whose might and power was the stuff of nightmares. A single full-grown dragon at the peak of its powers could topple a kingdom and devour legendary heroes in the same way that a pack of starving wolves could devour a flock of unattended and particularly tasty sheep.


  This dragon, descended from Black Scales, was no different. He was born of fire, shaped by fury, and fuelled by wrath. The world would cower at the mere mention of his awesome name. His flame would burn the greatest of empires to the ground. No creature in the world would be safe from his teeth and his claws. His wings would blot out the sun and stir up hurricanes. Where he went, death would follow, and all who looked upon him would fall to their knees and weep in absolute terror, awe, and despair. And anyone foolish enough to face him in battle would die.


  Slowly.


  Painfully.


  Horribly.


  But first he had to get out of his egg, which was proving to be much harder than he had anticipated. The stupid thing was much tougher than he’d expected.


  After what felt like a lifetime of struggle, the dragon finally managed to crack his egg open and stick his head out. He roared his rage to the heavens, striking terror into the hearts of all who had the misfortune of witnessing his birth before he spewed fiery death at everything he could reach with his flame. As the black fire subsided leaving nothing but total death and devastation in its wake, his silver eyes drifted to the one thing that had neither fled nor been burned. He bared his teeth and smiled.


  That must be his mother.


  * * *


  Timmy had never seen a dragon hatch before, very few people had. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. Plenty of people had seen dragons hatch before, but not many of them had survived the experience since dragons were territorial at the best of times, and they tended to be even worse when there were eggs involved. The last person he knew who’d tried to watch a dragon hatch had ended up on the menu, but the adult dragons hadn’t been the ones to eat him. No, they’d mangled him enough to make sure he wouldn’t put up a fight, and the hatchlings had been the ones to finish the job. Based on all of the bloodstains and the scorch marks that Timmy had found afterward, it had not been a pleasant way to die.


  Setting aside the depressingly short life expectancy of the average dragon researcher, Timmy had no real interest in watching a dragon hatch. His interest in dragons was primarily in turning large dead dragons into large zombie dragons. Trying to take a hatchling was not only extremely likely to result in his death but also extremely unlikely to result in a suitably menacing zombie. If he wanted something small that spewed fire everywhere, he’d simply use a zombie salamander instead.


  Because he’d never seen a dragon hatch before, he hadn’t known what to expect, so he’d made sure to stand as far back as possible. It turned out to be a wise choice even though the hatchling had turned out to be astonishingly adorable. The poor, little thing had struggled mightily before breaking through its egg and promptly setting everything around it on fire. It had then looked straight at Avraniel and trilled in a way that was almost musical before climbing into the elf’s arms. On the whole, the baby dragon was much smaller than Timmy had expected and a good deal cuter too.


  “I thought it would be bigger,” Katie said. The girl tilted her head to one side. “I know the egg wasn’t that big, but still…”


  “I know. It’s… underwhelming.”


  Timmy was still trying to wrap his head around how small the hatchling was. It was hard to associate this puny, skinny creature with the winged behemoth they had fought. Black Scales had been hundreds of feet long, and he’d been a terrifying bane upon the world that had devastated countless armies and eaten only the gods knew how many dignitaries over the years. The hatchling was all skin and bones and barely two feet long. Its head and teeth seemed too big for its body, its claws were definitely oversized, and it had a stubby tail and a pair of overly large wings. The dragon’s scales were jet black, save for a patch of white on its snout.


  “On the upside,” Timmy said. “At least we don’t have to worry about it going on a murderous rampage and eating all of us. I mean look at it. Gerald could probably beat that little guy in a fight.”


  The bureaucrat paled. “Please, tell me I don’t have to fight it. It’s not that big, but it’s still a dragon.”


  “Yes.” Old Man studied the hatchling intently. “Gerald is right. A small dragon is still a dragon, and its fire was hot enough. We’d have been badly burned, most likely killed, if we’d been too close.”


  “You do have a point. Size isn’t everything.” Timmy snickered. “Look at Katie. She’s not very big, but she’s moderately dangerous.”


  “Hey!” Katie swiped at his head with one of her shadows. “I am more than moderately dangerous!”


  Timmy ducked under her attack and slapped another shadow away with his shovel. “Not to me, you’re not.”


  Although Old Man was right to be cautious, Timmy and Katie were both less than impressed. Gerald, naturally, was keeping his distance. But there was someone who was more than happy. Ecstatic didn’t even begin to describe how they felt. That someone was Avraniel.


  “Aw, who’s a little engine of death who will help me slaughter my enemies and burn their houses down,” the elf cooed as she rubbed the dragon’s belly and scratched between its wings. “You are, aren’t you? Yes, you are.” She paused when she noticed Gerald gaping at her. “And by my enemies, I don’t mean the Council. I mean the enemies of the Council. Yes, we won’t set those stupid jerks on fire or torch their dumb houses, will we?” The elf lowered her voice to a whisper. “Well, not until you’re bigger and scarier and I’ve got my pardon.”


  Gerald’s eye twitched. Timmy sincerely hoped it wasn’t the prelude to a stroke since healing magic wasn’t exactly his forte. “You do realise that I can still hear you, right?”


  “Okay.” Timmy raised his hands and gestured for calm. “Not to burst anyone’s bubble here, but do any of you actually know how to raise a dragon?”


  Avraniel huffed and continued to rub the hatchling’s belly, earning herself another happy trill from the winged reptile. “Of course, I know how. You just…” She trailed off, and Timmy raised one eyebrow.


  “You just… what?”


  “Oh, shut up, idiot. I’ll work something out. It can’t be that hard.”


  Timmy had a feeling that it could be that hard, and he definitely didn’t want Avraniel trying to raise a dragon without some guidance. He doubted that the castle would survive, and he doubted that he, personally, would survive. Unfortunately, as a necromancer his expertise was in raising the dead in truly horrific zombie fashion. In contrast, his animal husbandry skills were less than stellar. However, he had read a bit about raising dragons since he had, at one point in his childhood, harboured dreams of riding a dragon through the sky while his zombie armies devastated the lands of his enemies. After years of searching, he had managed to obtain a book that offered an extensive review of what was known about dragons and had also catalogued the various attempts that people had made over the years to raise dragons in captivity.


  To say that the book had made for depressing reading was an understatement of titanic proportions. It was like saying that Timmy liked his shovels a bit. No, Timmy loved his shovels, and those previous attempts to raise dragons in captivity had all ended in ridiculous amounts of blood, fire, and death. Dragons, as a rule, did not like to obey anything that wasn’t bigger, scarier, and tougher than them. Given what the average dragon was like, the list of things that were bigger, scarier, and tougher was very short indeed, and most of the things on that list were other dragons. People, unfortunately, did not make the list. Instead, they found themselves on the menu, and dragons were always hungry.


  Not even raising a dragon from birth helped since dragons had a problem identifying with other creatures. In fact, rather than attaching themselves to whatever unfortunate creature happened to be caring for them, dragons seemed to think that anything they could burn was food. Some dragon researchers even believed that was how dragons identified their parents – by burning everything around them when they hatched. If something managed to survive all of that fire, then, clearly, that thing must be one of their parents. Several attempts had been made to take advantage of this possibility. There was only one problem: dragon fire – even the fire of a hatchling – was still enormously hot, as in hot enough to melt steel and kill even a fire mage without additional assistance, assistance that would drive the newly hatched dragon into a frenzy. After all, no dragon would have needed assistance to weather the flames.


  The book had been very clear. Every single attempt to use fire mages to raise dragons had failed. They’d burned like everyone else or been forced to rely on help, and the newly hatched dragons had promptly gone on a rampage. More often than not, those rampages ended with the unpleasant deaths of yet more dragon researchers and an escaped dragon. One particularly ill-fated attempt had resulted in an entire castle burning to the ground. It had eventually been rebuilt, but the dragon had returned roughly a century later – and much, much bigger – and burnt the castle down again before claiming the smouldering ruins as its lair.


  Then again, they did have Avraniel. She was the only person who Timmy had ever seen who could all but bathe in dragon fire without being killed. And that hadn’t been the fire of some small, weak dragon either. That fire had belonged to Black Scales, and the elf had done more than endure it. She’d seized control of it and turned it against the dragon. Previous attempts to raise dragons had also sought to domesticate them like regular animals rather than treating them like the winged death machines they were.


  The more that he thought about it, the more Timmy realised that they had a unique opportunity. Avraniel was quite possibly the only person in the entire world that a dragon hatchling could see as a mother, and he had a feeling that the elf would never let him hear the end of it if he didn’t help. His lips twitched. Life was going to get even more interesting. Hopefully, that didn’t mean it would get cut short.


  He flared his magic and summoned one of the many wraiths that haunted the castle. “Get that book for me – the one about raising dragons.”


  Avraniel’s gaze locked onto him. “You have a book about raising dragons?” Her voice was deceptively soft. Was she worried about startling the hatchling? “You’re going to give me that book, idiot. Otherwise, we’re going to need to talk.” And by talk, she undoubtedly meant that she would throw a whole heap of fire at him while he ran for his life.


  “It’s actually more of a book about how people have failed to raise dragons.” Timmy made a face. “I’m hoping we do better than them since doing worse would mean, well, I’m not sure how we could do worse since most of them were burnt to death or eaten alive.”


  “Don’t worry. I can handle this.” Avraniel lifted the hatchling up and gazed into its silver eyes. “I can handle you, can’t I? You’re such a cuddly, scaly harbinger of death. I can’t wait until you start flying around and raining fiery doom on my enemies. It’ll be so much fun watching those bastards burn.”


  Timmy honestly wasn't sure which scared him more: the prospect of raising a dragon in his castle or the sight of Avraniel cooing over the hatchling as if it was a baby. On second thought, it was the latter. It was definitely the latter.


  The wraith returned with the book, and Timmy flipped through it until he found the appropriate page. “It says here that dragons, particularly hatchlings, require a balanced diet of meat, metal, and various kinds of rock, preferably in a semi-molten state.” He pursed his lips. “That would explain why they enjoy eating people who wear armour. They get meat and metal, all in one tasty package.”


  “We can get those, right?” Avraniel smiled toothily at Gerald, an expression that the hatchling eagerly mimicked to disturbing effect. Sure, the dragon wasn’t very big, but its teeth were exceedingly pointy. “We can write all of those off as operational expenses, right? I’m sure the Council would understand how beneficial it would be to have a dragon under my – ahem – their command.”


  Timmy patted Gerald on the back. The other man looked like he was about to go into shock. “Play along. We’ll work something out later.” He glanced back at the book. “It says here that a newly hatched dragon will need to eat almost immediately. It suggests live meat.” He waved at one of his zombies. “Bring a cow here.”


  A cow was duly led to what Timmy assumed would soon be a slaughter.


  “Are you sure about this, master?” Katie asked as the little dragon slithered out of Avraniel’s arms like a winged snake. “That dragon isn’t exactly huge, and that cow is pretty big –”


  Katie stopped mid-sentence and stared. Timmy stared too, as did Old Man. Gerald fainted. The reason for all of the staring was the hatchling. With speed and ferocity that defied its meagre size and anything even vaguely resembling common sense, the baby dragon ripped the cow into small bloody pieces and devoured it – all in the span of about ten seconds.


  “I have lived a very long time,” Old Man said. “But I have never seen anything like that before.”


  Katie adjusted her glasses as if to make sure that she was seeing things correctly. “How did it even fit all of that meat into its mouth? And where did it all go? I mean… wow.”


  Timmy happened to share his apprentice’s opinion. He’d once seen a pride of underfed lions attack a cow like that, but this had been one little dragon. “I honestly don’t know. It could be magic. Dragons are magical.”


  The hatchling flopped onto its back with a contented sigh. Its stomach bulged, and it burped once and coughed up a few bones.


  “Good boy.” Avraniel rubbed the dragon’s belly. “He is a boy, right? We should name him too. What do you think?”


  Timmy took a closer look at the dragon. With any luck, it would be less likely to snap at him now that it had eaten. “It does appear to be a male dragon, yes. I’m more curious about what breed he is. We know what breed Black Scales was, but we have no idea what breed his mother was.” He flipped through the book again, and Avraniel darted over to his side and peered over his shoulder.


  “Hurry up, idiot. What breed is my dragon?”


  “Hmm… give me a second.”


  Timmy frowned. He had reasonably good knowledge of the most common dragon breeds – if only because he’d been attacked or chased by them on at least a few occasions – but that only applied to full-grown dragons. He’d stopped being interested in raising dragons after he’d found out what had happened to everyone else who’d tried. Contradictory to common belief, dragons did not always look the same throughout their entire life cycle. According to this book, quite a few of them were incredibly adorable before they grew up into winged leviathans of death and mayhem.


  “I need to take a closer look at him,” Timmy said at last. “So I would appreciate it if you could hold onto him. I’d rather not get my arm bitten off.”


  “He wouldn’t bite your arm off,” Avraniel replied as she cooed and wrapped her arms around the hatchling. He preened under her touch and nuzzled against her with a hiss and a low trill of contentment. “He’s a good boy. At worst, he’d chew on your arm a little.”


  “With those teeth? Even a little is too much. My arm would come right off.” Timmy leaned forward, and the dragon bared his teeth and hissed. Timmy had seen dragons with much bigger teeth, but the hatchling’s teeth were still disproportionately large for something this small, and he’d already seen what they could do. The hatchling had basically shredded an entire cow in ten seconds. Timmy was smaller than a cow. The baby dragon would only need around five seconds to shred him.


  “Gerald.” Timmy nudged the unconscious bureaucrat with his foot. “Wake up. I need to borrow a stick. Do you have one because I don’t think the hatchling would appreciate me poking him with my shovel?”


  Gerald returned to consciousness with a groan. “Oh… I had this terrible dream. Avraniel had a dragon and – ah!” He scrambled back with a shriek as he caught sight of the dragon in the elf’s arms. “Help! Help! There’s a dragon! Someone do something!”


  “Idiot.” Avraniel huffed, and the dragon blew a small tongue of black flame in Gerald’s direction. “If my dragon wanted to eat you, you’d be eaten by now. Besides, I’m going to tell him not to eat you.” She patted the dragon on the head and stared into his silver eyes. “No eating good people, okay? These people are on our side, which makes them good even if they’re old, weird, short, or weak. But if you meet bad people, then you can eat them.”


  The hatchling nodded solemnly. Of course, Timmy thought. Dragons were supposed to have some kind of magic that was similar to telepathy. Sure, most dragons didn’t bother using it before they ate somebody, but it was still there. It would definitely come in handy, so long as Avraniel didn’t turn the newborn dragon into a psychopathic killing machine.


  Timmy nudged Gerald again. “A stick, Gerald. Can I borrow one?”


  “Oh, right.” Gerald lifted one hand and summoned a stick with his magic. “Here.”


  “Make sure you hold onto him,” Timmy said. “I’ll try not to poke him unless I have to, but I may need to take a closer look to find out what breed he is.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Hurry up. I think he might be getting hungry again.”


  Timmy crept closer and peered at the dragon. So far, they had all assumed that Black Scales had sired the hatchling, and it certainly looked that way. However, it couldn’t hurt to be sure. He wouldn’t have put it past the old dragon to steal an egg from some other dragon, possibly after eating them. The little dragon’s scales were definitely the same deep, threatening black although there was a strange white spot on his snout. Admittedly, there were several breeds of black dragon, but Timmy had no problems remembering the fire that Black Scales had spewed everywhere. That fire had burned pitch black, and it had given off a truly ominous feeling.


  If he were a betting man, he would have bet that Black Scales had been a corruption dragon – a breed of dragon whose fire could corrupt and decay everything it touched in addition to simply burning things and whose mere presence could warp and sicken living things. It fit perfectly with what he remembered about the fight against Black Scales and the state of the forest where the old dragon had made his home. The Forest of Woe had been aptly named, and it had basically screamed corruption and decay. There had also been quite a few unusual animals there that really shouldn’t have existed at all. The hatchling’s fire had the same feeling to it, albeit far, far weaker.


  Timmy skimmed through the book until he found the pages that described the characteristics of a young corruption dragon. He was right. The hatchling fit the bill. He had black scales, overly pronounced teeth and claws that seemed much too big for his body, and large wings that looked a bit ragged in places. What didn’t fit were the white spot on his snout and the sharp, blade-like edges on the leading parts of his wings that appeared to be retractable. Black Scales hadn’t had wings like that, and Timmy had only ever seen similar wings on a few species, namely those that were renowned – even amongst dragons – for their speed and agility in the air and their prowess in aerial combat.


  “I’m fairly sure that our friend here is a mixed breed.” Timmy poked the hatchling’s wings. The dragon hissed and jerked one wing up. The blade-like edge of the wing sliced cleanly through the stick. “He’s definitely part corruption dragon, which is what I think Black Scales was.”


  “That makes sense.” Avraniel whispered soothingly to the dragon as he eyed the stick in Timmy’s hands with a vengeful glare. Black fire kindled in his jaws and spilled out between his teeth. “I found him in that old bastard’s lair. But what else is he?”


  “I’m not sure.” Timmy continued to skim through the book. “But I think he might be part astral dragon.” He pointed to the white spot on the hatchling’s snout and then to his wings. “See that spot? Astral dragons tend to be that colour, and those wings… corruption dragons don’t have wings like that. Astral dragons, however, do.”


  Gerald raised his hand. He was the very epitome of politeness although he remained safely behind Katie. “What is an astral dragon? I can’t say that I’ve ever heard of that particular breed of dragon before.”


  Timmy shrugged. “That’s not surprising. They are extremely rare. I only thought of it because my master spent years trying to get an astral dragon corpse to turn into a zombie, but we never did manage to get our hands on one. Basically, astral dragons are white dragons that, amongst other things, have the ability to move between the physical world and the various astral worlds.”


  “That is a powerful ability,” Old Man said. “But how does it work?”


  “I’m not sure. I’m guessing that they can transform their physical body into an astral body that can then enter the astral world – that is, the spirit world, which would also explain some of their stranger abilities. Supposedly, they can make themselves largely intangible if they want to.”


  “Wait a second.” Avraniel held the hatchling up like a trophy. The dragon roared and spat black fire into the air. “Are you saying that this guy here might one day be able to fly through the walls of a fortress before burning everyone inside?”


  Timmy and Gerald shared a look. The bureaucrat shook his head frantically. “I wouldn’t suggest that, but it might be possible one day. There is a relatively easy way to test if he really is part astral dragon. According to this book, even an astral dragon hatchling should be able to produce white fire that heals things with a proper soul and damages things without a proper soul. He may also be able to turn intangible on instinct when threatened by a powerful attack.”


  Avraniel’s eyes narrowed, and the temperature around her rose ominously. Her magic filled the air, a stifling, suffocating heat. “You are not hitting my dragon. If you do, I will set you and your whole damn castle on fire, idiot.”


  Timmy took a step back and made a mental note to never, ever – even accidentally – threaten the dragon. “Fair enough, but we should still be able to test the white fire idea. Ask him to make some healing fire. Because of your magic, it’s not like you’ll be hurt if it’s normal dragon fire. But if it is healing fire, it should be able to heal a cut on your hand. We could also try it out on a zombie. If it is healing fire, it should do extra damage to one of my zombies, but it might be less obvious since dragon fire is already good against zombies.”


  “It might be best to start with the zombie,” Old Man suggested. “He is a newly hatched dragon, so he may need several attempts to produce healing fire. He may also react poorly if Avraniel is wounded.”


  Timmy summoned one of his more disposable zombies, a shambling wreck that was in charge of collecting garbage from various areas underneath the castle. It was getting on in years. It had been around for at least five or six, which was quite a while for a zombie of its kind, and he’d been meaning to replace it for a few months now. He had the zombie stand still while the rest of them, apart from Avraniel and the dragon, moved to a safe distance. If something went horribly wrong, none of them wanted to be next to the little dragon when it started breathing fire everywhere.


  “Okay.” Avraniel rubbed the dragon’s back. “I need you to make healing fire. Purify the evil zombie that the idiot necromancer made. You can do it, right? I know you can. We’ll even give you more food if you do.”


  The mention of food got the dragon’s attention. It squirmed out of Avraniel’s arms and straightened to its full height. Its first few attempts to produce white fire resulted in bright orange flames that quickly turned black. However, its fourth attempt unleashed a small burst of white fire that struck Timmy’s zombie in the leg. It wasn’t much. In fact, the attack should only have destroyed the zombie’s leg. However, what ended up happening was far more impressive.


  As soon as the white fire touched the zombie, there was a flash of light. Timmy shivered as the necromancy he was using to keep the zombie active was torn apart by a shockwave of astral magic. He could have fought it – his necromancy was strong enough to shrug off astral and holy magic if he invested enough of his power and attention – but he was curious to know how much damage the hatchling’s fire would do. His zombie was promptly consumed in a storm of white fire in a little over five seconds. All that was left at the end was a small pile of smouldering ash.


  “Right,” Timmy said. “That was impressive. Care to check if his fire can heal injuries too?”


  “Fine.”


  Avraniel drew one of her daggers and cut her palm open. The hatchling hissed and carefully breathed a small stream of white fire over the wound. This was why Timmy had asked Avraniel to handle this part. Even if it were only normal dragon fire, the elf would be fine. The rest of them would lose a hand. As it turned out, he was worrying about nothing. When the flames receded, the cut on Avraniel’s palm was gone.


  “Oh, you’re a good boy, aren’t you?” Avraniel scratched the dragon’s chin. “You’re a good, good boy, and we’ll get you something nice to eat.” The dragon trilled and nudged her dagger with his head. “You want to borrow my dagger? Don’t be silly. You can’t use a dagger with your claws. You need hands.”


  “Remember what I said earlier.” Timmy stifled the urge to pat the hatchling’s head. He was truly adorable, but Timmy wasn’t sure how well the winged reptile would take to someone other than Avraniel touching him. The last thing he needed was to lose a hand or an arm over something like this. “Dragons eat more than meat. They eat metal and rock too.”


  Katie darted over and pried the book about dragons out of his hands, so she could read through it. She’d skimmed through it a few times, but she would have to read it again much more thoroughly since they now had a real dragon in the castle. “It says that a dragon’s scales are made up of an exotic mix of many different materials. To ensure that a dragon’s scales, bones, and teeth all develop properly, a dragon needs to consume an assortment of different metals and rocks, in addition to meat. He must want to eat some metal.”


  Old Man stroked his beard. “That would explain why dragons eat soldiers whole instead of removing their armour first. It is not only quicker but it also allows them to consume metal at the same time.” He chuckled softly. “In fact, it would explain why dragons often ignore unarmed villagers to attack armoured soldiers. The soldiers are an almost perfect meal.”


  “When you put it like that…” Timmy turned to Gerald. “Do you have any metal that we can feed the dragon? I would rather not see what he’s like when he gets too hungry.”


  “I do have some weapons that we confiscated when we stopped that bandit uprising. They’re not the highest quality, but –”


  “Hand them over.” Avraniel glared. “Now.”


  The air in front of Gerald rippled, and a pile of swords, spears, and shields clattered to the ground. The baby dragon’s eyes widened, and he rushed over to the weaponry. He dragged a few weapons off to one side, and several blasts of searing heat turned them into a pool of molten metal that the dragon slurped up like it was water. The heat had also melted part of the stone floor, and the dragon gulped down two big mouthfuls before it gave a contented sigh and clambered back into Avraniel’s lap.


  To Timmy’s utter disbelief, the hatchling closed his eyes, curled up to Avraniel, and promptly began to snore in ridiculously cute fashion. It was like watching a puppy doze away in its owner’s arms, except the dragon had melted a handful of weapons and part of the floor before deciding to take a nap.


  “Okay.” Timmy nodded slowly. “So we have a dragon now. What are we going to call him?”


  “I have the perfect name.” Avraniel smiled and then let loose a long string of strange, vaguely disturbing noises.


  “I’m going to assume that was in the ancient language of the elves, the one they taught to beasts. Would you mind giving the rest of us a translation?”


  “You jerks need to learn how to speak more languages. It means He Who Shall Bring Misery And Fiery Death To My Enemies While Slaughtering All Who Oppose Me.”


  Timmy looked at Katie. She looked back at him.


  “And I thought her real name was bad,” Katie muttered. “I mean… I guess he won’t mind since he’s a dragon, and burning stuff and slaughtering people is sort of what they do for a living.”


  Timmy cleared his throat. “That is a, uh, wonderful name. How about another one that the rest of us can actually pronounce.”


  “Don’t worry, idiot. I’m way ahead of you. We can call him Spot.”


  “Spot?” Timmy gaped. “You want to name the son of Black Scales – a dragon who will undoubtedly grow up into one of the most terrifying forces of raw destructive power that this world has ever seen – you want to name that dragon Spot?”


  “Yes,” Avraniel spoke slowly, as if she were speaking to a complete idiot, which, in her opinion, she was. “Do you see the white spot on his snout? That’s why we should call him Spot – because he has a spot.”


  “I give up.” Timmy threw his hands up into the air. “If you want to name the dragon Spot, then go ahead. Now that we’ve got everything worked out, I’m going back to sleep. It’s still the middle of the night. We can sort out the rest of the details in the morning.” He yawned. “Avraniel, I’m not going to try to take your dragon away, but if you’re going to raise him here, you’re going to raise him right. I do not want to wake up one day to find the whole castle on fire. And don’t even get me started on what the Council will do to us if Spot ends up like Black Scales. We’ll be lucky if all they do is hang the lot of us.”


  Gerald paled and swayed, and Timmy reached out to steady him. At this rate, Gerald might need to start wearing a helmet to make sure he didn’t break his head open whenever he fainted. “That’s right. I… I still have to tell the Council about this.”


  “Yes, you do.” Timmy patted Gerald on the back. “Good luck. I’m going back to sleep.”


  “But –”


  “Gerald.” Timmy put his hands on the bureaucrat’s shoulders and stared deep into his eyes. “I have absolute faith in your ability to handle this situation. You can do this.”


  “You really think so?”


  “Yes, which is why I’m going back to sleep. Good night.”


  “I can help you if you want, Gerald.” Katie offered.


  “You’re more than welcome to help him later. Right now, you need to go back to sleep. Otherwise, you’re going to be cranky all day long, which will make me cranky because you always try to overthrow me when you’re cranky, and you might even end up short forever due to lack of sleep.” Timmy ignored the vicious glare that Katie lobbed his way and ducked the shadowy scythe she swung at his head. “Gerald, you don’t have to tell the Council right now. Hopefully, we’ll all still be alive to discuss this tomorrow morning. Once we’ve done that, then you can tell them.” Timmy glanced at Old Man. “You don’t mind waiting until morning to talk more about this, do you?”


  Old Man chuckled. “This has been a very interesting night, but the rest can wait until morning.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy yawned again. “I’ll see the rest of you in the morning. Avraniel, please keep an eye on Spot. If you need to feed him a cow or something, ask one of my zombies to get one. Do not bring him to the livestock. Otherwise, he might eat all of them at once.”


  



Chapter Two


  Timmy woke up to an unusual feeling: there was someone else in his bed. That wasn’t to say that he’d never woken up with someone in his bed before – he most certainly had – but, as of late, it had become a somewhat infrequent occurrence. Sharing a castle with an overly curious – and occasionally possessive – apprentice, to say nothing of the castle’s other guests, had seen to that. The number of women who were willing to spend the night in a castle renowned for being built over lightless chasms of unfathomable horror and inescapable doom was surprisingly small. That number would, he assumed, only get smaller once he factored in the presence of a pyromaniac elf, thousands of zombies, several gardens full of carnivorous plants, wraiths, and all of the other wonderful things that called the castle home.


  Sam was a different story. For some reason, women seemed to find the protoplasmic horror inordinately cute. Sam chalked it up to his being a gentleman amongst protoplasmic horrors, and Timmy had yet to come up with a better explanation. Katie certainly seemed to think Sam was cute although she was only ten years old. Timmy would have loved to test some of his hypotheses more extensively, but the last time he’d brought Sam to a tavern, there had been a riot, and the townsfolk had attempted to burn him and Sam at the stake.


  Resigning himself to what would most likely be a fairly horrible fate, Timmy opened his eyes – and found himself staring right into the silver eyes of the castle’s newest resident, a little dragon named Spot.


  To his credit, Timmy did not scream. He was a Grand Necromancer, a wielder of magic that would have reduced most men to gibbering wrecks and privy to secrets that would have turned those same men’s brains into mush. He had personally created and shovelled to death some of the most horrific creatures that the world had ever seen. Thus waking up to a dragon that seemed to be wondering how many mouthfuls he would take to eat was not the worst thing that had ever happened to him while he was in bed. That particular honour went to the time his master had somehow managed to smuggle a flock of starving harpies into his room while he was asleep. That had not been a good morning, and Timmy had been lucky to make it out of his room in one piece. He may also have slipped a small cobra into one of his master’s boots and a bigger cobra into the pocket of his master’s favourite cloak. Alas, the older man had managed to survive. He’d always been fiendishly difficult to outwit when he wasn’t drunk.


  Timmy sat up and turned his attention from the dragon to the elf flipping through his book about dragons. “I’m not even going to ask how you got into my bedroom – again – but why are you here?”


  “I’m here because you have this book.” Avraniel pointed out the window. Based on the position of the sun outside, it was almost noon. “And because I got sick of waiting for breakfast. It’s almost noon, idiot, and the servants don’t serve breakfast until you and the twerp show up. Don’t worry. I’ve already woken her up.” The elf cackled. “She threw a shelf at me.”


  “Katie can be less than friendly when people wake her up early, and you did cut into her sleeping hours last night when you dragged all of us out of bed. She’s probably worried that she won’t get any taller if she keeps missing out on sleep.” Timmy paused. “Maybe I should stop saying that. I might be making her a little paranoid.”


  “Please, the twerp isn’t going to get that much taller.”


  “She’s ten. I can assure you that barring something bizarre happening, she is going to get taller.”


  “Ten?” Avraniel scratched her cheek. “How old do you humans get anyway?”


  Timmy ran one hand through his hair. Spot had started licking his hand, which hopefully wasn’t a taste test. It was at times like this that he remembered that Avraniel had spent most of her life in and around the forest beating up mercenaries, robbing other elves, and generally engaging in villainy that ranged from the downright petty to the truly diabolical. Actually interacting with other people had not exactly been at the top of her list of priorities. “The average human lives seventy-five years, but people with more magic tend to live longer.”


  “Seventy-five years, huh?” Avraniel snorted. “Good. You’ve still got a few years to go. I have a feeling the damn twerp will kick me out of the castle the first chance that she gets. Now, get up. I want breakfast and so does Spot.”


  Spot smiled toothily and scampered up to lick Timmy’s cheek. The necromancer was now quite certain that he wasn’t being licked out of any sense of affection. This was more like Spot seeing what he tasted like. He sincerely hoped that he tasted terrible.


  “He does know that he’s not supposed to eat us, right?” Timmy reached up to ease Spot’s face – and those very, very sharp teeth – away from his head. The hatchling promptly switched to licking his fingers.


  “Of course, he does. I made that very clear. If one of you gets eaten, it’s because you did something to him.” Avraniel smirked. “You can even ask him yourself. Okay, Spot. Do the thing. You know. Do the thing.”


  The hatchling’s brows furrowed, and he nudged Timmy’s side with his head. Hi, idiot.


  Timmy jerked back. “Was that telepathy?”


  “He started doing it earlier this morning. I’ve been talking to him a lot, so he must have gotten sick of only listening.” She scratched Spot’s belly. “Isn’t he great?”


  Despite how dangerous Spot was, Timmy was still very curious about him. He was a necromancer, and necromancers had a tendency to be curious, often to their own detriment. It was one the reasons that he’d emphasised to Katie that if she ever wanted to poke something, she should use a long stick or her shadows and not her hands.


  “It definitely felt like telepathy.” He glanced down at the dragon. “Hi, Spot.”


  The hatchling stared back with his silver eyes. Hi, idiot. Hungry.


  “It seems like he can’t do complete sentences yet. But why does he call me idiot?”


  “Because that’s what I call you.” Avraniel snickered. “I call Gerald the same thing, so Spot calls him the tall idiot.”


  “How polite,” Timmy drawled. “All right. Let’s get something to eat.” His mind drifted to the mess that Spot had made the previous night while eating a cow. “Although it might be better if we eat breakfast outside today.” He reached out to a handful of his zombies with his magic and ordered them to inform his servants about the change in plans. “As for the two of you, get out. I need to change.”


  “Yeah, yeah. It’s not like you’ve got anything I haven’t seen before.” Avraniel skipped out of the room with Spot trailing on her heels like a winged, fire-breathing dog. “Come on, Spot. We can go wake up Gerald – I mean the tall idiot – now.”


  Timmy opened his mouth to say something, but it was too late. The elf and her dragon had already left. Naturally, it wasn’t very long at all before a bloodcurdling scream rang out.


  He winced. “Sorry, Gerald. I’ll make sure I stop her next time.”


  When Timmy reached the courtyard that he’d asked the servants to use for breakfast, he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find Gerald looking utterly frazzled, nor was he surprised to find Katie glaring daggers at Avraniel. However, the girl’s glare soon turned into a welcoming smile when Spot looked her way and wagged his stubby tail. The hatchling seemed to have taken a liking to his apprentice, and Spot was incredibly cute when he wasn’t murdering livestock with disturbing ease. At the moment, the dragon was basking in a sunny spot next to the table with a big smile on his face. His smile only got bigger as the food began to arrive.


  “Good morning,” Timmy said as they all settled down to eat some breakfast. As usual, Old Man was nursing a freshly brewed cup of tea, and he’d been kind enough to share some of it with Gerald. Timmy could only hope that it was herbal tea with a calming effect. The bureaucrat could certainly use some. In the meantime, Spot toddled over to where a cow, some metal, and some rock had been placed a safe distance from the dining table. “I think we need to plan what we’re going to do with Spot. We can’t leave him untrained. That would be far too dangerous.”


  “We won’t.” Avraniel leapt to her feet and pulled out a roll of parchment with a flourish. She waved it around and then tossed it at Timmy’s head. “There’s my training program. I came up with it while I was waiting for all of you sleepy bastards to get ready for breakfast.”


  Timmy caught the roll of parchment before it could hit him in the face and read through it. It was… amazingly thorough. It covered everything from Spot’s diet to the exercises and training he should do. Apparently, Avraniel could be sensible when she put her mind to it. He passed the parchment to Katie. His apprentice skimmed through it in about half the time it had taken him. She shrugged. Everything there seemed reasonable enough.


  There was a whoosh from where the cow was, and Timmy glanced over to find that half of the unfortunate bovine had already disappeared into the bottomless pit that was Spot’s stomach. The metal and rock followed in short order after a brief jet of flame melted them, and the little dragon burped once before padding over to a particularly sunny spot and flopping onto his back and closing his eyes. They definitely had to train Spot.


  “Your training program is fine,” Timmy said. “I’ll have to organise some extra deliveries of metal ore since that’s supposed to be even better for a hatchling than pure metal. I’ll also have to do something about livestock. Spot already eats at least one cow a day. I have a feeling that he’ll eat a lot more in the future. Overall, good job, Avraniel.”


  “Well, thank you.” The elf huffed. “I can take care of things if I want to. Look at my garden. The plants are thriving, and Mr Sparkles has doubled in size since the first time he tried to eat Gerald.”


  First time? That did not sound good. In fact, it sounded a lot like there had been several attempts since then. “I guess. But you did surprise me.”


  “Why, idiot?” Avraniel rolled her eyes. “I don’t spend all my time killing things, you know. Spot is only a hatchling now. He can’t grow up into a proper harbinger of fiery, apocalyptic death if we don’t raise him properly.”


  Of course, that was what she would want. “We can start his training today. The quicker he understands how everything works, the better off we’ll be.” His gaze drifted to where Spot was snoring in the sunshine. “Although he’s already gotten the relaxation part of life down pat.”


  * * *


  Avraniel was only too happy to introduce Spot to the rats that she actually liked – the ones who specialised in explosives and demolition. After a brief moment of confusion, during which Spot tried to eat one of the rats and received an explosive to the face for his trouble, things were going wonderfully. Like most dragons, Spot loved fire and explosions, and the rats were very, very good at making fire and explosions. Since Timmy – the zombie-making bastard – had banned her from training Spot how to use his fire inside the castle, this area, which the demolition rats had claimed for themselves, was the next best thing.


  The enterprising rodents had set up a number of different targets throughout the area, and it was now up to Spot to hit them. He wouldn’t have any problems finding the targets. She had already tested his vision, and it was already as good as the average elf’s. Sure, it wasn’t as good as hers, but she was way better than any of those namby-pamby, tree-hugging losers, and Spot still had plenty of growing to do.


  “Come on, Spot.” Avraniel scratched the back of his head. The little dragon craved physical affection, and the book had mentioned that young dragons often spent much of the day playing with their nest mates. Well, he was the only dragon they had, but she didn’t mind playing with him. “Try to hit one of the targets with your fire.”


  Burn?


  Avraniel cackled. “Yeah. Burn them all if you can.”


  Spot took a deep breath and unleashed a jagged bolt of black flame at one of the closer targets. Unfortunately, his aim was less than great. His attack went wide, and the attack ripped a crater into the ground about five feet from the target. Hmm. He’d have to work on that. The target was only thirty feet away, so it shouldn’t have been too hard to hit. She could have put one of her daggers right through the centre of the target with her left hand and with her eyes closed too. And that wasn’t even mentioning her bow. She could put every arrow in her quiver through the centre without even looking at the damn thing.


  The dragon must have sensed her disappointment. Spot lowered his head. Sorry.


  For a moment – just one – Avraniel considered sending a mocking comment Spot’s way. If it were either of the idiots, Old Man, or the twerp, she wouldn’t have hesitated. They were all jerks in some way or another, and she knew a few insults wouldn’t do more than annoy, terrify, or amuse them. The twerp would probably insult her back and then go straight to plotting her revenge with some crazy kind of zombie. But Spot was different. He was a hatchling, and… well… he thought she was his mother.


  Now, no one had ever accused her of being the most moral person in the world. The way she saw it, the whole world was out to get her, so there was nothing wrong with her going out and getting the world first. Anyone dumb enough to pick a fight with her deserved what they got. But Spot, at least, wasn’t out to get her, and she knew, even if it had been years since she’d cared, how much it could sting to have people tell her that she was useless.


  Oh, she’d paid all of those people back in the end. She’d shown all of them – those stupid, dumb elf bastards – that enough fire could beat anything and that she was better than all of those jerks put together. But those words had still hurt when she was a kid, before she’d realised that the only way the world was ever going to accept her was if she forced it to. Maybe if they’d been nicer to her – no. It wouldn’t have changed a damn thing. In the end, the other elves still loved their stupid trees, their stupid traditions, and their stupid history that they thought made them better than everyone else. Well, she’d burned their trees, she’d broken their traditions, and she’d written her own damn history.


  Avraniel put on what she hoped was a gentle smile – gentleness wasn’t something she did a lot – and patted Spot on the head. “Don’t worry about it. You were only born yesterday. I’m a lot older than you. It’ll take you a while to become as awesome as me. Even the rats are older than you. So don’t worry if you miss. Try to do better next time.”


  Spot’s expression brightened, and he gave a happy trill before he turned to face the target again. This time, he managed to hit the edge of the target, and within moments, the rest of the target was gone. Interesting. From what she’d seen so far, Spot could project his fire in several different ways. There was the standard cloud of flame that dragons were famous for, but his lungs simply weren’t big enough to sustain it for long. Melting a pile of metal and rocks about the size of a person was the most that he could do. He could also shoot balls of fire that contained a lot of heat. Those didn’t move very fast, but they could travel quite far. Then there were his bolts of flame, like the one he’d just used. Those bolts couldn’t hold a lot of heat, but they had a lot of force behind them, and they were very fast.


  She would have to get him to practice those bolts more because he wasn’t big enough to take on other scary things in hand-to-hand combat. Cows were all well and good, but they didn’t stand much of a chance to begin with. Against something like a hydra, his odds would not be good at close range.


  “Okay, Spot. Good work. Try to hit the target over there.”


  She wasn’t sure if it was Spot’s innate talent, her incredible teaching skills, or the fact that she’d joined in about halfway through the training session, cackling as she burned things alongside him, but it wasn’t long at all before his accuracy had dramatically improved. If he were already this good after one training session, who knew how good he’d be after a few months of training? Oh, she’d definitely done the right thing in liberating his egg and bringing it back to the castle. She couldn’t wait until the two of them were roaming the battlefield and burning their enemies together.


  “It’s starting to get dark.” Avraniel wasn’t worried about the dark. She could see perfectly well at night, and she was certain Spot could too. However, it wouldn’t be much longer before dinner was served, and she could use something to eat. “We should head back.”


  Spot made a grumbling sound. Actually, it was his stomach that made a grumbling sound. Given his size, the fact that he could eat an entire cow meant that there had to be something magical going on with the stomach of his. It was the only way that all of that meat could possibly fit. Hungry.


  “It has been a while since you’ve eaten anything.” Avraniel pursed her lips. “Damn it. I should have brought something for you to eat. Next time, I’ll have the idiot lend us one of his zombie wyverns, so it can carry down a cow or two for you to snack on while you’re training.”


  The elf thought about simply returning to the castle with Spot, but Timmy had mentioned that it would most likely take a few days for him to organise all of the extra ore, rock, and livestock. It was far from ideal – and she’d threatened him to make sure that he was doing his best – but the castle hadn’t had reason to increase its supplies of ore, rock, and livestock in years. However, Spot had done well today, and the book had mentioned that dragons liked to hunt from an early age. She could always eat a late dinner. Taking Spot out on his first hunt was more important.


  “Hey,” Avraniel said to the rats. “You guys do regular patrols around here, right?” The rats nodded. Patrolling the area around the castle was one of their duties, and they’d recently expanded the area they patrolled to include all of the local villages and their surroundings. Sure, Timmy had zombies, but the rats were experts in discretion. True, these particular rats weren’t the subtlest in the clan, but they were still ninja rats. They could do subtle when they had to. “Have their been any bandit sightings recently?”


  The rats exchanged a few squeaks amongst themselves before they offered their reply.


  “Is that so?” Avraniel murmured as her lips curved up into a toothy smile. “So there are bandits, but they’re not technically in the territory that belongs to the castle.” The leader of the demolition rats nodded and squeaked some more. “But they are threatening some of the local villagers? That settles it.” She stroked the rat’s fur. “We’d be doing everybody a favour if we got rid of those bandits, and the idiot is always saying that he doesn’t like it when bandits pick on the villagers. Apparently, people always blame the closest necromancer when bandits start robbing people. Do you think you could lead us to the bandits?”


  The rat tapped his cheek thoughtfully and nodded.


  “Good.” Avraniel flared her magic to catch the attention of one of the zombie wyverns that Timmy had patrolling the skies around the castle. She could always run to wherever the bandits were, but it would be quicker to borrow a zombie wyvern and fly there. And speaking of flying, hopefully, it wouldn’t be too much longer before Spot learned how to fly. She didn’t mind carrying him – he was surprisingly cuddly for a creature with scales – but he was a dragon. Flying was what dragons did, and it wouldn’t be long before he was too big for her to carry around.


  But she could worry about that later. Right now, they were off to find those bandits and to find Spot some dinner. And if those bandits were unlucky, well, they’d end up as dinner.


  * * *


  The Bloody Wyvern Bandits had a long and bloody history. It did not, however, include any wyverns. Most of their members were thugs, criminals, and deserters from Everton and its neighbours. They conducted the majority of their banditry in less-occupied areas, skulking near lonely travelling routes and attacking trading caravans and merchants before fleeing back into the wilderness to escape Everton’s soldiers and mages. It was a tiresome existence, and one that they were eager to put behind them, which was why they were making their way toward Black Tower Castle. They had all heard the stories about the line of necromancers who had ruled the castle for generations. Surely, they thought, a necromancer would not care if they preyed on the local villages. Why would he? They would gladly turn over a share of their profits in exchange for safety from the Council, and they’d even give him all of the corpses he wanted for free.


  So far, they’d done nothing more than launch a few isolated attacks on some of the villages, but it wouldn’t be long before they made a real move. They finally had a good grasp of the area, and they’d even managed to acquire a trained hydra from an illegal creature dealer. Life was looking good.


  The forty members of the group were gathered around their campfire with their hydra keeping watch when a female elf walked into their campsite with a few rats perched on her shoulders. They couldn’t help but laugh. Was this elf crazy? Maybe she was, but she was also very beautiful, and it had been a while since they’d enjoyed companionship of the female persuasion. Women, especially beautiful women, tended not to find wandering bandits particularly attractive.


  “You know,” the elf began, studying her nails intently as one of the rats scampered down her arm with a nail file. “You guys must be really dumb bastards. You’re probably here because you think a necromancer won’t care about a few bandits. Unfortunately for you – and fortunately for Spot, the rats, and me – the idiot who owns that castle hates it when people pick on the villagers. Sure, they’re not very useful and they did try to kill him a few times, but they’re his villagers. If anyone is going to mess with them, it’s going to be him or me.” The elf pointed to a few crows perched on trees nearby. “When I borrowed one of his zombie wyverns, he sent along a few zombie crows. He’s been watching you, and he’s not happy. I don’t think he’d mind very much if Spot ate the lot of you although I think Spot should be okay with just your hydra. It’ll be more nutritious, and you’re probably worth more reward money alive than dead.”


  The leader of the bandits drew his sword and scoffed. “Who is this ‘Spot’ you keep blathering on about?”


  “Ah, I’ll introduce him.” The elf smiled sunnily. A few of the bandits swooned. It was a lovely smile. “Okay, Spot. You can come out now. Say hi to the ugly bandits.”


  A reptilian… thing toddled out of the shadows near the elf. It took the bandits a second to understand what it was. It was a baby dragon. They burst into laughter.


  “That thing is going to kill us? Hah! It’s two feet long.” The leader of the bandits threw his head back and laughed. “A baby dragon might not be completely harmless, but we have a hydra. It’ll swallow that dragon in one bite.”


  “Excuse me.” One of the bandits pushed his way to the front and raised his hand politely. “Uh, boss. I think I’m going to switch sides.”


  “What?” The bandit leader stopped laughing and turned to stare at the man who’d spoken. It was one of the newest recruits. He had dusky skin and platinum hair. He was a desert elf who had somehow managed to find his way into Everton from the deserts to the east. “You can’t switch sides. We’re in the middle of… of something! And why would you even want to?”


  The desert elf nodded sagely. “It’s been a while, but I know her. I would definitely prefer to be on her team.”


  “You do realise that there are forty of us, and we have a hydra.”


  “Yeah, maybe if you added a few zeros and a lot more hydras, you might stand a chance.” The desert elf waved at the other elf. “Uh, hi, Avraniel. Do you remember me? We robbed that elf caravan, what was it, seventy years ago? I was working with that other desert elf – the tall broody guy, he was bald too, never stopped complaining about it.”


  The other elf’s amber eyes narrowed for a moment. “Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “That’s right. What was your name again? Jack… John…?”


  “Jared.”


  “Yes, that’s it. I think I called you dumb ass when we were working together, and I called the other guy bald loser.”


  “He hated that,” Jared said as he raised his hands in an unmistakable sign of surrender. “We also worked a few other jobs, didn’t we? So if it’s okay with you, I’d like to join your team.”


  To the bandit leader’s utter disbelief, the blonde elf shrugged. “Sure, go ahead. I’ll make plenty of money turning them in, and you weren’t completely useless on those jobs. But that makes me wonder. How did you end up with dickless losers like this?”


  “I am not dickless!” the leader of the bandits snarled. “And what are the rest of you standing around for? Kill her!”


  One of his most loyal bandits surged forward, sword drawn. The leader smirked. He was skilled with a blade and had years of experience under his belt. Even a veteran soldier would have trouble dealing with –


  The bandit went flying into a tree, his entire body wreathed in flames. Silence fell over the campsite as the blonde elf slowly, deliberately, picked up the downed man’s sword and melted it. The little dragon looked to her for permission and then hurried over to drink the glowing metal.


  “Like I said,” the blonde elf sneered. “You’re dickless losers.” She turned back to the desert elf. “How did you end up with them?”


  “You know that big, broody, bald guy? He sort of tried to murder me a few decades back, and I’ve been bouncing around trying to find a new group ever since. I met these guys while I was passing through. I was running low on money, so…”


  “You joined them.” The blonde elf laughed. “You were going to rob them once they’d managed to get some decent loot, weren’t you?”


  Jared scratched the back of his neck and did his best to look innocent. “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”


  “You were going to rob us?” the bandit leader cried. “But why?”


  “Are you seriously asking that?” the blonde elf shouted. “You’re bandits. You don’t get to complain when people rob you.” She folded her arms across her chest. It was, the bandit leader thought, a very nice chest. But he had a feeling that he wouldn’t be seeing any more of it in the future. “This is how this is going to work. My dragon is going to eat your hydra, and you’re all going to surrender, so I can turn you over to the authorities for reward money. If you resist, I set you on fire. If you annoy me, I set you on fire. If Spot gets hungry, I set you on fire – and then he eats you. If I feel like it, I set you on fire. Are we clear, you dickless bastards?”


  “Do you really think that you can beat all of us?” The bandit leader laughed and gestured at the group’s hydra. “Kill that little dragon of hers and then finish her and the desert elf off!”


  The blonde elf rubbed the baby dragon’s back. “Remember, you should aim for where all of the heads meet the body. If you can hit it there with enough of your fire, it should die, and then you can eat it.” The dragon nodded. “Okay. Go ahead and fight it. I’ll be right here.”


  The hatchling waddled forward as the hydra stomped over and loomed above it, all five of its head hissing and baring their teeth. With a speed that the bandits struggled to follow, the hydra lunged forward. The dragon rolled to the side and spat a tongue of black flame. It didn’t look like much, but something disturbing happened. When the flames died down, the big burn on the hydra’s side didn’t heal. In fact, the wound continued to expand, almost as if the hydra’s flesh was decaying and falling apart. The hydra gave a shout of alarm and lunged forward again, spewing acid. The hatchling shut its eyes and rolled out of the way again. The acid bubbled and hissed on the dragon’s scales, but that was all.


  “What?” the bandit leader growled. “That dragon should be melting!”


  “Dragon scale is virtually impervious to acid, dumb ass.” The elf rolled her eyes. “And Spot there is part corruption dragon. You’ll need something a lot stronger to get through his scales.” She scowled. “Come on, Spot. You’re not doing enough damage. Don’t waste your effort on lots of little attacks. Go for something big.”


  The hatchling nodded and jumped back to put some distance between it and the hydra. It took a deep, deep breath, and its chest expanded like a set of bellows before it unleashed a cloud of black fire that swallowed the hydra whole. It only lasted for a moment, but the multi-headed beast gave a hideous, agonised shriek and stumbled back. That was the only invitation the dragon needed. It leapt forward, its jaws wide open to reveal a set of dagger-like, oversized teeth.


  And then the horror started.


  The bandits had seen many things, but they had never – ever – seen something so small devour so much of something so big so quickly. In little less than half a minute, the ravenous winged reptile had consumed almost a third of the hydra – and it had not been a small hydra. Finally, the hatchling stumbled back and coughed up a few hydra scales. With a low sigh of contentment, it flopped onto its back.


  “You guys got off lucky. It looks like Spot is full, so he won’t be eating any of you. As for the rest of the hydra, you lot are going to drag it to my zombie wyvern. It should be enough to tide Spot over for another day or two.” The elf paused and sneered. “Or you could fight. I’d like that. Spot isn’t the only one who likes burning things. So what’s it going to be? Are you going to fight, or are you going to surrender?”


  The bandit leader opened his mouth to reply. A streak of impossibly bright fire lanced right past him and into the forest behind him. There was a brief pause before a tower of fire rippled into the air and bathed the night in brilliant white light.


  “We surrender.”


  “I thought you would.”


  * * *


  “So… you brought a criminal back with you.” Timmy watched his zombies haul the remains of the hydra off to a more convenient part of the castle. Spot watched his half-eaten meal go with a happy grin and wrapped himself around one of Avraniel’s legs like a snake. The desert elf in question remained behind Avraniel although he did give Timmy a cheerful wave. “Would you mind filling me in on who he is? You didn’t exactly explain when you were threatening the bandits.”


  “Ah, allow me to introduce myself.” The desert elf gave a regal bow. He wore the distinctive robes and face-coverings common in the desert to the east. “I am Jared, desert elf, thief extraordinaire, and petty criminal without equal. If you need something stolen or someone fooled, then I am your man.”


  “Right. Well, I don’t need a thief. I have a clan of them living in my castle although technically they’re not thieves. They’re ninjas.” Timmy rubbed his forehead. The rats had been quite vocal about the difference. “How does a desert elf even end up as a criminal? I was under the impression that there weren’t enough of you around for any of you to get thrown out of the desert for anything short of murder.”


  “I wasn’t banished. I chose to leave.” Jared sighed theatrically. “Alas, I tried to help my clan with my magic, but I might have almost killed everyone in my clan by accident.”


  “Good grief. What kind of magic do you have?”


  “It vastly increases the rate at which plants grow. That doesn’t sound bad, but there were a few… complications.” Jared winced. “When I used my magic to help my people grow more crops, the plants…” He cringed. “They grew out of control and swiftly drained our entire water supply.”


  “I can see how that might be a problem in the desert.” Timmy leaned on his shovel. He doubted that he’d have to use it, but it was safer to have it around. “Have you considered pursuing legal employment?”


  “I’m a wanted criminal. I may have robbed a lot of people, you know, people with money and influence. I may also have indirectly contributed to the downfall of two kingdoms. One of those was definitely an accident, and the other one was as much Avraniel’s fault as it was mine.”


  “Don’t pin that crap on me,” Avraniel muttered. “If that king didn’t want to get burned, he shouldn’t have tried to grope me. He definitely shouldn’t have ordered his army to attack me. It’s not my fault that people happen to be highly combustible, and I was on holiday. No one ruins my fun when I’m on holiday.”


  Timmy had not known about that particular debacle. He’d have to do a little digging. “I suppose that you can stay for a few days until you work out what you want to do, but if you steal anything, you’re out.” He tapped his fingers on the handle of his shovel. “Have you heard about the program that the Council is running?”


  “What program?”


  “It’s something you should look into. You might be able to earn a pardon, and your magic could be very useful. There’s this place up in the mountains that could use some new vegetation since we sort of beat up a half-demon who summoned a gigantic, god-like entity from another dimension that we killed, leaving behind a portal to the aforementioned other dimension.”


  Jared turned and stared at Avraniel. “You get into even more trouble these days than you used to.”


  “Oh, shut up, dumb ass.” Avraniel scoffed. “Enough talking. I need something to eat. Spot might have had dinner already, but I haven’t.”


  * * *


  Avraniel patted her stomach contentedly as Spot ambled along beside her. They were on their way back to her part of the castle after a big dinner. The two idiots had been surprisingly helpful when it came to Jared. Timmy had mentioned the desert elf’s magic to Gerald, and the bureaucrat had gone through his correspondence. It turned out that the Council was interested in people who could help them restore the mountainous area that Lord Taylor had ruled to its former glory. Given the large amounts of water in the mountains and the regular rainfall the area received, Jared should have no problems using his magic freely. Gerald had even written a brief letter for Jared to present to the bureaucrats in charge of the area, so he could apply for a pardon through service as quickly and efficiently as possible.


  Her old crime buddy would be leaving in a couple of days to earn his pardon, and she considered this her good deed for the month. Honestly, she would have turned over a new, non-criminal leaf years ago if she’d known that she’d end up with a nice place to live, her own dragon, and a chance to help out some old friends. And that wasn’t even mentioning the nice stack of gold she’d picked up for turning the Bloody Wyvern Bandits over to the authorities of the nearest large town on her way back to the castle. She’d be able to fund her gardens for months with that money and even expand them into several other courtyards.


  But now that she’d done all of those wonderful things like smiting the wicked and protecting the downtrodden – and been appropriately compensated for her efforts – it was time to get some sleep. As she walked into her bedroom, Spot nudged her leg and gave a low trill.


  “You don’t want to sleep on your own?” Avraniel frowned. She’d already made him a bed in the courtyard closest to her chambers underneath one of the friendlier carnivorous plants, not that any of her plants would be dumb enough to try to eat him. Mr Sparkles was there, and he was under strict orders to make Spot feel welcome. The giant man-eating rose was loyal to a fault, and she’d been extra careful to make sure that he understood exactly what she wanted him to do. She hoped Spot and Mr Sparkles became friends because Spot was her dragon and Mr Sparkles was her favourite plant.


  Spot nudged her leg again. Stay with you.


  Avraniel’s brows furrowed. What kind of dragon was afraid of sleeping on his own? Then again, he was very young, and the courtyard wouldn’t feel as secure as something like a cave. Never mind. Sleeping outside wouldn’t hurt her. She’d certainly done it often enough when she was on the run, and it wasn’t like she was getting soft. No, she was only doing this to make sure that Spot grew up to be an appropriately menacing dragon. If he weren’t comfortable sleeping outside, she’d have to show him how it was done. That was it. It had absolutely nothing to do with how adorable his pout was.


  “Fine.” She grabbed a pillow and a blanket and headed for the courtyard. “I’ll stay with you, but we’re sleeping outside. If you grow as big as you’re supposed to, it won’t be long before you’re too big to fit into my room. Just don’t get used to this.”


  One of the nicest things about Spot being part corruption dragon was that he was supposed to be virtually immune to poison. There were a few capable of affecting him – she had scoured the book and Timmy’s library for information since she was not about to let anybody poison her dragon – but nothing in the garden was capable of harming him. She led him over to the nest she’d made out of rocks and churned earth. It wasn’t all that different from the nest she’d found his egg in. She put her blanket and pillow down beside it and did her best to sleep, but it wasn’t long before she felt something warm against her.


  “Fine.” Avraniel shifted to let the dragon curl up against her. The book had mentioned that hatchlings often slept against the sides of their parents to ensure their safety from predators, which usually meant other dragons. “But you better not set the garden on fire in your sleep, and I will be very, very unhappy if you drool on me. Understand?”


  Spot nuzzled against her and closed his eyes, his wings carefully folded against his body. It wasn’t long before his breathing evened out, and he fell asleep. Avraniel, however, did not fall asleep so easily. Instead, her gaze drifted to the stars in the night sky above them. They seemed… brighter than she could ever remember.


  It was strange. Surrounded by a garden full of carnivorous and poisonous plants that she’d grown herself and with a dragon that considered her his mother pressed against her, she felt satisfied for the first time in a long, long time. Then her thoughts drifted to everything she’d be able to do once Spot got bigger, and her lips curved up into a smirk.


  Life was good.


  But she’d make sure that it got even better.


  



Chapter Three


  Old Man woke up just before dawn, something he did every day. It was a habit he’d developed in another – much bloodier – life that he’d given up years ago. In those days, sleeping in could have cost him not only his life but also the lives of those he had sworn to protect. He’d tried to shake the habit, but old habits, as people were so fond of saying, died hard. Waking early was not without its advantages. He was closer to the end of his life than the beginning, and he didn’t think he had too many years left although he liked to think he could squeeze out another decade or two if he was careful. Given his situation, he didn’t want to spend too much of his remaining time sleeping. He would have plenty of time to sleep when he was dead. In the meantime, he had things to do. True, not all of those things were particularly important, but the best things in life, the ones that made life truly worth living, were not always the ones people would normally consider important.


  He washed and changed his clothes before making his way to the specially designed room that housed his bonsai trees. He tended to each of them with the utmost care and then went to the courtyard closest to his chambers. He’d noticed that all of them had courtyards near their chambers. It was most likely a deliberate move on Timmy’s part. Avraniel had turned hers into a very interesting garden. He had visited a few times, and the plants there were truly unique. Gerald had left his largely as it was although he did read there from time to time. Katie had a miniature village of rats in her courtyard. The rodents worked tirelessly on a range of different projects devised by Katie herself. Timmy kept a few of his favourite zombies in his courtyard, and he had a tendency to work on them when he couldn’t sleep or needed to relax.


  As for Old Man, well, he liked to practice. He could say, without exaggeration, that he was one of the greatest swordsmen who had ever lived. There were some who would go even further and argue that he was the greatest swordsman who had ever lived. Personally, Old Man wouldn’t have gone so far. He was a humble man, and it wasn’t fair to compare swordsmen from different eras who had never fought each other. Even so, he could barely remember the last time that a swordsman had truly challenged him. It was almost a shame that Timmy’s master was dead. By all accounts, he had been a terrible person, but he had been one of the finest swordsmen that Everton had ever produced. Perhaps he could have given Old Man the battle – and even the worthy death – he craved.


  Oh well. What was done was done, and he was too old to let things like that worry him. Young men dreamed of their place in history. Old men wondered when they would be history. All he wanted now was to live the remainder of his years in reasonably interesting fashion before finding a worthwhile death. He was confident that sooner or later, Timmy and the others would run into someone who could give him a real run for his money with a blade, and he could think of far worse ways to die than in the defence of people like Timmy and a country like Everton. He was even looking forward to it, not that he was in a hurry. After all, he was enjoying his new life at the castle. It was rarely boring.


  Old Man’s courtyard had once been a garden of some sort, but it had fallen into disrepair. Timmy had done a wonderful job restoring the castle after all of the neglect it had endured during his master’s reign, but there was still more to do. Old Man had decided to fix the garden himself, weeding the overgrown garden beds, trimming the unruly hedges, and adding in new plants. There had been a lot of dust and debris to clear away too, and Timmy’s zombies had proven extraordinarily helpful there. Normal zombies weren’t great at anything that required fine motor control, but they were excellent at moving dirt, sweeping, and hauling broken blocks of stone out of the way. That left Old Man with a large open space bordered by lush vegetation. He had chosen the new plants very carefully. They reminded him of his homeland, a place he hadn’t seen in decades – a place he would never see again, save for in his memories and dreams.


  Taking a deep breath, Old Man walked into the open space to begin his stretches. He wasn’t as limber as he had been in his younger days, and it wasn’t unusual for him to wake up with a sore shoulder or a stiff hip. His knees had also been troubling him on and off for more than a decade now, but he could still move like a young man when he had to. After completing a thorough stretching routine, he felt much better. He took another deep breath and savoured it. The air was crisp and cool, and the sun was only now breaking over the horizon. He watched the sunrise for a few minutes and then went over to a room beside the courtyard to retrieve one of his practice swords.


  His father had begun teaching him how to use a sword from the moment he’d been strong enough to hold a stick, and he’d lost count of how many times he’d gone through these practice forms. Of course, he’d added to them over the years. Some of the techniques were borrowed from opponents he’d fought while others were the result of learning new styles in foreign lands. But the techniques he was proudest of – the ones that he knew were his best – were the ones he’d developed after he had mastered his magic and worked it into his swordplay.


  His magic allowed him to manipulate space and time, but it could be more dangerous to him than his opponent if he made even a small mistake. He chuckled softly as he remembered one particularly awkward mistake. He had been more than a boy then but not quite a man, and his father had been one of the royal tutors. He and the crown prince had been friends, and the prince had challenged Old Man to use his magic to retrieve something from his chambers without being noticed. Old Man had been much more easily riled then, and his control over his magic had been far worse. He had found himself in the chambers of the crown prince’s younger sister, and he had learned, much to his dismay, that although the princess was not as good as her brother with a sword, she was better than her brother when it came to the spear. He had returned to the crown prince looking very much the worse for wear and with no small number of holes in his clothing. The princess had carried her spear around with her for weeks, and she had jabbed the weapon at him whenever the opportunity arose.


  Ah, those had been good days. But the good days had not lasted forever. Nothing could.


  Old Man shook himself. It was not good to dwell too long on the past. There was joy to be found there, yes, but also a great deal of sorrow. It was better to focus on the present, on the friends and comrades who were still with him. Besides, he still had half of his sword forms to complete, and he wanted to finish before his usual visitor arrived. It wouldn’t do to keep him waiting.


  Old Man finished the last of his sword forms only moments before his visitor arrived. It was Rembrandt. The dark-furred rodent with an eye patch was his most frequent visitor. Like Old Man, Rembrandt had devoted his life to perfecting his swordsmanship, and much like Old Man, his skills with a blade were far greater than those of even his most talented kin. Old Man had a feeling that if the two of them had been the same size, then Rembrandt could have given him the fight he had been waiting for his whole life. Unfortunately, Rembrandt was a rat, and that lack of size came with serious disadvantages. Nevertheless, there was still great value to be found in sparring against the rodent. Rembrandt was incredibly quick, agile, and cunning. He had grown used to his lack of size, and he had learned to wield it as a weapon instead of allowing it to hinder him.


  “Good morning, my friend.” Old Man inclined his head and swept his sword up in a salute. “Shall we begin?”


  Rembrandt squeaked his reply and mirrored Old Man’s gestures.


  For several seconds, there was only stillness as the two of them stared into each other’s eyes. Old Man had learned to see into the hearts of his opponents through their eyes. Rembrandt was a warrior through and through, and there was nothing in his eye except quiet confidence and unshakable resolve. A leaf drifted past on the wind, spinning end over end, until it came to a rest on the cobblestones between them.


  Rembrandt shot forward in a blur of motion. What Rembrandt lacked in size and strength, he made up for with unbelievable speed, agility, and creativity. Old Man’s sword whipped out to meet the rat’s weapon, and Rembrandt let the blow throw him back before streaking forward again, aiming low at Old Man’s ankles. It was a fine move – human swordsmen were not used to fighting opponents who could easily attack their ankles with a blade – and Old Man chose to retreat rather than block or jump. His retreat was all Rembrandt needed to seize the initiative. The rat was seemingly everywhere at once, attacking from countless different directions as he searched for a gap in Old Man’s defences.


  A lesser swordsman would have been beaten within moments. In the span of a few seconds, Rembrandt launched a dozen attacks that would either have crippled or killed an opponent, all of them coming from angles and directions that a normal swordsman would never have expected. But Old Man was not a normal swordsman. The two of them fought their way across the open part of the courtyard until Old Man finally managed to pin Rembrandt down. The rat lowered his weapon, and the two of them bowed to each other.


  “Well fought,” Old Man murmured. “Shall we move on to our next contest? You may have better luck there, my friend.”


  Rembrandt grumbled good-naturedly and followed Old Man to one side of the courtyard for their daily dose of tea and strategy. The tea that Old Man brewed was an exotic blend that he had once enjoyed in his homeland. He’d been unable to enjoy it for years, but Timmy had managed to obtain a regular supply for him. The necromancer was truly resourceful. No matter what someone wanted, Timmy knew someone who could get it. While Old Man saw to the tea, Rembrandt waited at a table with a wooden game board. Beside the board were two bowls, one filled with black stones and the other filled with white stones. The rat might not have had the size to match Old Man in combat, but this was a battle of wits, and such games cared little for mere size.


  Old Man brought the tea over and poured himself a cup of it before pouring some more into a tiny bowl next to Rembrandt. He sipped the tea and savoured the flavour before turning his attention to the game ahead. He was not used to losing this particular game, but Rembrandt had proven his equal, and they had split the games they had played so far.


  “I think today will be a good day.” Old Man smiled. “The sky is clear, the winds are kind, and the sunshine is warm.”


  Rembrandt squeaked a reply. Like most members of his clan, he was keenly aware of the weather since rain and wind could severely complicate things for them. Unlike humans, rats could easily be washed away or even drowned by inclement weather, which was one of the reasons the clan had invested so much time and effort into mastering a diverse array of survival techniques. He was about to point out his first move of the game – it was his turn to start, and it was easier for Old Man to simply move the stones for him – when his ears twitched. He could have sworn that he had heard someone cry out.


  “What is it?” Old Man asked. He hadn’t heard anything, but he knew that the rats had exceptionally keen senses.


  Rembrandt took a tiny sip of his tea and replied with a frown.


  “The Little Miss? Are you sure? I don’t hear –” Old Man stopped short as a scream most definitely rang out nearby.


  Katie zoomed over their heads, her shadowy wings beating furiously. Not far behind her was the castle’s resident two-week-old dragon, Spot.


  “Hmm…” Old Man rubbed his beard and tapped the side of his cup with one finger. “It would seem that they have succeeded in teaching Spot how to fly although he does appear to be chasing Katie a little too enthusiastically.”


  Rembrandt must have agreed. The rat picked up his sword and pointed at a nearby tower.


  “You want me to take you to the tower? All right. However, you may wish to call for reinforcements if you intend to pick a fight with Avraniel.”


  * * *


  Timmy was a highly intelligent man, but even he occasionally made mistakes – although if someone had asked Katie, his apprentice would have said that he made them all of the time. His most recent mistake was pointing out that if Avraniel wanted to teach Spot how to fly, well, they’d already managed to teach Katie how to fly, hadn’t they? His seemingly innocuous comment had led to the less than stellar situation unfolding in front of him, a situation that involved Katie flying as quickly as she could while a ravenous dragon – albeit a small, ravenous dragon – chased after her.


  Of course, it hadn’t started out like that.


  One of the main problems they had was that dragons did not learn how to fly immediately. Within two weeks of hatching, Spot was already a cuddly harbinger of death and destruction who could spew fire with reasonable accuracy and absolutely mangle things with his oversized teeth and claws. However, flying wasn’t something he could do. Timmy was certain that part of it had to do with Spot not actually having another dragon around to learn from. Flying probably had a strong instinctual component – it would have been completely ridiculous if dragons couldn’t rely on some instincts while learning to fly – but it was bound to be harder to learn without someone to copy from.


  Avraniel, for all of her many fiery talents, could not fly. Sure, she could use her magic to launch herself through the air, but that wasn’t the same as flying. In fact, Spot had tried to copy her, and all he’d done was vomit fire at the floor and hurtle into the ceiling, which was humorous but also nowhere near real draconic flight. After that, they’d tried something else. Timmy had zombie wyverns and zombie drakes, so perhaps Spot could copy them.


  It had worked – sort of.


  Although his zombie creatures had boundless stamina and tremendous resilience, they simply didn’t have the same agility in the air as an actual dragon, nor could they achieve the dramatic shifts in speed and direction that Spot needed to learn.


  That was where Katie came in.


  And all things considered, Timmy thought their first attempt had gone rather well.


  “Come on, twerp!” Avraniel bellowed. “Go faster!”


  The girl scowled and continued to flap her wings. The elf’s constant thrashing around had knocked her glasses askew. “Can you hold on a bit less tightly? You’re choking me.”


  Avraniel rolled her eyes. “If you have enough air to complain, then I am clearly not choking you. Fly faster!”


  Katie had carried Avraniel through the air while Spot did his best to keep up. In a happy coincidence, Katie’s wings looked and worked a lot like a dragon’s. Then again, it most likely wasn’t a coincidence at all. It was entirely possible that his overly intelligent apprentice had deliberately modelled her wings on those of a dragon since dragons were the unquestioned masters of the sky. And with Avraniel waving and yelling encouragement, Spot had ample incentive to tag along.


  But Katie had never been at her best when flying with someone else. Oh, she could do it, and she’d gotten a lot better at it too, but she was still much better when she flew on her own. And that was when the next phase of Avraniel’s brilliant plan had kicked in, which was also when Timmy should have said or done something.


  What was Avraniel’s brilliant plan? It was something his master would have endorsed, which meant that it was the complete opposite of anything even remotely resembling common sense. The elf had gleefully upended a container of steak sauce over Katie’s head before throwing her out of a window and telling Spot to go after her. In retrospect, Timmy should probably have used his shovel to bash the elf and the dragon over their heads then and there. Well, maybe not Spot. It wasn’t the dragon’s fault that Avraniel’s ideas tended to be on the crazy side. Alas, Katie had chosen to do the worst possible thing when confronted by a recently hatched apex predator that was in the mood for some breakfast. Instead of flying back in through the window, she had chosen to fly away as fast as she could, which had caught Spot’s attention right away. Nothing got a predator in the mood for a hunt more than moving prey.


  And that was how they had gotten to where they were now.


  Katie streaked through the air as she ducked, dove, and banked around the castle’s many towers and raced along its walls and parapets. She had grown up in the castle, and she knew it better than anyone except for Timmy or Sam. She’d also gotten far more skilled in the air. But Spot was a dragon. He wasn’t anywhere near as fast as he would be one day, and his manoeuvrability could use some work, but he was still a dragon, and dragons were born to fly. As one particularly steep dive brought him even closer to Katie, the girl glanced back and shrieked.


  “Katie!” Timmy shouted. “Watch out. He’s gaining on you, and he looks hungry!”


  “I know, master!” Katie wailed. “Believe me, I know!”


  Timmy rounded on Avraniel. The elf was watching the debacle unfold with an expression of mild interest and amusement. “You do realise that if your dragon eats my apprentice, I am not going to be happy. And I don’t mean that I’ll be a little bit annoyed. I mean that I will be very, very unhappy.” He paused and let some steel enter his voice. “You do not want me to get that unhappy.”


  “Spot isn’t going to eat her,” Avraniel replied, and to his surprise, he was able to detect what sounded like real concern in her voice. “I’ve made it very clear that he can’t eat any of you. At worst, he’ll chew on her hair a bit. She’ll be fine.”


  “She’d better be.”


  Timmy’s gaze shifted to Katie as she swerved back toward them. Good. She’d finally worked out that the only way to get Spot off her back was to get back to the tower and land. She was almost there when the dragon tackled her in mid-air. Katie’s spectral wings crumpled, and she immediately wrapped shadows around herself to cushion her fall as she tumbled through the window and into the tower. Timmy put one hand on his shovel and stepped forward, ready to intervene if Spot got overenthusiastic.


  But instead of screaming, all he heard were giggles as Spot clambered up Katie’s body and licked the steak sauce off her hair and face. The dragon eagerly sniffed around for more before huffing in frustration and sitting on her stomach as he pawed through the pockets of her robes for more food. All he came up with was a pot of ink that he promptly spilled all over himself. He recoiled with a yelp and gingerly poked the spilt ink with one claw before deciding that it would be fun to smear it all over his scales.


  “Get off me!” Katie shouted, but she wasn’t frightened so much as ticklish. Despite having grown half a foot over the past fortnight, Spot was still not particularly heavy. “Oh, fine. Stay there, but stop poking me with your tail.”


  The space beside Katie rippled, and Old Man and Rembrandt appeared. The rat took note of Katie’s good humour and lowered his sword, but not before firing several angry squeaks at Avraniel. Not content with chastising the elf, Rembrandt leapt onto Spot’s snout and stared the dragon down, punctuating his remarks with some angry arm waving. The hatchling’s response was to snicker and tilt his head to one side. His tongue flicked out to try to reach Rembrandt, but the rodent was quick enough to avoid it. He ended up on top of Spot’s head, and he gave the dragon a stout poke with one paw.


  “Hey, leave Spot alone, you one-eyed bastard!”


  Timmy was tempted to make a snappy remark about the absurdity of a pyromaniac elf scolding a ninja rat for bullying a baby dragon but thought better of it. There wasn’t nearly enough room in the tower to dodge if Avraniel started throwing fire everywhere.


  “Okay, that’s enough,” Timmy said. “Since we’re all here – except Gerald – we might as well discuss a few things. It’s been two weeks since Spot hatched. The Council wants to see him.”


  “If they think that I’m bringing Spot to the capital, to that den of losers, idiots, bastards, and jerks…”


  “No, they’re happy to see him via scrying sphere, which might be for the best. As funny as it would be to see Spot eat James, that would definitely make earning a pardon more difficult. Anyway, we can use Gerald’s scrying sphere in the dining room, and I’d prefer it if you could get Spot to appear as harmless and friendly as possible. The less some of the more… belligerent members of the Council get ideas, the better.”


  Avraniel’s eyes narrowed into twin slits of molten gold before she nodded. Hopefully, she realised that some of the councillor’s might be interested in turning Spot into their personal weapon. On the upside, he was confident Vicky would do her best to stop that, and according to Gerald, they were, for the most part, under Vicky’s authority. The cleric had even gone so far as to say that she would do her best to ensure that the viewing was for her eyes alone, but Timmy knew that even she would struggle to get that much leeway from the rest of the Council.


  When they reached the dining room, Gerald was already there, and he had his scrying sphere at the ready.


  “Ah, there you are.” Gerald flinched ever so slightly when Spot brushed against his leg, but it was a far cry from the screaming he’d done the first time Spot had climbed into his lap. The bureaucrat had been assured that the dragon had no intention of eating him, but he always made sure to keep a few of the sweet cakes that Spot liked on hand or stored away with his magic. It was better to be safe than sorry, and bribing the hatchling with food seemed like a good way to earn his favour. “Councillor Winters was mostly successful. She will be the one viewing Spot, but she will also be working with one other councillor – Councillor Arthurs.”


  “You mean James?” Timmy folded his hands together on the dining table. That jerk might try to make trouble for him, but James was mostly sensible when it came to important things, and a dragon most certainly qualified as important. He hoped that the other man would have the good sense to realise that the only person capable of getting along with and controlling a dragon was someone who couldn’t be burned, even by dragon fire, namely, Avraniel. “All right, Gerald. Activate the scrying sphere. Let’s get this over with.”


  Gerald put the scrying sphere down in the middle of the table. It flashed several times, and an image appeared in the air above it. It was Vicky in what must have been her office. Sitting beside her in a chair was James.


  “Can you see us?” Vicky asked. “And how about sound? Can you hear us?”


  Instead of the ornate robes that she often wore as the highest-ranking cleric in the country, she had opted to wear the more practical clothing of a paladin. Timmy’s lips twitched. He wasn’t surprised. Vicky had never shied away from a fight if she thought it needed to be fought, and she’d made her marks on both the theological side of the Order of the Blessed Dawn and the military side. In terms of pure combat ability, there wasn’t a single person in the Order of the Blessed Dawn who could match her, and he wasn’t sure if there was anyone on the Council who could beat her in a straight up fight either.


  Yes, despite her warm nature, Vicky was an absolute terror on the battlefield. Even James, the arrogant jerk, had admitted that Vicky could – to put it bluntly – kick his ass if she was so inclined.


  “We can see and hear you,” Timmy replied before he turned his attention to James. “How nice to see you, James. You’re looking well.”


  “Is that sarcasm?” James rolled his eyes, and Timmy wished, not for the first time, that this wasn’t simply a scrying spell, so he could whack him with his shovel. “I suppose I have no choice but to pretend to get along with you for a few minutes. So, yes, it is nice to see you. Can I expect anything else in the mail soon?”


  “Are you still angry about the hydra in a box I sent you?”


  Vicky raised one eyebrow. “You sent him a hydra in a box? How did you manage that? I wasn’t aware that the Everton Postal Service carried items of that size without special permits and regulations.”


  “I would like to know the answer as well,” James added. “Despite the idiocy of thinking that you could harm me with a mere hydra, I must admit that it was somewhat ingenious.” He paused. “Plus, there are some people who I think would benefit from receiving a hydra in a box.” It was a well-known fact that not all of the Council’s members got along. Outright conflict was strongly frowned upon, but petty pranks and mischief were a common occurrence.


  “It’s a trade secret – necromancer stuff.” Timmy shared a smirk with Katie. She’d helped him prepare the hydra in a box. It used a number of tricks he’d picked up from corpse dealers like Mike, along with some more exotic magic. His apprentice might have to use it one day since necromancers didn’t meet face to face very often. If she had enemies, the good, old hydra-in-a-box trick might save her the trouble of having to deal with them personally. And, quite frankly, anyone who couldn’t handle a hydra in a box wasn’t a suitably menacing nemesis for his apprentice. “I’m going to assume that you want to meet Spot now.”


  “Spot?” James covered his face with one hand. “You named the spawn of Black Scales – one of the terrors of our age, a dragon that has eaten countless dignitaries – you named a dragon like that Spot?”


  Avraniel growled. “Have you got a problem, you coin-throwing dick?” She stuck her chin out. “Because if you do, then you know where I live. You’re welcome to come over, and we can settle this the old-fashioned way – with me kicking your ass into next year. And what kind of name is James? It’s a crap name.”


  “Oh, please.” James sneered. “You might know how to sling fire everywhere, but you haven’t got a chance of beating me in a real fight. And, yes, I do have a problem with you naming a dragon like that Spot. Couldn’t you have come up with something more appropriate?”


  Vicky cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should actually see the dragon in question before we make any judgements.” She frowned in mild reproach. “And could you two please stop glaring at each other. We’re communicating through scrying spheres. No amount of glaring is actually going to do anything. Besides, if you’re going to murder each other, I would prefer that you wait until after Everton’s safety has been assured.” She softened her tone. “Avraniel, could you please show us Spot?”


  “Yeah, yeah, Sparky,” Avraniel muttered. “Come here, Spot.”


  Spot moved toward her, and the elf lifted him up onto the dining table. He was two and a half feet long, and his black scales glittered in the light cast by the scrying sphere. Timmy was again struck by how oddly proportioned he was although it had gotten a little bit better since he’d hatched. His teeth and claws seemed far too large, which may have been why Spot sometimes seemed so clumsy on the ground. According to the book, that would change with time. Spot would grow into his teeth and claws.


  The dragon bristled at the two unfamiliar faces he saw, and the leading edges of his wings glinted as the sharp, blade-like edges came to the fore. Black flame sputtered in his jaws until Avraniel ran one hand down his back to soothe him. Not liking the sudden silence that filled the room, Spot climbed back into Avraniel’s arms and trilled his appreciation when she tightened her hold on him.


  Vicky leaned forward. Her face broke out into a broad smile. “He is… absolutely adorable! I just want to hug him right now!”


  “What?” James blurted, utterly aghast. “Adorable? Are we looking at the same creature? That thing is a killing machine! Look at its teeth and claws! It’s two and a half feet long, which means it’s grown half a foot in two weeks. Think of how much bigger it will be in a few years!”


  “Nonsense.” Vicky waved one hand dismissively. “And it’s a ‘he’, James, not an ‘it’. And he is cute.” She waved at Spot. “Oh, who’s a good boy? You are! Aren’t you, Spot? Yes, you are!”


  It was the tone of voice that did it. Spot perked up and wriggled out of Avraniel’s arms. He hopped back onto the table and basked in Vicky’s praise, stretching his wings and preening. Avraniel smirked.


  “Maybe you’re not so bad, Sparky. I named him Spot because of the spot.” The elf pointed to the white spot on his snout. “Get it?”


  “Ah.” Vicky nodded seriously, seemingly deep in thought. “Of course. It makes perfect sense.”


  James’s mouth opened and closed a few times, and he turned to stare at Vicky as if she’d gone completely insane. As hard as it was to admit it, Timmy shared his feelings. It was obvious that Spot was basically death with wings. He’d seen those claws tear through a cow like it was made of paper, and he knew that Gerald had included that fact in his reports – reports that Vicky must have read.


  Katie nudged him with her elbow. “Master, does Councillor Winters like cute things?”


  Timmy considered the question. His apprentice might be onto something. Vicky definitely liked cute things, but her definition of cute could be utterly bizarre at times. She’d kept a hamster in her room at the academy even though pets were banned, and he had reason to believe that she’d successfully smuggled a pet rabbit into her quarters while training to serve the Order of the Blessed Dawn. Then there was the time they’d been on a training camp while at the academy. She’d returned from a jaunt through the woods claiming to have captured the most adorable creature. Timmy had been curious to see what it was since even then he’d noticed that she had a few quirks.


  The ‘most adorable creature’ turned out to be some kind of gigantic lizard thing that spewed poison and shot spikes out of its back. Vicky had pummelled it into submission with characteristic ease before suggesting – politely – that instead of being killed, the creature could be placed in a zoo that the capital maintained for exotic animals. The academy had granted her request – none of their instructors had been in the mood to disagree after watching her manhandle such a menacing beast – and Vicky still visited the creature whenever her schedule allowed. She’d called it Spike because of the spikes it shot out of its back.


  Timmy froze.


  Wait.


  Wait.


  No.


  Avraniel had chosen Spot’s name because of the spot on his snout. Vicky had chosen Spike’s name because of the spikes he shot out of his back. It was entirely possible that she and Avraniel actually had something in common. Timmy shuddered. If Vicky ever developed Avraniel’s taste for unnecessary property damage, then the world was doomed.


  “Katie,” Timmy said at last, still shuddering at the thought of Vicky and Avraniel teaming up to bring about the apocalypse. “When you’re one of the most powerful people in the world, almost anything can be cute to you, even if a normal person would be absolutely terrified.”


  “Oh.” Katie shrugged. “I guess it makes sense. I think zombie are cute, but most people find them scary.”


  Vicky cooed over Spot one last time and then stopped as James coughed with greater and greater force to try to regain her attention. “James, if you cough any harder, you’ll cough up a lung. And while I can fix that, I’d rather not have to bother.”


  “We should be so lucky,” Timmy mumbled.


  Katie giggled. “Master, that’s not very nice.”


  He scowled. He was under the impression that his apprentice shared his dislike for James. “What makes you say that?”


  “I thought that you wanted to be the one to get him.”


  “Good point.” Timmy patted his apprentice’s head and caught the fork she threw at him with her shadows. Ah, what a vengeful girl he’d raised. She was turning out to be quite the necromancer, and he looked forward to the day that he’d actually have to put real effort into defending himself when she plotted against him. Now, if only he could get her to like pink a little less. “Do either of you have any questions about Spot?”


  “Of course, we have questions.” James scowled. The documents on the table nearby stirred, a sign of his agitation since his control over his magic was usually excellent, and Vicky nudged him with her elbow. “Let me get straight to the point. Every previous attempt that I know of to raise dragons in captivity has failed. Why does Spot listen to you?”


  “It’s more accurate to say that he listens to her.” Timmy nodded at Avraniel.


  “And he listens to me because I’m awesome,” the elf said.


  James was not impressed. “I doubt that your awesomeness – or lack thereof – has anything whatsoever to do with the dragon listening to you.”


  “I dare you to come here and say that to my face, you poncy, stuck-up bastard!”


  “Maybe I will –”


  Katie made a giant hand out of her shadows and waved it around. Ah, her magic could be wonderfully handy. “I think I know why Spot listens to her.”


  “Do you?” James’s brows furrowed, and he leaned forward to get a better look at Katie. “And how old are you again, girl? Five?”


  “James, you’re an idiot, and it’s obvious that you’re not good with children.” Timmy had to hold Katie back. She was not happy about what James had said. “She’s ten years old, James. Ten. I know she’s short.” He ducked under a scythe made of pure darkness. “And she’s grumpy a lot, but she’s not that short and grumpy.” He pushed Katie back into her seat. “How about you continue, Katie?” Timmy had reread the entire book about dragons, and it had offered some interesting theories about how dragons identified their parents. Katie had read the book too, and he had no doubt that she’d noticed the same theory he had. His apprentice was not only powerful but also highly intelligent. Hah! Take that James! Timmy would bet his own weight in gold that Katie would turn out stronger than anyone James trained.


  “Dragon researchers have noted that hatchlings typically burn everything in their immediate vicinity upon hatching. Some researchers believe that they do this in order to identify their parents. According to this theory, if there is a creature nearby that their flames don’t hurt, then they will identify that creature as one of their parents.” Katie gestured at Spot who was eyeing some of the fruits on the table hungrily. Avraniel tossed a banana at the dragon, and he devoured it with the same zeal that he devoured everything else. “When Spot hatched, he breathed fire everywhere. The only person who didn’t retreat was Avraniel.”


  “That does match with what I know of previous attempts,” James murmured. “When the Council tried to create a unit of dragon riders two centuries ago, seventy per cent of the handlers were immolated shortly after the dragons hatched. The ones who weren’t immolated were wearing protective equipment, but the hatchlings attacked them anyway. Only a handful of them managed to avoid getting eaten.”


  “It’s about how they responded to the fire,” Katie replied. “Dragons are creatures of fire. People are not. Even fire mages don’t respond well to dragon fire, and the hatchlings can sense their fear since dragons are supposed to have an ability similar to telepathy. But a dragon – a real dragon – wouldn’t be afraid of dragon fire, not when it’s only coming from a hatchling. Avraniel isn’t afraid of dragon fire. She was even able to control some of Black Scales’s fire.”


  “Fascinating.” Vicky cupped her chin in one hand. “So you think that Spot identified Avraniel as his mother not only because she was unharmed by his fire but also because she responded to it in the way a real dragon would have?”


  “It makes sense.”


  “Yes, it does.” James’s lips curled in distaste. “But it also means that we won’t be able to do this again without giving Avraniel another dragon egg.” It went unspoken that giving the elf another dragon egg was not a good idea. “Regardless of what I think of you, elf, you are the most powerful fire mage that I’ve ever met, and you don’t act like a mage or an elf. You act more like a dragon in the body of an elf. If anyone else had tried what you did…”


  “Spot would either have burned them alive or tried to eat them.” Katie grimaced. “You need someone with fire magic as powerful as Avraniel’s who also has a similar attitude.”


  “Avraniel is one of a kind,” Timmy said. “Which is a bad thing because we won’t be able to train more dragons, and a good thing because we don’t have to worry about being set on fire or eaten because as far as I know, there is no one in Everton with fire magic stronger than her. And I doubt that there’s anyone else in the world who can laugh at dragon fire the way she does.”


  Avraniel snorted inelegantly and tossed another banana to Spot. “I told you, it’s because I’m awesome.”


  “Yes, at causing property damage and generating paperwork,” James muttered. “The Council has files about prominent criminals sorted by threat level and alphabetical order. You’re not with the other criminals. Your file has its own room.” Avraniel smirked. She bet Timmy’s file didn’t have its own room. “Tell us, what else have you managed to accomplish with the dragon? It’s clear that you’ve spent some time training him since he isn’t trying to eat everybody.”


  Timmy was forced to take over from Avraniel since most of her descriptions of Spot’s training were filled with a mixture of incredible profanity and saccharine cooing over how loveable and adorable Spot was. Needless to say, James was both deeply intrigued and utterly terrified by what they’d managed to achieve so far. This was Everton’s first real chance to study a growing dragon, and although James trusted Timmy’s survival instincts enough to know that he would do his best to avoid making a mess of it, the thought of Avraniel being in charge of educating a creature that would one day measure hundreds of feet long and breathe fire hot enough to melt solid rock in seconds was the stuff of nightmares.


  Throughout the discussion, Gerald was hard at working writing everything down. If something went horribly wrong, the Council should at least be able to pinpoint the exact moment Spot brought about the apocalypse. Black Scales had been a legendary dragon – one that had struck terror into all who had been unfortunate to lay eyes upon him – and Spot had the potential to be even more dangerous due to his unique heritage.


  “Has he shown any other characteristics of being an astral dragon?” Vicky asked. She was still lavishing attention on Spot, and Timmy was certain she would have tried to pry the dragon out of Avraniel’s arms if she’d actually been in the room. “I have encountered a few in the astral world, but they were already fully grown and far from sociable.” She cracked her knuckles. “One of them did try to eat me. I broke its jaw.”


  “Other than the healing fire? No.” Timmy got a banana and began to unpeel it, but Spot gave him the most pitiful look imaginable. How could a dragon, of all things, be so good at pouting? Well aware of the fact that the dragon was manipulating him, Timmy sighed and tossed the banana to Spot. Let the dragon have that one. He was a growing dragon, after all. “I did suggest whacking him with a shovel to see if he’d turn intangible, but Avraniel vetoed that suggestion.”


  “I threatened to kill him,” Avraniel added helpfully. “You know, with lots of fire and an arrow to the eye.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Vicky nodded to herself. “I, for one, am satisfied that this is being handled as well as possible. We simply don’t know enough about raising dragons successfully to do anything except let you try. You’ve already done better than everyone else, so I believe that the most prudent course of action is to leave this in your hands.” She glanced at Gerald and favoured the bureaucrat with a warm smile. “Gerald, please continue to write everything down. Your reports, although unbelievably long and detailed, have been very useful. Good work.”


  Gerald snapped to attention. He’d been taking copious notes throughout the entire discussion. Timmy was sure Gerald hadn’t missed a single word they’d spoken. “Thank you, Councillor Winters! I will continue to do my best.”


  “See that you do, Gerald,” James said. “And, as much as it pains me to say this, I think my fellow councillor is right. I’d rather not have the world’s most psychotic elf in charge of a baby dragon, but beggars can’t be choosers. Timmy, I know you enjoy living, so I’m going to assume that you’ll do your best to keep this under control.”


  “I will.” Timmy poured himself a glass of juice. “Now, have you got any other missions for us? I’d like to earn my pardon sooner rather than later, and Spot could use some more experience in the field. He helped Avraniel capture the Bloody Wyvern Bandits, but they weren’t exactly challenging for him to deal with. All they had was a hydra, and Spot ate it.”


  Vicky reached for a piece of paper on her desk. She skimmed through it quickly. “There is something coming up. It might be right up your alley, but for the moment, we don’t have anything that requires your particular skills. James?”


  “I can’t think of anything at the moment.” James pulled a roll of parchment out of his pocket. “Although there is an infestation of ogres taking place on the other side of the south-western border. We already have soldiers at the border, but you know how it is. We can’t technically cross the border without certain consequences, but the clan there has long been friendly toward us. They could use some help, and it might give… Spot a chance to practice working as part of a team. If it works out, it might make him less inclined to eat the lot of us when he gets bigger.”


  “Ogres, huh?” Timmy did a quick check of his mental inventory of the castle’s supplies. Unless he was mistaken, they were running worryingly low on ogre corpses. “Do you need them dead or alive?”


  “Dead would be better,” James replied. His voice hardened. “According to our… friends, they’ve already eaten a few villagers. It would be best for you to solve the problem permanently since we don’t know when the situation along the border will cool down enough for us to deploy our troops officially.”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it.” Timmy grinned. “In fact, we’ll get right on it.” He glanced at Spot. “Have you ever eaten an ogre before?”


  The dragon perked up at the mention of food. No. Tasty?


  “I don’t know. People don’t eat ogres. It’s usually the other way around, but I think you’ll get a chance pretty soon.”


  



Chapter Four


  “What can you tell me about ogres, Katie?” Timmy smiled across the campfire at his apprentice.


  They’d left the castle a few days ago to go deal with the ogres. Of course, Katie being Katie, she’d spent the days before their departure learning everything there was to know about ogres from the castle’s massive library. One of the keys to being a good necromancer was developing a thorough understanding of the physiologies of various species, so they could be reanimated as efficiently as possible. It was also extremely useful when it came to creating composite zombies, which were made by combining parts from different species. Timmy’s zombie hydra-dragon-bear had been one example, and Katie’s zombie pig-lion had been another, albeit less troublesome, example.


  Indeed, Timmy’s first attempt to stitch together a zombie dragon-bull had gone hilariously wrong. He’d gotten the veins and arteries mixed up about halfway through the process, and things had gone downhill from there. It had taken him days to get the smell of dead dragon and dead bull out of his hair, and his master had put him through several hideously tortuous training sessions involving lions and honey badgers before letting him off the hook. He’d made a point of studying more thoroughly since then. There was also nothing worse than handing over a hefty sum of gold for a rare and promising specimen only to break it because he didn’t understand its physiology properly. Studying could be onerous, but it was also much more cost effective in the long run.


  “Ogres are a humanoid species that was once widespread across most continents. Prior to Everton’s foundation, they were often at war with the elves. Aid against the ogres was one of several conditions that the elves imposed before joining Everton during its war of independence.”


  “Not bad,” Timmy replied. “But we’re not going to be giving the ogres a history lesson. I mean we could, but it wouldn’t help. They’d probably try to bash our heads in, so they could eat us. Now, tell me how to deal with an ogre.”


  “Ogres are renowned for their immense physical strength and their dire lack of intelligence.” Katie bit her lip. “The average ogre can uproot a tree and use it as a club but will struggle to tell the difference between left and right. Indeed, ogres rarely fashion weapons more complex than spears or clubs. A particularly bright ogre might – maybe – make a functional bow, but such ogres are considered very rare.”


  To say that ogres were stupid would have been insulting to people who were stupid. They went beyond stupid into transcendentally idiotic. If they had been even marginally more intelligent, they would have posed a grave threat to the lands held by men, elves, dwarves, and other, more intelligent, races. As it was, ogres were more like pests to any nation with skilled mages and a decent army. They were dangerous, sure, but they were more like wild dogs. The occasional campaign to drive them off was usually enough to keep them under control, which was why Everton itself didn’t have much of an ogre problem. The elves had made it a priority to wipe out every ogre they could get their hands on. The tree huggers, as Avraniel called them, liked to talk about peace, but they could be incredibly vengeful when they put their minds to it. It made sense. They lived a long time, so they stewed over their grudges for centuries.


  “Ogres typically enjoy eating the flesh of other humanoid creatures, and cannibalism between rival groups of ogres is not uncommon. This desire for food generally serves as their motivation to attack small settlements like isolated villages and outlying towns.” Katie shuddered. Necromancy was one thing, but eating other people was just weird. “Ogres are usually around eight or nine feet tall, and most of them possess immense strength despite appearing flabby or even obese. The number of heads an ogre has is related to both age and intelligence. The older an ogre is, the more heads it is likely to have, and the more heads an ogre has, the more intelligent it is likely to be.” She paused and poked her stick with marshmallows on it back into the fire. She’d decided to bring the marshmallows after realising how much time they spent camping when they went on missions. Their missions were serious business, but there was no reason that she couldn’t enjoy some candy from time to time. “Ogres are also capable of magic although they seldom use it in anything but an instinctive manner.”


  Avraniel swiped one of Katie’s marshmallows and ducked under a shadowy claw. “You sound like a book, twerp.” She reached over to the rabbit she’d caught earlier and flicked a piece of it into the air. Spot leapt up and snapped the piece out of mid-air before rumbling happily. He’d already eaten a cow, so the rabbit was more like dessert. “Have you ever fought an ogre before?”


  Katie shook her head.


  “Wait – then where do you get ogre corpses from?”


  Timmy waited until Katie’s attention was directed elsewhere before he helped himself to another one of her marshmallows. The girl made a frustrated sound and tried to whack him over the head with her shadows. He chuckled. She should think of this as situational awareness training. “You’d be surprised by how easy it is to order an ogre corpse from huntsmen or soldiers. It’s not like people eat ogres, and a relatively intact corpse can fetch a decent price.” He tried to grab another marshmallow, but Katie was ready for him this time. “I sometimes go out and get a few myself, you know, by killing them. It’s a side job. Villagers can be surprisingly nice once they realise you’re not there to kill all of them and turn them into zombies, you’re there to kill the ogres that have been eating them and their children.”


  “How practical.” Old Man politely asked Katie for a marshmallow, and the girl, glaring daggers at everyone else, thanked him for his politeness and gave him two. They might think they were clever stealing her marshmallows, but the joke was on them. She’d asked Gerald to store four more packs of marshmallows, and he was under strict instructions to only hand them over to her or Rembrandt. “In my homeland, ogres were a constant threat. My very first battle was against them when I was a boy.”


  “When you were a boy?” Avraniel put on an expression of exaggerated surprise. “That must have been ages ago.”


  Old Man grinned good-naturedly. “Not as long ago as when you were a girl, my elf friend.”


  Avraniel cackled. “Not bad, Old Man, not bad.” She ruffled Katie’s hair, earning herself another vicious glare. “Listen up, twerp. I’m going to offer you a few tips since your master over there would be utterly insufferable if you got killed or eaten on this mission.”


  “I’m so glad you care,” Katie drawled. “But any advice would be appreciated. Like I said, I haven’t fought an ogre before. Well, I’ve fought zombie ogres before when they’ve rebelled, but that’s different.”


  “But you have killed something before, right?” Avraniel looked at Timmy. “Please tell me that the twerp has killed something before because if she starts freaking out and puking everywhere in the middle of a fight –”


  Timmy rolled his eyes. “Did you not notice her cutting through all those mutated people we had to fight when we were up against Lord Taylor? She’s a necromancer. Of course, she’s killed something before. I’m not saying that she goes around murdering things left, right, and centre, but she’s not going to freak out about killing a few ogres although she might get a bit squeamish if they start eating people in front of her. We’re necromancers, not cannibals.” He wisely chose to not mention the few necromancers who were also cannibals. He had encouraged Katie to stay as far away from them as possible whenever they attended a convention for necromancers.


  “Killing things is a standard part of necromancer training,” Katie replied. “I think the first thing my master asked me to kill was a bunny. It was very fluffy.” She winced. “I felt kind of bad about it, but if you can’t kill something, then you shouldn’t be in the business of making zombies.”


  Timmy smiled reassuringly. “Just be glad that you weren’t trained by my master. The first thing I ever killed was a starving, rabid dog that he decided to let into my room when I was asleep.”


  Old Man stopped eating his stew. “Your master… was not a good man.”


  “Nope, he definitely wasn’t.”


  Timmy met Old Man’s gaze for a moment. Teaching Katie to kill things had not been the most pleasant part of her training, but it had been necessary. Necromancers were masters of death, at least in theory. They could bring things back as zombies and bend those zombies to their will. That kind of power could turn good men bad and drive bad men completely evil and insane. Timmy had seen it happen to more than one necromancer. They stopped seeing living things as living things and saw them only as spare zombie parts. Timmy’s master had been like that, especially toward the end, and he’d done all sorts of horrible things because of it.


  He didn’t want that for Katie. Having her kill things herself, even if it made her feel a bit bad, was important. It gave her a sense of perspective. The fact that she didn’t enjoy killing things unless those things were trying to kill her was, in his opinion, yet another sign he had a good apprentice on his hands. She wasn’t the kind of person who would go crazy and start murdering hapless villagers to get more corpses for zombies. Conversely, he was confident she wouldn’t hesitate to defend herself if someone attacked her. Necromancy could be a dangerous business, and he needed to know that she could take care of herself. Timmy didn’t revel in killing things, but he could do what had to be done. Besides, ogres weren’t the same as people. If he had to kill some of them to keep them from eating a bunch of villagers, he’d do it in a heartbeat. The fact that he got to keep the corpses afterward was simply another incentive to get the job done quickly and with a minimum of fuss.


  Avraniel held Spot off with one hand as the dragon nudged her with his head. “Enough. You’ve already eaten a cow today and part of the rabbit, not to mention some metal and rock.” She laughed when he pouted miserably. A dragon should not have been able to pout. It should have been more of a menacing snarl. “At least wait a few minutes. Anyway, twerp, the important thing to know about ogres is that they’re tough, which you should already know since you’ve made zombie ogres. Your average ogre is dumber than a box of dumb rocks, but they’re also pretty much insensitive to pain. You can cut off an arm or a leg, and all you’ll do is make them mad. Hell, sometimes they don’t even notice. You can bet that if they get close enough, they’ll try to rip you in half. I’ve seen ogres quit fighting in the middle of battle, so they could eat people.”


  “Really?” Gerald stuttered. He hadn’t been too enthusiastic about coming on this mission. He had a few… unpleasant experiences involving ogres and people getting eaten, but his orders from the councillors were clear. They wanted him to report on everything – absolutely everything – that involved Spot, which meant he had to face his fears and confront some ogres. On the upside, the others would be there, and Katie had asked some of the rats to stay close to him in case he somehow got separated and needed help. Ogres were scary, but he was confident the rats could handle them. One of those rats was sitting beside him with a small bowl of stew while another two were seeing to their equipment. “Is that true?”


  “Definitely.” Avraniel gave Gerald a toothy grin. Spot copied her, and his teeth looked wickedly sharp indeed with bits of cow and rabbit still on a few of them. “I’ve seen it happen. It’s damn messy. Ogres are tough, so your best bet is to either sever their heads or pierce their hearts.”


  “That’s right,” Katie murmured. “They have two hearts.”


  “Yep, and piercing only one of them might not be enough to kill them. Those dumb bastards can regenerate although not as fast as trolls – those jerks are something else. As for their heads, if you’re going to cut them off, try to get all of them at once. Only one of the heads is in charge at any time, but another one will take over if you cut off the main head. If an ogre has, say, three heads, cutting off two isn’t good enough. You need to get them all.”


  “You know a lot about fighting ogres,” Old Man said. “Have you encountered a lot of them in the past.” He was enjoying a cup of tea with his stew, but it was a different blend than usual.


  Avraniel sneered. “There might not be many of those losers left in Everton, but they were always finding ways to sneak across the border and into my forest.”


  Timmy felt morally obligated to point out the extremely obvious. “Technically, the forest belongs to the elves, not to you.”


  “Yeah, well, if they wanted it, then they should have done a better job of dealing with all the crap that kept wandering into it instead of sending patrols after me. Those ogre losers were always showing up. I used to wake up sometimes and find them wandering around in my forest. I didn’t care about the mess they made tromping around – the forest never liked me anyway – but I couldn’t let them go around eating people since I knew those elf bastards would have blamed everything on me even though I’m not a cannibal.” Avraniel made a disgusted sound. “Seriously, just because I like setting stuff on fire doesn’t mean that I like eating people. I bet elves and humans don’t even taste good, and the forest is full of nice things to eat. Cannibalism? Don’t make me laugh. Give me a nice rabbit or boar any day. And don’t even get me started on the nest of giant spiders I came across one winter. I had to burn the lot of them – and there must have been hundreds of the creepy bastards – and all I got for my trouble was another warrant for my arrest because I burned a few acres of forest too.”


  Old Man lowered his voice and glanced at Katie. “I wonder if she realises how much good she’s done by accident.”


  Katie snickered. “Don’t tell her. It’ll be funny when she realises.”


  “And sometimes, I used to find the ogres skulking around the edges of some of the more remote villages,” Avraniel continued as Spot curled up by the fire. In fact, half of him was actually in the fire. Then again, he was a dragon. It wasn’t like he was going to get burned. To him it was probably only pleasantly warm although Timmy noticed that the fire had begun to ebb and flow in time with Spot’s breathing. It must be some instinctive form of magic. “I’d get sick of the ogres trying to avoid me because of how often I kicked their asses, so I’d go looking for them and wipe them out.” She laughed. “Every now and then, I’d even find all of this food left out near the edge of the villages too. I don’t know what those villagers were thinking leaving food out, but, hey, it was their loss. Once I was sure they weren’t poisoning it, I ate it. No point in letting it go to waste, right?”


  Timmy fought the urge to slap his forehead. Avraniel truly was oblivious to all of the good she accidentally did in between her bouts of property-destroying mayhem. Based on the shock on Gerald’s face, the bureaucrat hadn’t known about any of this. “Look into it,” Timmy whispered. “See if she’s done anything else good.” If the elf actually had done more good than he thought, it would make it easier for her – and by extension him and Katie – to get a pardon. The villagers had probably thought that a powerful forest spirit was wiping out the ogres and had left the food out as an offering. It wasn’t too far-fetched a belief since such spirits did exist in the ancient forests of the elves.


  “Cutting off their heads or piercing their hearts is the cleanest way to kill an ogre, but I actually prefer to either cut them in half or go for full body damage.” The elf flicked her wrist and a long jet of flame rippled up into the sky. Spot chortled happily and matched it with a blast of his own fire, earning himself a pat on the head and a scratch under his chin. “But I guess those aren’t much good if you’re going to turn them into zombies.”


  “Cutting them in half should be fine,” Timmy said to Katie. “We can always stitch them together again. However, piercing their hearts would be best. As for full body damage, your shadows should be able to pulverise them without much trouble unless they use magic to defend themselves, but you might want to avoid smashing them if they’re standing next to you.”


  “I know, master.” Katie shuddered. “I still remember what happened with the zombie shark-whale we made.”


  “A zombie shark-whale?” Old Man took another sip of his tea and offered to refill the little bowl Rembrandt was drinking from. “That sounds like an interesting story.” The rat accepted more tea and then took a quick look around to make sure that the rats that had been assigned to stand guard were not slacking off.


  “It is.” Timmy smiled faintly and helped himself to more stew. It had been a fun exercise even if it had ended in failure. “My master was interested in aquatic zombies, and so am I. One of my dreams is to have my own zombie kraken, but those don’t come along every day. Killing one is hard, but killing one without doing too much damage to is…”


  “Even harder,” Old Man said. “Even a young kraken is a deadly foe for a fleet of ships. An older one… well, there is a reason that countries pay so generously to have them dealt with.”


  “Wait!” Gerald blurted. “Are you talking about those giant octopus-like things that can be miles wide?”


  “Yep.” Timmy sighed wistfully. “Ah, if I had a zombie kraken… it would be so much fun. But, you know how it is. It’s always better to start with the small stuff. I’ve reanimated goldfish, tuna, and even sharks and whales. But the truest test of a necromancer’s skill is the ability to put together their own composite zombies.” Timmy grinned and punched the air. “Shark-whale!”


  Katie punched the air too. “Shark-whale!” Nearby, the rats exchanged a few looks before copying her.


  Avraniel scoffed. “Every now and then I start to think that you two aren’t complete idiots, and then you have to go and remind me that you are.”


  “As you’ve probably noticed,” Timmy said. “The castle doesn’t have its own lake – wait. That’s not true anymore. We now have a lake thanks to Avraniel and the demolition rats deciding to remodel the countryside.” The elf sneered and sketched a bow. The newly made lake was now bustling with fish and other animals, and it wasn’t unusual for the local villagers to show up to enjoy the new addition to the landscape. Timmy didn’t mind. He had experiments to run, and a proper lake would definitely come in handy. He’d also instructed the trans-dimensional horrors and zombies he’d added to the lake to avoid devouring the villagers although the occasional fright was still acceptable. He couldn’t have them thinking he’d gone soft. “Katie and I not only had to find a shark and a whale to stich together but also a place to run the experiment. We decided to go to the beach.”


  “The beach?” Gerald sagged. “I wish we could go to the beach.” He paused. “But not like on our mission with the sea serpent. I want to go to the beach without something trying to kill us.”


  “It’ll happened one day,” Timmy said. “And you must have a good retirement plan since you’ve been working for the Council for years, right? Once this is all over, you can get a nice cottage by the sea if you want.”


  Gerald brightened immediately. “Ah, yes. As a bureaucrat working under the direct authority of the Council, I do have a very admirable remuneration package. It comes with comprehensive health insurance – including complete dental and optical care – and a good pension. I’m hoping to retire somewhere nice.” He smiled. “I might even become a librarian.”


  “A librarian?” Timmy asked.


  “Yes, I enjoy reading, and becoming a librarian would allow me to be around as many books as I wished.” Gerald paused. “It would also give me the time to do some writing of my own. I’d like to become a regular contributor to several bureaucrat magazines. Being a librarian should also be quite peaceful. Nobody would try to kill me or eat me if I became a librarian.”


  “Idiot. You need to think big.” Avraniel cackled and stabbed at the air with her spoon. “I’m going to buy my own tropical island and live next to my own beach with a pile of money that’s bigger than the mansion I’ll be living in. I’ll have an army of minions at my beck and call, maybe even my own private army.” She patted Spot. “I’ll have Spot too, of course. I might even call the place Dragon Isle since there will be a dragon on it.”


  Spot must have approved because he trilled happily and licked Avraniel’s hand.


  Timmy chuckled. He could definitely picture Avraniel relaxing on a beach somewhere, and a tropical island would give her plenty of chances to rob any passing pirates. “What about you, Old Man?”


  “This is my retirement plan,” Old Man replied. “I’m hoping to live out the remainder of my days in interesting fashion before hopefully finding a warrior’s death at the hands of a worthy opponent.”


  “Okay…” Timmy couldn’t think of anything else to say. It was certainly an interesting way to view retirement. Personally, he was planning to die of old age in a comfortable cottage somewhere after achieving all of his many goals. “Anyway, back to the zombie shark-whale. Katie and I ran the experiment, but there was one problem. For reasons that we still don’t entirely understand, the zombie shark-whale went crazy. It beached itself trying to attack us. It lunged at Katie, and she, well, she dealt with it.” Timmy made an exploding motion with his hands. “It was right next to her, and it was messy. Very messy.”


  Katie made a gagging sound.


  “Imagine a giant fist made of shadows punching a zombie shark-whale with enough force to reduce it to a cloud of bloody pulp. Now, imagine Katie standing right next to it.” Timmy threw his head back and laughed. “It was so bad that she went flying from all the bits and pieces.”


  “It’s not funny!” Katie wailed as she shook her fist at him and tried to poke him with her shadows. Naturally, he was more than up to the task of dodging. “It took me ages to get the smell out of my hair, and some of it even got in my mouth. It was horrible! And how come none of it got on you?”


  “Because, my naïve, young apprentice, I always think ahead.” Timmy slung his shovel over his shoulder. “Always be ready to make a shield or a wall with your magic. You never know when blood and guts might start flying everywhere.”


  * * *


  “Why doesn’t Everton take care of the ogres itself?” Katie asked.


  They were very close to the border now. Rather than walk, which would have taken ages, they were all on horseback. As was usually the case when they went on a mission, Timmy and Katie had brought a cadre of zombie soldiers, along with a trio of zombie wyverns. It was common sense. There could be bandits although they hadn’t run into any yet, and there was always something odd happening near the border. He had even gotten Gerald to store a few of his more exotic and deadly zombies with his magic. The bureaucrat had been squeamish from the moment he’d laid eyes on them, but he’d also been immensely relieved at the thought they would be on his side. If push came to shove, Gerald could be surprisingly practical. An ogre was scary, but a zombie bear-salamander-cobra was scarier.


  “James, that jerk, mentioned it when we spoke to him and Vicky about Spot.” Timmy reached out to his zombie wyverns. They hadn’t spotted anything unusual so far. However, he’d been careful to take note of the troops who had gathered in the fortifications along the border. The Council must have been expecting trouble in the near future because there were far more troops there than normal. He’d have to ask Vicky about it. If they were going to start a war, he’d like to know in advance. “The village we’re supposed to help isn’t in Everton. It’s on the other side of the border.”


  Katie lifted Rembrandt up onto her shoulder. “So it belongs to one of the clans?”


  “Yes.” Timmy bit back a laugh as Rembrandt tossed a glare at Spot. Clearly, he was still less than happy with the dragon. However, Spot simply smiled back and wagged his short, stumpy tail. “Which is why we’re going in and not Everton’s army or mages. They can pretend we did it ourselves without worrying about escalating the situation.”


  The clan who they were going to help occupied a chaotic region along part of Everton’s southwest border that was commonly referred to as the clan zone. Once upon a time, the various clans who had occupied the clan zone – and there were dozens of them – had all been part of a large, powerful, and prosperous kingdom. Not long after Everton had become its own country by winning a war of independence against the Eternal Empire, that kingdom had collapsed after the assassination of its king and his entire family. Frankly, Timmy had always thought that the timing was far too convenient. He wouldn’t have put it past the Eternal Empire to try to destabilise the area around Everton after failing to beat them on the field of battle. It was exactly the sort of thing that an emperor who believed that it was his family’s sacred destiny to rule the entire world would do.


  The various clans had, after a pause of several hundred years, promptly revived all of their old grudges and had done their best to wipe each other out in as bloody a way as possible. Cue in centuries of bloodshed, horror, and general unpleasantness – quite a lot of which had been right on Everton’s doorstep. Things had gotten so bad over the past decade that Timmy had considered sourcing his corpses directly from the clan zone. A quick trial had shown that was not a good idea. The sheer amount of visceral hatred, rage, and malevolence that clung to the corpses with all the stubbornness of a barnacle to the side of a ship had made reanimating those corpses far more trouble than they were worth.


  Timmy had instead continued to acquire his corpses the usual way – from corpse dealers like Mike who paid people for the corpses of people who had died of fairly natural causes or from things like plague that could easily be scoured from corpses and didn’t bother necromancers. Sure, Mike probably got some of his corpses from the clan zone and other areas of conflict, but he carted those corpses around long enough to loosen the hold any restless souls might have on them.


  Different nations had tried to take over the clans in the years since the collapse of the old kingdom only to be brutally rebuffed as the clans ceased their bickering and banded together long enough to slaughter the invaders before promptly returning to their usual murderous squabbling. Everton had not appreciated the situation at all. Having a collection of belligerent clans on their doorstep that favoured mass murder as a solution to all of their problems was far from ideal. However, the thought of becoming yet another invasion statistic had stayed the Council’s hand thus far. Instead, the Council, in a moment of wisdom and sanity, had adopted a more sensible approach. Agreements had been brokered with the clans closest to Everton. In exchange for not letting their problems spill over the border, Everton would offer the occasional helping hand in both military and economic terms. Naturally, these agreements were both secret and informal. An open, formal alliance would only have forced the other clans to forge alliances of their own against the clans that Everton was friendly with, which in turn would only have escalated the situation even more.


  As a result, Everton’s help came in the form of supplies and other support, much of it provided in secret. Food was given when war, drought, or other problems made harvests poor, and military aid was smuggled in when battles went awry. In those situations, people like Timmy were called upon to intervene directly. A necromancer – or mercenary – coming to the aid of one of the clans would not draw a lot of attention since necromancers were generally viewed as working for whoever had the gold to pay them. The Council would certainly deny being the ones responsible for sending him if asked.


  However, the current gathering of troops along the border made Timmy wonder how much he didn’t know. He had heard, here and there, that the Eternal Empire – which wasn’t eternal so much as two thousand or so years old – was flexing its military muscles again. Did the Council suspect that the Eternal Empire had formed alliances with some of the clans? It wouldn’t be impossible, and Everton’s forces crossing the border was exactly the sort of flimsy excuse the Eternal Empire could use to kick off the next phase in its war against Everton. It was a war that had been going on in some form or another for centuries, and it was also a war that Everton wasn’t quite ready to fight yet. Then again, the odds of the Eternal Empire simply striking once it had amassed enough military power rather than waiting for an appropriate excuse to resume open hostilities were almost as good. They were jerks that way.


  “The village we’ll be helping belongs to the Taliesin clan,” Timmy said. “What can you tell me about them?”


  Katie’s brows furrowed. She wasn’t as familiar with the clans as she would have liked. Then again, she was only ten years old. She wasn’t anywhere near as well travelled as her master although that had begun to change now that they were doing work for the Council and he had begun to trust more in her abilities. It would be a while yet before he’d let her go off on a mission on her own, but he’d brought her along on all the missions they’d done so far.


  “They’re one of the mid-sized clans. They’d be larger, but they have a lot of enemies, so they’re constantly under attack. They specialise in scholarship, commerce, and the arts, so they rely on mercenaries and fortifications more than most clans.” She paused and searched for a polite way to phrase what she said next. “They are… less than great at open warfare.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy would have ruffled her hair, but she was far enough away that doing so would have involved falling off his horse. Never mind. He’d get her later when she least expected it. “The Taliesin clan are basically garbage at fighting out in the open. Give them a fortress to defend, and it’s a different story. They’re great at building fortifications, and they’re better at defending them than anyone else. It’s how they’ve survived this long. Unfortunately, the village we’ll be helping is one of the newer ones, so it hasn’t been fully fortified yet. I’m betting the ogres were either sent there or paid to go there to draw forces from one of the nearby cities out into the open where they can be attacked more easily.”


  “Well, they better pay us for saving them,” Avraniel muttered. Spot was flying over them, circling lazily and then diving whenever he saw anything interesting or tasty. Some things, like rabbits, happened to be both. “I mean they are supposed to be rich, aren’t they?”


  “I wonder if the village has a good library.” Gerald had brought along several books about the clan. “The library in their capital is said to be one of the finest in the world.” He stared off into the distance with a hopeful expression. “I would love to go there one day. They also make the most wonderful paper. It’s better than anything we have.”


  “Trust a bureaucrat to be interested in paper.” Avraniel clenched one fist. “Screw paper! I’m talking about jewels, gold, and money. You want paper? You can buy plenty of paper if you’ve got a pile of gold.”


  Old Man chuckled at the maniacal smile on Avraniel’s face. The elf was no doubt imagining all the things she could buy with even more gold. “I’m more interested in their plants. I know it’s only a village, but there is supposed to be a species of bonsai that can only be found in this area. I wonder if it’s because of the soil or the climate. If I’m lucky, perhaps I’ll be able to purchase one.”


  “I’m sure we’ll all get something out of this.” Timmy looked pointedly at Avraniel. “We’re here to get ogre corpses and to save the villagers and their village. I repeat: we are here to save the villagers and their village.”


  “I heard you the first time, idiot. And why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Do you remember what happened to the town with the giant golem?” Timmy asked.


  “Hey! Those golems did most of the damage. Any property damage I caused was absolutely necessary. Absolutely. Necessary.”


  “Actually…” Gerald began before a furious glare cut him off. “Never mind.”


  “I have yet to hear the full story about those golems.” Old Man checked to see that his bonsai tree was still where it should be. It was riding alongside him in a specially made cup attached to his saddle. “It sounds very interesting, and it goes to show how life need never be boring if you’re around the right people.”


  Timmy was about to laugh when one of his zombie wyverns fought to get his attention. It wasn’t easy to create zombies that could tell when they saw something important, but he had always believed in the importance of craftsmanship. He’d earned the title of Grand Necromancer for a reason, and the effort to create more intelligent zombies was something he enjoyed. It also tended to pay off – like now. He let his mind drift deeper into the connection he had with the zombie wyvern and frowned.


  “We need to get a move on,” Timmy said. “The ogres are back, and they’ve broken through the village’s defences. I’d say they’re about twenty minutes from eating everyone.”


  “How far are we from the village?” Gerald asked.


  “It’s about another three or four hours on horseback at the pace we’re going since the terrain gets a bit rough. On a wyvern’s back, we’re talking around ten minutes, which means we’re going for a ride.” Timmy stood up in his saddle and urged the others to do the same as one of the zombie wyverns swooped down. “Jump on!”


  Timmy made the jump onto the wyvern easily enough, as did Avraniel, Katie and Old Man. The rats had no problems either. They were ninjas, after all. Gerald, however, was a different story.


  “Wait for me!” Gerald screamed as he waved his arms around. “Wait for me!”


  Timmy sighed. The bureaucrat hadn’t been able to bring himself to jump. Oh well. He ordered the second zombie wyvern to swoop down to let some of the zombie soldiers jump onto its back while the others stayed behind to mind the horses. Rather than wait for Gerald to jump, the zombie wyvern simply scooped him off his horse with its claws.


  “AHHHHH!”


  Timmy had only been able to fit half of the zombie soldiers onto the second zombie wyvern, but half should be more than enough. If things did get out of hand, they could always get Gerald to pull out some of the more exotic zombies that he’d stored away with his magic.


  “Calm down, Gerald,” Timmy shouted as the zombie wyvern flicked Gerald up onto its back where a few of his zombies swiftly moved to help him. “You’ll be fine.”


  The zombie wyverns made excellent time since unlike regular wyverns they never got tired, and he could even enhance their physical abilities with his magic if he needed to. It took them a little over eight minutes to reach the village after he decided to push it. If they were even a minute late, most of the villagers would already be dead.


  As the zombie wyverns circled over the village, Timmy had a chance to get a better look at it. The village was large enough to house several hundred people, which meant that it was closer to a town than a village. There had been a stout wooden stockade around it, but the ogres had smashed through it in at least half a dozen different places. Rather than killing everyone immediately, the ogres had instead herded the villagers into the village square where they had a large fire going. If he knew ogres – and he did – they were most likely debating about how best to cook their human captives. Culinary technique was something ogres argued about frequently, and although they were exceedingly stupid, ogres had been known to make excellent cooks. In fact some of them would even have been able to make a living as chefs if they could only leave behind the whole eating people thing. From the looks of it, there were a few dozen ogres, which was a much larger group than he’d expected. Ogres tended to not like each other very much. Oh well, it wasn’t anything they couldn’t handle.


  “All right,” Timmy shouted. “This is where we get off. Jump!”


  Landing safely from a great height was not something Timmy particularly enjoyed, but it was something he’d practiced since it was something he seemed to end up doing on a disturbingly regular basis. A brief geyser of mud and dirt was enough to slow his fall to a manageable speed. Katie, of course, had her shadows to help her. She formed some wings and glided down to land beside him after making a brief detour to grab Gerald who had yet to stop screaming. The bureaucrat’s lung capacity was truly phenomenal. Timmy wasn’t sure if he could have screamed for even half that long.


  As for Avraniel, the elf was a monster from a purely physical perspective. She simply hit the ground hard enough to crack it and then stood up again, none the worse for wear while Spot angled down to land next to her. Old Man, never one to do anything too flashy, simply vanished and then reappeared on the ground. As for the rats, they either hitched a ride on one of the others or used parachutes to slow their descent. The zombie soldiers were easily taken care of with another geyser of mud and dirt.


  Satisfied that everyone else had managed to make it down safely, Timmy slung his shovel over his shoulder and stepped forward to put himself between the terrified villagers and the ogres.


  “Hi.” Timmy smiled and drove his shovel into the cobblestones with a clang. “We need to talk.”


  



Chapter Five


  Katie landed beside her master and then took a big step to the right as the geyser of mud and dirt subsided. Her master’s method of landing wasn’t exactly stylish – not that a lot of what he did was – but it was effective, which was all that mattered. It was certainly better than going splat. At the same time, she used her shadows to pry Gerald off her. The bureaucrat had finally stopped screaming. Her master should have warned him since it wasn’t like he had a good way of getting down on his own. Then again, Gerald had a lot of things stored away with his magic. He probably had a parachute or something that he could use. If he didn’t, then she would definitely suggest that he add one. It hadn’t been pleasant when he’d latched onto her like she was an acorn and he was a giant, rabid squirrel, but they were friends, and friends didn’t let each other fall to their deaths after jumping off a zombie wyvern.


  “Are you all right?” Katie whispered to Gerald as her master opened a conversation with the ogres in typically pedestrian fashion. She’d been hoping he would say something suitably impressive and menacing for a Grand Necromancer. Alas, he had decided to adopt an almost friendly tone.


  Gerald nodded slowly and breathed in an out of a paper bag. Hopefully, he wouldn’t end up inhaling it like the last time although this did make her wonder if it was the same paper bag as before. She doubted it. He probably had dozens stored away. “Thank you for getting me down.”


  “It’s okay. I thought you could use the help.” Rembrandt hopped onto her shoulder and gave her a few quiet squeaks. He and the other rats wanted to move through the village to make sure no one was being eaten while they were in the village square. It was a good idea, and she gave him a nod of approval. A moment later, he and some of the other rats faded from view and began to move through the rest of the village. “I have a feeling that this is going to involve a lot of violence, so I think you’re better off standing behind us. From what I’ve read, ogres prefer to negotiate by killing and eating negotiators.”


  “Ah. Right.” Gerald patted himself down to make sure he was okay. The rats that had hitched a ride in his various pockets climbed out of his clothing and settled onto his shoulders and the ground around him. While Rembrandt and the other rats checked the village, they would stay back in case Katie, Gerald, or any of the others needed help. They’d been given orders by Timmy to keep an eye on Gerald, and Rembrandt would stab the lot of them if something happened to Katie. Gerald bent down and rubbed the rats on the back. “Nice to see you.”


  The rats squeaked their reply as the zombie soldiers that had come along formed a loose cordon between the villagers and the ogres.


  Gerald inclined his head. “I’ll do my best to stay out of trouble, and I know that you’ll do your best to protect me. Thanks.”


  Katie’s attention shifted back to her master.


  “I know you guys are hungry, but I’m afraid that we can’t let you eat these villagers.” Katie almost palmed her face. What was her master doing? Behind her, she noticed Old Man taking a quick look at the villagers. Oh. He was stalling to give Old Man time to see if any of the villagers needed healing. Clever. “You see, these villagers happen to be friends of some friends of mine, which means that they’re not on the menu – not even if it’s your menu.”


  “Who are you?” one of the villagers shouted. “We don’t associate with your kind, necromancer! Return to the depths of the demon world from whence you came!”


  Katie’s jaw dropped, and she whirled around. “Are you a complete idiot? We’re trying to help you.”


  The villager sneered. “We don’t need your help… tiny necromancer!”


  Katie bristled. Tiny necromancer? Maybe they should let the ogres eat that villager. And she wasn’t tiny – she was young. There was a difference. Sure, she was a little bit short for her age, but she was still within the normal range. Plus, she had years of growing left. She might even end up taller than her master if everything worked out.


  “I’d say that you do need our help, seeing as how you’re about five minutes from ending up as ogre food,” Timmy replied. Katie giggled. Her master had always had a talent for stating the obvious. He stepped aside and waved the villager forward. “Although if you want to handle this yourself, well, we’ll be on our way. We wouldn’t want to burden you with our necromancy.”


  The villager opened and closed his mouth several times. He sagged. “Good point. I’m going to stop talking now… and I take back my comment about you and the demon world.”


  “Thank you.” Timmy turned back to the ogres. “As part of my attempt to be less of a criminal, I’m going to be very generous and give you the chance to walk away. If you leave and never come back, then that’ll be the end of it. You’ll get to live. If you insist on trying to eat these fine people, I’m afraid that you’re not going to like what happens next, mainly because it’ll involve all of you ending up dead.”


  “Why help them?” one of the ogres growled. He had three heads, which meant that he was one of the oldest and most intelligent ogres present.


  “Oh, don’t get me wrong. They’re not my villagers, but the principle is the same. I can’t stand by and watch people get eaten. I can’t. I’m also being rewarded quite handsomely for this.” Timmy shrugged and pointed his shovel back at the villagers. “Believe me, I know how annoying villagers can be with all their attempts to burn necromancers at the stake, wipe out zombies, and how they sometimes forget to pick up my mail, but I still can’t stand by while they get eaten and then murdered. Oops. That should be murdered and then eaten.”


  And that was one of the reasons Katie liked her master, even if she’d never admit it. Oh, he was a great necromancer, but she doubted that she’d like him very much if he were like all the other Grand Necromancers. She wasn’t an idiot. He’d killed people before – quite a few of them to protect her in recent years – but it wasn’t like he went out of his way to do it, and he usually gave them a chance first. Most of them simply refused to take it. He’d also done his best to instil the same attitude in her. And given what she knew about her magic’s history – her shadow magic’s history – it was a good thing he had. From what little she’d been able to uncover, her ancestors had possessed the less than pleasant habit of murdering large numbers of mostly innocent people, not to mention their own families.


  “So,” Timmy said as he leaned on his shovel. “What do you think? Are you going to walk away? I promise not to tell anyone, so you don’t have to worry about looking bad in front of all the other ogres. You can even say that there were, I don’t know, a thousand of us, so you decided to go for a tactical retreat.”


  Katie tensed. She was quite certain that the ogres weren’t going to do the sensible thing – and she was right. One of the ogres raised a poorly made spear and hurled it at her master. He didn’t even blink. His magic surged through his shovel, and a pillar of rock jutted up to intercept the weapon. The spear was four yards long and thicker than Katie’s arm. It thudded into the pillar and quivered for a moment before the impromptu barrier crumbled away to let the spear clatter to the ground.


  Her master scratched the back of his head. “Oh well. I gave you your chance.” He nodded at the others. “Go get them, guys. Oh, but try to leave them intact. Katie and I would like to use some of them as zombies.”


  “Old Man,” Katie shouted as she glanced back to make sure that Gerald was still behind her. Sure enough, the bureaucrat was already safely out of harm’s way with the other villagers. The rats that had accompanied him had joined the zombies in forming a perimeter, and they had their weapons out, ready to intercept anything that got too close. “Can you make sure that none of the ogres reach the villagers? We’ll try to take out as many of them as we can.”


  Old Man nodded and put his bonsai tree on the ground as he reached for the wooden sword he’d brought along. She would have been worried about him – it was a wooden sword – but she’d already seen what he could do. With his real sword – the one his bonsai tree transformed into – he could cut through a gigantic, otherworldly horror like it was made of paper. A wooden sword would be more than enough against an ogre.


  He proved it several seconds later.


  One of the ogres rushed forward with its club held high. Old Man vanished and then reappeared on the other side of the ogre as it exploded in a shower of gore, none of which landed on him. She’d have to ask him how he did that since she always seemed to get covered in gore and other gunk. Right now, however, she needed to focus on other things, like the three ogres headed her way. They looked less than happy about the fate their comrade had met.


  Over the years, Katie had learned a lot about her magic. The greatest strength of her shadows was their versatility. At first, all she’d been able to make were rough shapes, but as she’d gotten older and her master had put her through increasingly difficult training exercises, her skills had improved dramatically. She could make brooms to sweep the floor and command them to do it while she did other things. She could pick a lock after transforming her shadows into a suitable key or lock pick. She could even make things like swords or scythes out of her shadows without breaking a sweat, and those weapons could shear through ordinary metal ones without difficulty.


  But versatility was not without problems. She was a naturally thoughtful person, at least when her master wasn’t teasing her into losing her temper. It was why she was so good at the theoretical and experimental side of necromancy. She could memorise information easily – her memory was virtually perfect – and she could read with incredible speed. It didn’t hurt that she also enjoyed studying and learning about new things. She was naturally curious, and her master had generally encouraged and indulged her curiosity.


  Where she sometimes faltered was in decision-making. There were times when she could be indecisive. However, being decisive was something her master excelled at. Oh, he might hem and haw, but that was all for show. She’d yet to see him actually hesitate in an important situation. It was something that he was trying to help her with, and her master, for all of his many faults, was a good teacher. He had a knack for sniffing out weaknesses and making sure that she got rid of them before someone else – someone who wouldn’t merely tease her, ruffle her hair, or lightly tap her on the shoulder with a shovel – turned those weaknesses against her.


  So, as the ogres rumbled toward her, Katie’s mind came up with no less than fifteen different methods of dealing with them. She tossed ten of them aside in less than a heartbeat for being too impractical. The one she settled on, she chose because it was quick, simple, and unlikely to go horribly wrong. It was also perfect for preserving the ogres for use as zombies later. Now, all she had to do was execute it without doubt or hesitation.


  The shadows at her feet spread outward and raced toward the ogres. As soon as the ogres stepped onto them, the shadows lanced upward. Katie fought back a shudder as the jagged shards of darkness pierced through the ogres and stabbed into their hearts and other vital organs. Impaling golems was one thing, but it felt different to stab something made out of living flesh. Ogres were a lot squishier, and there was a lot more blood involved. What made it a lot easier to accept was that these ogres would definitely have killed and eaten those villagers. They would have killed and eaten her too if they’d gotten the chance. But as tough as the ogres were, they were no match for her shadows.


  Her lips firmed into a thin line as two of the ogres continued to twitch and fight to break free. That was… weird. They weren’t dead yet, and she could have sworn she’d pierced both their hearts. Several more shadows went about their business before she let the ogres topple to the ground. They were large and bulky – perfect for turning into zombie ogres. She might even enhance them since she had a lot of spare parts to work with. Perhaps she’d combine them with salamanders. Burning zombies that could withstand fire were always useful to have around, or she could go a different route and add some venomous snakes to their backs or something. But she could think about it later. Right now, she had a fight to finish.


  Nearby, Avraniel was enjoying herself immensely. She yelled at the top of her lungs as she hurled herself into the fray, wreathed in a mantle of flame. Katie wasn’t entirely confident in her ancient elf, but she was fairly certain that Avraniel was not saying anything polite. Apparently, the elf had taken Timmy’s mention of not needing all of the ogres intact to heart since she promptly set all of the ones closest to her on fire. Nor was she being particularly careful with her fire either. Katie cringed as her master surreptitiously used his magic to hurl some dirt onto the roof of a house that Avraniel had accidentally set alight with a blast of flame. To add to the sheer craziness of the scene, the elf was busy riding the shoulders of one of the ogres she’d set on fire as it flailed about in a pathetic attempt to put itself out. Katie shivered. They definitely needed to let Avraniel burn things more often because she clearly did not handle long periods of inactivity well.


  “Take this, you people-eating, time-wasting, mentally-damaged, ogre sons of bitches!” Avraniel bellowed before she unleashed a much harsher wave of profanity that Katie couldn’t help but wince at. How could anyone yell so much while they were fighting? Wasn’t it hard to breathe, and wasn’t Avraniel the least bit embarrassed about saying things like that about the anatomy of her opponents? And Katie was absolutely sure that what Avraniel had just suggested the ogre do with its club was anatomically impossible. Her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. Apparently, it wasn’t anatomically impossible. It was just extremely fatal.


  Antics aside, it wasn’t like Avraniel was in any trouble. The one time an ogre tried to sneak up on her, she simply turned and put an arrow into its eye – an arrow that promptly exploded and blew the ogre into a billion pieces. Katie hastily threw up a barrier with her shadows to protect herself from the gore. What was with that? If she’d been even half a second slower, most of the gore would have ended up in her hair.


  Her master was doing his bit, of course, as he carefully downed ogres with his shovel and his magic. Like Katie, he wanted to turn them into zombies, so he couldn’t simply attack them with his full power although a forest of hardened earth spikes would have settled things in a jiffy. He was also working to keep the collateral damage to a minimum since the cost of repairs would be coming out of their reward money.


  And then there was Spot.


  The ogres hadn’t bothered to approach the dragon at first. He wasn’t big enough for them to consider him a threat, and with all the people around, he didn’t qualify as food either. He was too scaly for their tastes, and not nearly plump enough. Eventually, however, one of the ogres ambled toward Spot with his club raised. He most likely thought that Spot was an overgrown lizard. Ogres, after all, were the very opposite of smart. And even if lizards weren’t as tasty as people to ogres, the ogre could always enjoy Spot as a side dish. Spot disabused him of that notion using the tried and true method that dragons across the world had favoured for millennia – by spewing fire and putting those teeth and claws of his to work.


  Needless to say, after watching Spot flambé one of them and then devour him in about ten seconds, the other ogres were much more reluctant to approach the dragon. Spot might have been a hatchling – he wasn’t even a month old – but a newly hatched dragon was still incredibly dangerous to anything that didn’t have powerful ranged weaponry or the ability to severely injure it before getting mangled. These ogres couldn’t get close to Spot without getting ripped to shreds, and the only ranged weapons they had were makeshift spears and the occasional rock.


  In other words, Spot no longer had to worry about today’s dinner or any of tomorrow’s meals. He had a veritable buffet in front of him, and although ogres weren’t as tasty as cows – if the expression on the dragon’s face was anything to go by – the sheer quantity of food in front of him was tempting. It was a shame they didn’t have more metal on them, which meant he’d have to satisfy himself with some of the ore that Gerald had brought along.


  Katie could only hope that it wasn’t her turn to clean Spot’s teeth. Avraniel had found out that tooth decay was a common issue in dragons although they did regrow any teeth that fell out. It might also have explained why dragons were so ill tempered. Katie had once had a cavity before her adult teeth had begun to come in, and the ache had made her extraordinarily snippy. Thankfully, her master had organised a trip in disguise to a suitably skilled dentist. Since then, however, Katie had made extra sure to take good care of her teeth. One cavity was more than enough for her to learn her lesson. In any case, Avraniel had vowed that her dragon would not have to worry about his dental health. Spot would have his teeth brushed on a regular basis, even if she had to threaten everyone else into helping.


  At least Katie had her shadows to make brushing Spot’s teeth easier. Her master had to stick his hand into Spot’s mouth, and although Spot had warmed up to them and they were definitely on the list of things that he no longer considered food, it was still a nerve-wracking experience. Spot had very big and very pointy teeth for something that wasn’t even three feet long, and they’d seen what those teeth could do. A shark would have been envious of Spot.


  “Katie,” her master said in a singsong voice. “Eyes front.”


  Katie’s attention immediately snapped back to what was in front of her. He only said that if there was something important – and possibly dangerous – happening. Her magical senses bristled as another ogre lumbered toward her. Unlike the others, this one had five heads, so it was at least a century old. No one was entirely sure how long ogres could live because they had a tendency to die in combat, but they had been known to live even longer than humans. The ogre carried a staff with magical symbols carved into it.


  No wonder her magical senses had reacted. This one must be an ogre mage. She had heard of such ogres before, but she hadn’t expected to encounter one. They were very, very rare, but this would explain why there were so many ogres working together. It would have taken a particularly large and vicious ogre or an ogre mage of considerable power to keep a group this large together, which was why ogres often served well as mercenaries – the brutal hierarchy common to most mercenary groups actually suited them rather well. Periodic surges in ogre activity almost always coincided with the rise of an unusually strong and powerful ogre or mercenary leader.


  “Try not to break him,” her master said with a cheerful smile as he dodged the club of one ogre and leapt up to bash it over the head with his shovel. The ogre toppled onto its back, and twin spikes of earth shot up to ensure that it stayed dead until her master saw fit to reanimate it. “We could use a zombie ogre mage. In fact, we’ve only got three of those in the castle, so a fourth would definitely be nice. I’ll even let you have him.”


  Katie fought the urge to grumble. Trust her master to leave the hard work to her. Then again, he did have a point. With the proper preparations – preparations that she was still learning – it was possible to preserve most of the magical power of a dead mage after turning them into a zombie. It was one of the reasons that giving a necromancer time to prepare for a fight was a horrible, horrible idea. A good necromancer wouldn’t have only their magical power to rely on. They’d have the magical power of zombie mages at their disposal too.


  There were limits. The more powerful a mage was, the more difficult it was to preserve their power and maintain control over them. Her master had often joked that if he ever got the chance to turn James into a zombie, he wouldn’t bother since he’d be stuck with a powerful zombie jerk who would never, ever obey his commands. However, this ogre mage was a different story. Turning him into a loyal zombie mage should be well within her master’s power, and she should be able to manage it too if she had the proper guidance. And she’d make sure he gave her the proper guidance.


  “Fine, master.” Katie huffed. “I’ll handle it. But remember, you said that I could have this one. No complaining and trying to steal him afterward.” Her master chuckled and gave her a look of mock innocence before he turned to launch a pebble at the chest of another ogre. Thanks to his magic the pebble was all but impossible to see, far outstripping the speed he could have achieved by simply throwing it. Katie scowled. He was definitely going to try to steal her zombie ogre mage later.


  The first step in any magical battle between two mages of skill was to conceal one’s own magic for as long as possible while forcing the opponent to reveal theirs. Katie had seen her master win many battles by fooling his opponents into thinking that he relied solely upon his necromancy, only to swing the battle in his favour with his earth magic. This ogre mage might not have seen her magic yet, and Katie wanted to keep it that way until she could land a decisive blow. She had to swallow a giggle as she remembered the last time her master had concealed his magic from an opponent. It had been an overly zealous paladin who had gleefully obliterated her master’s zombies, all the while taunting him about the futility of facing a paladin with nothing more than necromancy. He’d stopped laughing after the ground under his feet had turned into mud. He’d slipped and knocked himself unconscious on a nearby rock. It had been so embarrassing for the paladin that shortly after her master had sent him back to his order with his tail very much between his legs, a story had emerged, doubtless from the paladin, about her master’s unbelievable prowess in battle.


  Katie was also curious to see what kind of magic the ogre mage had. Hopefully, it would be something impressive. With the ogre mage still a reasonable distance away, she bent down and picked up a rock. She wasn’t very strong, especially when compared to an ogre, but a rock was still a rock. She took aim and threw it at the ogre as hard as she could. Would he be careless enough to use his magic to deflect it?


  No.


  The ogre mage simply swatted the rock aside with his staff and continued his advance. Well, that wasn’t good. If the ogre was smart enough to realise that concealing his magic was a good idea, then she might have more of a fight on her hands than she had thought. She’d have to attack with her magic then, but that didn’t mean that she had to give everything away. Her master had always taught her to be careful when attacking an unknown opponent. It was better to deceive them if possible. If one attack failed, she could always use another that they didn’t expect. Her master’s favourite version of this strategy was to send a small rockslide at his opponent. Most of his opponents dodged easily enough – only to be caught when he liquefied the ground beneath their feet to trap them in place.


  She formed her shadows into a spear and readied her makeshift weapon. Her size meant that a normal spear wouldn’t be too dangerous, but her shadows changed things. She could propel the spear with her magic instead of only her muscles, and she’d sharpened it to the point that it could pierce through solid steel without difficulty. Her hand tightened around the shaft of the weapon before she lunged forward and hurled it as hard as she could.


  There was a sound like thunder, and Katie barely had time to throw herself out of the way before the place where she’d been standing exploded. Clods of dirt rained down, and she used her shadows to shield herself from the debris. What had happened? Whatever it was, it had come so close to hitting her that her shadows had reflexively covered her entire body like a second skin. She glanced toward her master, but all he did was smile and shrug. That jerk! She knew that look. He’d already worked out what the ogre’s attack had been. He was smart that way even if she didn’t always like to admit it. She had to think.


  There had been a loud sound, and then the ground had exploded. A quick glance at the crater the attack had left offered a few clues. It wasn’t a lightning-based attack. The attack would have hit before the sound reached her. It was most likely some kind of shockwave attack – perhaps something like highly compressed air fired like a cannon, which would explain the sound and the rush of air that had billowed out after the attack. The fact that she’d been able to dodge at all meant that there was a delay between the sound and the attack. There had also been a faint shimmer in the air before the loud sound. Perhaps the ogre compressed the air before firing it. The sound could have been caused by the ogre’s magic compressing the air. Oh well. She could study the ogre’s magic in more detail once she’d turned him into a zombie. Right now, it was time to get serious.


  Katie scrambled back to her feet as another attack came her way. Her shadows rushed out to intercept it, and there was another boom as the shield she’d created trembled under the assault. To be safe, she prepared a second shield, but her first held firm. Good. Her shadows were strong enough to weather the attack although the ogre mage could well be capable of something more powerful. Her shadows had also told her a lot about the ogre’s magic when the attack had tried to rip through them.


  Her guess had been close to the mark. The ogre’s magic was definitely some kind of air manipulation. Now, it was her turn to return the favour. Her arms snapped forward, and her shadows flowed toward the ogre like rivers of darkness. The shadows shot up in the form of dozens of razor-sharp spikes, but the ogre mage was surprisingly quick on his feet. He jumped out of the way and fired back with his own magic. Katie tossed herself up into the air with her shadows and took flight on spectral wings. She’d be much harder to hit in the air, and she’d cast a much larger shadow on the ground too.


  It became a game of magical cat and mouse as the ogre mage continued to dodge her shadows with surprising agility while firing back with his own attacks. In the end, however, he was the one to make the first mistake. He became so focused on the shadows she used to attack that he forgot about all of the other shadows in the area that she could also manipulate – the shadows cast by the houses, the trees, and even the ogre mage himself. It was his own shadow that undid him, rising up to bind him in place, so she could form a scythe and cut off his heads. It was messy, but her dive carried her past the spray of blood, and she could always stitch his heads back on later.


  Katie looked around and realised that while she had been fighting the ogre mage, the battle had come to an end. In fact, the others were watching her while seated on a bench her master had made out of rock with his magic. Her eye twitched. Really? If they’d already defeated their opponents, the least they could have done was help her. Even the villagers had been watching, and some of them gave her cheerful waves as she stomped toward her master and the others.


  “You could have helped you know!” Katie glanced to one side. Rembrandt and the other rats had returned at some point during her battle with the ogre mage, and he hopped onto her shoulder to offer some praise. She wasn’t mad at him. The only reason he hadn’t gotten involved was because he’d been confident she could handle it. Her master was another story. Knowing him, he’d simply been too lazy to get involved. “I could have been killed!”


  Her master waved her criticism off with a flick of his shovel. “Combat has its risks, and you were doing perfectly fine, my young apprentice. I had every confidence that you would win.” He drove his shovel into the ground and leaned on it, nodding sagely. “Yes, allowing you to face the ogre mage alone gave you some more valuable experience in fighting another mage. I might seem lazy, but by not helping you, I was actually furthering your development.”


  Katie’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, I’m sure that was your plan.”


  “Oh, stop complaining, twerp.” Avraniel noticed that one of the ogres was still alive and was doing its best to crawl away without being noticed. The elf picked up a fence paling that had come loose during the battle and set it alight. With a spring in her step, she skipped over to the ogre and drove it down into the creature’s chest. The ogre struggled for a moment and then lay still. Avraniel hadn’t looked at it even once. Instead, she’d kept all of her attention on Katie. “It’s not like the ogre mage was going to kill you. I’ve seen you handle worse. Even if it had hit you, you wouldn’t have been killed. Your shadows reflexively protect you from any real danger. I’ve tested it. Why do you think I throw fire at you when you’re not looking? It’s not for fun – well, not just for fun – it’s to help improve your situational awareness and to test how your magic works.”


  Katie hated to admit it, but Avraniel had a point. Her shadows did protect her from anything dangerous. It was almost like they were alive. Even if she didn’t notice an attack, her shadows would often move to intercept it. There were exceptions. If she were already using her shadows for other things, they wouldn’t move on their own. Her shadows also seemed to know when someone was really out to get her. For instance, they had never lashed out at her master, and they didn’t move on their own during training with the others, even if she was caught off guard. It was only in situations like with the ogre mage when death or serious injury was a real possibility that her shadows could move on their own.


  Avraniel had occasionally ambushed her with fire, and on the occasions when Katie hadn’t noticed and responded accordingly, her shadows had moved to protect her. It made her wonder how much effort the elf was putting into her ambushes because her shadows wouldn’t move unless the threat was real. Then again, if Avraniel really wanted her dead, Katie was under no illusions about how much help her shadows would be. The elf could make fire as hot – if not hotter – than dragon fire when she put some effort into it.


  Old Man decided to chip in with a few words of his own. “The flower that blooms in adversity, Little Miss, is the most beautiful of all. Your master is correct in saying that the only way for you to grow as a mage and as a warrior is to face challenging opponents without our help.” He smiled gently. “If I thought you were truly in danger, then I would have pulled you out of harm’s way.”


  “Right,” her master said. “Now that we’ve taken care of the ogres, here comes the fun part.” He turned and smiled sunnily at the villagers. “Technically, we’re here as mercenaries who simply happened to be passing by when we solved your ogre problem. Gerald, how about you explain our terms? Don’t worry. We’re not asking for too much, but we are hoping for a few things. Once you’ve done that, Gerald, do you think you could pack away the useable ogre corpses with your magic?”


  In the end, the villagers didn’t put up a fuss. They came from a clan that prided itself on its ability to make a deal, and Katie got the feeling they would have been even more worried and suspicious of her master if he hadn’t asked for something in return. As a general rule, necromancers were not known for their generosity and altruism. They were known for their general malevolence and for being a tad – or more – insane.


  They left the village with a decent amount of money, a lot of useable ogre corpses, and one dragon that was so full that Avraniel had to carry him since Spot was in no condition to walk, never mind fly. Katie sincerely hoped that the hatchling remembered this because it wouldn’t be long before he was too big for even Avraniel to carry comfortably. When that day came, it was entirely possible that the elf would badger her into carrying him since she could make something like a giant shadowy hand to carry him. However, Gerald and Old Man were easily the happiest members of their group. Gerald had managed to wrangle an invitation to the library in the capital of the Taliesin clan, courtesy of a villager whose brother was one of the librarians there, and Old Man had managed to secure a bonsai tree for a surprisingly reasonable price. Given the constant warfare in the area, the villagers didn’t have much use for a small tree that didn’t really do anything for at least a decade or two. Old Man was happy to spend some gold to add another quality bonsai tree to his collection.


  “You did well today.” Rather than ruffle her hair like she expected, her master patted her on the shoulder. Perhaps he had decided to treat her more like an adult, or perhaps he was worried about making her mad since they were riding on a zombie wyvern, which would make dodging her shadows quite difficult for him. It was probably the latter.


  Katie huffed. “Someone had to do the work. You weren’t exactly helping a lot.”


  “I was busy whacking ogres with my shovel and impaling them with spikes of rock,” her master replied. He chuckled. “In fact, I killed more of them than you did. But I do mean it. The ogre mage was no slouch, and you handled him well. Of course, when I was your age, my master was making me fight skeleton mages and assassins because he couldn’t be bothered, and let me tell you, I had to fight a lot of assassins. My master was not a popular man. Well, he was, but not in a way that helped unless you consider assassins coming through the window at night on a regular basis helping.”


  “Your master was a jerk, master.”


  “Yes, he was. So, since you’re going to be making a zombie ogre mage, what are you going to call him? You do have a name for him, right?”


  Katie grinned. She liked to name all of her more impressive zombies, and a zombie ogre mage would certainly be impressive. “I’m not sure yet, but I think… he looks like a Robbie to me.”


  “Robbie?” Her master laughed, and this time he did ruffle her hair. “You’re still horrible at naming things. I don’t think that name makes sense at all.”


  “It makes perfect sense, master.” Katie smirked. “You’re simply not smart enough to understand how great a name it is.”


  “Is that so?” He glanced back to make sure Gerald was doing all right. He was – sort of. The bureaucrat had pulled out another paper bag, and it didn’t look like it would be long at all before he used it. “Hold on a bit longer, Gerald. We’ll be landing once we get back to where the horses are.”


  



Chapter Six


  Timmy’s brows furrowed in concentration, and a bead of sweat rolled down his temple. He could not afford to make a mistake. If he did, he could easily lose a finger, possibly even his arm. “Spot, keep your mouth open. If you bite off my arm, I am cutting off your food supply, understand? I may also have to introduce you to my shovel in a distinctly non-friendly way.”


  The dragon made a noise of agreement and kept his mouth wide open, which was important since Timmy was in the middle of brushing his teeth. By the gods, it was disturbing how wide Spot could open his mouth. He should never have agreed to play scissors-paper-rock for toothbrush duty. He blamed Katie. The girl had teased him about how terrible he was at the game. Naturally, he’d disagreed, and he’d decided that it was time for his apprentice to feel his full power in a game of scissors-paper-rock.


  Unfortunately, fate had not proven kind. There were seven days in the week. Spot got his teeth cleaned twice a day, which meant Spot got his teeth cleaned fourteen times a week. Timmy was now responsible for cleaning Spot’s teeth for the next fortnight. Katie had not been solely responsible for the carnage. Avraniel had wandered past when Timmy was only responsible for three consecutive days of cleaning, and things had rapidly gone downhill from there. He’d have accused Katie and Avraniel of somehow rigging the game, but he seriously doubted that they’d be able to work together for something like that. It was much more likely that they were stupidly lucky, especially Avraniel, who had won every game of chance Timmy had ever seen her play.


  Oh well, Timmy did need to keep in shape, and getting Spot’s teeth clean definitely gave him a workout. It also gave him a great chance to study Spot’s teeth from up close, which was not an opportunity to take lightly. Most people only ever saw a dragon’s teeth right before those teeth turned them into lunch. He’d also have been lying if he’d said that it wasn’t fun to have Spot around. The dragon was surprisingly cheerful and upbeat when he wasn’t devouring cows in record time and melting solid rock and metal into the dragon equivalent of orange juice.


  “I’d ask how you manage to get so much stuff stuck in between you teeth, but I’ve seen you eat. Starving lions make less of a mess than you do.” Timmy reached for one of the metal tools beside him and used it to pry out some of the food trapped in between Spot’s teeth. Based on the adult dragon skulls he’d handled over the years, this would likely get easier as Spot’s skull and jaw grew bigger to better accommodate his overly large teeth. In the meantime, however, there were so many nooks and crannies for things to get stuck in. The ridiculous force that Spot could generate when biting only made things worse, all but driving bits of meat, bone, and half-melted metal and rock in between his teeth. It was no wonder dragons could regrow teeth. Tooth decay had to be a serious issue for them, and they’d all be toothless if they didn’t have an endless supply of teeth.


  Tasty. Hungry. Spot waited patiently as Timmy put the metal tool aside and went back to the toothbrush to clean the area.


  “Yes, yes. I know how tasty you think your food is and that you can’t be bothered eating more slowly because you’re very hungry. However, there’s no reason that you can’t learn to eat in a more civilised manner. Technically, you are a dragon. Devouring things with ravenous hunger is sort of your thing, but you need to eat more neatly if you want to eat with the rest of us. I ended up with a cow spleen on my pancake this morning because of you. For the record, I do not enjoy having a cow spleen on my pancake.”


  Sorry. Spot sagged. Try harder.


  “It’s okay.” Timmy rubbed Spot’s snout before hooking his arm under the dragon’s jaw for better leverage as he shoved his other arm into the dragon’s mouth to try to get at the teeth right at the back with the toothbrush. Because Spot’s teeth were made out of one of the hardest substances known to man, the toothbrush had to be tough. It wouldn’t have lasted more than a couple of uses otherwise. It was tough enough to scrape the skin right off Timmy’s arm, but it was perfect for Spot’s teeth. Timmy did have to use a different toothbrush closer to Spot’s gums since those were more sensitive than his teeth, and he could only use either of the toothbrushes after he’d cleared out all of the bigger bits and pieces from between Spot’s teeth with the metal tools. He now understood why dentists were paid so much. This was hard work – and it might even be something he could pursue as a career at a later date. Yes, they would call him Timmy, Brusher of Teeth, and he would make his living cleaning the teeth of various scary creatures.


  It would have been wonderful if he could get a zombie to do this, but only his finest zombies had the manual dexterity and intelligence for a task like this. Spot was also very young. He didn’t like being left on his own for long although he was getting better at handling separation from Avraniel as he continued to grow larger. The elf was often there to laugh at Timmy’s misfortune, but she sometimes had other matters to attend to. It wasn’t bad. Spot was fine company when he wasn’t eviscerating things and roasting them. Spot got a chance to practice communicating, and Timmy got a chance to talk because Spot was a very good listener, particularly when Timmy had his hand shoved in his mouth. It was also very important for Spot to become properly socialised. The last thing they needed was a psychotic dragon. That would have been funny right up until Spot grew big and scary enough to eat the lot of them.


  “Don’t worry about it. Just try harder in the future. You could begin by carving your food up with your claws instead of using your head as a battering ram with teeth.”


  Timmy strained to get to the very last of Spot’s teeth. The dragon was almost four feet long now, and it had only been about a month and a half since he’d hatched. About a quarter of his length was his head and another quarter was his tail. It made him look a bit comical since his short neck and short tail gave him a stubby appearance. Timmy assumed that would change given time since both corruption dragons and astral dragons had the long necks and long tails common to most dragons. Besides, Spot’s appearance did absolutely nothing to reduce his effectiveness in a fight. The dragon was a lean, not-particularly-mean killing machine.


  “Next time, ask Avraniel to show you how to carve up a cow. I’m sure she’s good at it, and those daggers of hers aren’t so different from your claws.”


  Spot gave a low rumble of discontent. Mother busy now.


  “Don’t worry. She’s probably doing something crazy, so she doesn’t want you around in case you get hurt.”


  Timmy finished one side of Spot’s mouth and then switched to the other side. It continued to amaze him that despite how young he was, Spot could very easily rip his arm off. Timmy had no idea what the gods had been thinking when they’d created dragons. Perhaps they’d been thinking about the most efficient way to kill things, lots of things. Not only were dragons extremely powerful but they were also extremely bad at taking orders. They would rather die than be turned into slaves, which was why zombie dragons existed. They were the closest people could normally get to an obedient dragon.


  “It’s okay. You can spend the morning with me. I don’t know if you understand how great zombies are yet, but there’s no time like the present to learn.”


  Timmy spent another ten minutes cleaning Spot’s teeth before he declared the operation a success. At this rate, he’d have arms like tree trunks. That wasn’t to say that he had weak arms. He was a necromancer who engaged in a rather unusual amount of melee combat with a shovel. His arms were fine, but brushing a dragon’s teeth was hard work. Hmm… maybe he could get the rats to do it once Spot got bigger. At some point, the dragon would get big enough for the rats to crawl around in his mouth without any problems, and the rodents were good with weapons. Timmy would have to ask them about it later. He’d talk to Cezanne. The old rat should be able to round up at least a few of his fellows who might be interested in cleaning a dragon’s teeth. With Spot’s teeth as clean as he could get them, he headed to Katie’s main laboratory with the dragon padding after him. It was time to get started on the ogre mage.


  “You can watch, Spot, but don’t touch anything – and definitely don’t burn or eat anything.” Timmy paused. “On second thought, you’re perfectly welcome to burn or eat something if it rebels against us.” He fumbled in his pocket. Good. He had a few treats in there, and Spot would undoubtedly get hungry throughout the day. “Trust me. This will be fun.”


  Katie was already waiting for him, tapping one foot impatiently on the stone floor of the laboratory as she double-checked to make sure that everything was ready. She glanced at Spot. The dragon wagged his tail. “Have we got Spot for the day?”


  “Probably.” Timmy ruffled her hair and dodged a swipe of her shadows. Spot, however, got a scratch under his chin with those same shadows. “Ready to start?”


  “Definitely.” Katie let loose her most evil cackle, and Timmy joined her. Not wanting to be left out, Spot did his best to cackle too. It was, Timmy thought, not bad for a first try. “Let’s get started!”


  Timmy walked over to the table where Katie had put the ogre mage. There were times when he truly envied his apprentice. When Timmy had needed to haul something heavy onto a table when he’d been a kid, he’d been forced to either get a zombie to help him or to do it himself since his master had enjoyed watching him struggle and considered it an excellent way for Timmy to build up his strength. It also explained Timmy’s occasional bouts of lower back pain. Katie, however, could use her shadows to lift things. He still wasn’t entirely sure of how much she could lift, but an ogre was no problem for her, so long as she didn’t have to carry it around for too long. Katie had already stitched the ogre mage’s heads back on, and it only took a brief inspection to see that she’d done it with her usual excellence.


  “I know you’ve reanimated things with magical powers before, but this ogre mage will be the most powerful magic user you’ve reanimated on your own. Tell me, how does necromancy work?”


  Katie didn’t skip a beat, nor did she make any snarky comments. This was serious business now, and she knew that when he asked her questions like this, there was always a point to it. The joking would come later, once he was confident she understood what she needed to do. “Necromancy uses magic to instil magical life into things that are already dead. This magical life mimics many of the processes of natural life, such as movement, sight, and so on, but without actually restoring true life. Restoring true life – in particular the bond between soul and body – is the focus of other forms of magic, such as resurrection magic. Necromancy is closer to puppetry, with the necromancer playing the part of puppeteer.”


  “Exactly. Necromancy also stops – or vastly decreases – the rate at which a corpse decays when performed correctly.” Timmy poked and prodded the ogre mage. Excellent. Gerald’s magic was perfect for preserving corpses. If only the bureaucrat had been born a necromancer, he would have been so successful – or maybe not, given his tendency to run around and scream when threatened. “The problem with reanimating mages is that each person’s magic is unique. Like the soul, it is part of who they are. A mere puppet, even one made out of a corpse, cannot use magic. For some creatures magic does linger after death. Dragons, for example, are inherently magical creatures, so their magic remains even after they die, at least in part, which is why they make such powerful zombies.”


  He bent down and patted Spot’s head. “Don’t worry, Spot. We’re not going to turn you into a zombie. Anyway, for species like humans and ogres, magic is tied to the soul, so it deteriorates quickly once someone is dead. For obvious reasons, binding the complete soul of a zombie to your will is a lot harder than simply reanimating a corpse, which is why most necromancers don’t bind souls to zombies even if it would make their zombies more intelligent and durable. The trick to reanimating a zombie with magic is to look for the remnants of magic left behind in the corpse and to use necromancy to build them back up.”


  “Okay.” Katie nodded slowly, brows furrowed. “But what’s the best way to do that?”


  “It can be tricky,” Timmy admitted. “Normal necromancy is like stoking the embers of a dying fire. As long as the body isn’t completely decomposed, it isn’t too hard. You’re basically throwing straw on top of a dwindling fire. Of course, you can also make things like skeleton warriors, but they take more power since you need to invest more magic into simply keeping their bodies together. Reanimating a dead mage’s magic is like trying to restart a fire that’s burnt down to nothing more than ash. It takes a lot of skill and a lot of subtlety. You need to focus on the residual magic, really get a feel for it, and then start feeding your necromancy into it to bring it back. Once you’ve got a connection going, you have to start reanimating the corpse at the same time, bringing back just enough of their soul to maintain that connection without having them rebel against you. It can be tricky, but you’re ready to try this on your own.”


  Katie gasped. “That’s why you had me fight him – so I would have a better feel for his magic.”


  “Yes.” Timmy smirked and ducked pre-emptively. “And because it was too much effort. I would have told you, but you wouldn’t have believed me at the time.” Katie decided to diversify her attack by going for his ankles, but he hopped over her shadows. Good. She was beginning to anticipate his reactions. “Now, give it a try.”


  Timmy observed patiently for the better part of an hour until Katie got it right. She was a quick learner. It had taken him twice as long, and that had been impressive in its own right. Not far away, Spot watched intently, his silver eyes following everything. Oh, right. Dragons could see magic. It was one of the many, many things that made them so dangerous. Mages couldn’t surprise them easily, and they rarely fell for the same magical trick twice. There were even dragons that specialised in eating magic although they were supposed to be much smaller and cuter than their larger kin.


  “What do you think?” Timmy asked Spot. The dragon had clambered on top of him to get a better view. It was actually not that unpleasant. Laboratories could get a bit chilly, and Spot was very warm. Plus, the dragon was oddly cuddly for a reptile.


  Not dead. Spot flicked his tongue out at the zombie ogre mage. Magic funny.


  “That usually happens with reanimated mages. Their magic takes a while to settle after you reanimate them, and this is her first try on her own.”


  “It seems to be going well,” Katie murmured as the zombie ogre mage stood and awaited her command. “He’s weaker than when I fought him – noticeably weaker.”


  “That’s actually your fault.” Timmy snickered at Katie’s put out expression. “Although it is virtually impossible to reanimate a powerful mage at their full strength, how close they are to it depends on two main factors: their original power relative to yours and your skill in necromancy. If I had wanted to, I could have brought the ogre mage back at full power. At the moment, I’d say you’re looking at roughly fifty per cent of his original magical power.” He chuckled. “Practice more, and you’ll do better next time.” He paused as one of his zombies on patrol reached out to him through their mental link. “We have a visitor.”


  “Oh? Who is it?”


  “James is coming.” Timmy smirked evilly. “Hey, Spot, how would you like to meet the councillor?”


  Spot trilled hopefully. Food?


  “No, Spot. You can’t eat him.” Timmy’s smirk widened. “Yet.”


  * * *


  Timmy called off his zombies and sent a surreptitious message to the rats to be ready. He was confident that James hadn’t come to pick a fight, but if he had, zombies wouldn’t be much good against him. There was simply too much for James to use here. The castle itself was well protected from magic, but the other man could easily use his magic to shatter the cobblestones in the courtyard. He could then turn all of those bits of broken stone into projectiles capable of tearing through even a well-made zombie. True, the cobblestones were also designed to resist magical attack, but James’s magic was far too powerful for that to work for more than a second or two.


  Only the most exotic of Timmy’s zombies could stand up to the barrage James could unleash with barely more than a thought. Timmy should be fine using his earth magic to defend himself, but the rats could prove decisive. Those crazy, little blighters were assassins who could turn invisible and use magic. One of them wouldn’t be a problem for James, but a few dozen? Even James would struggle against so many, especially in an unfamiliar environment. And when that happened – when James was more focused on the rats than Timmy – that was when Timmy would send in the zombies. For all of his magical power, James was still human. Timmy had knocked Avraniel out with his shovel. He could definitely do the same to James if he put his mind to it.


  Of course, the pompous jerk couldn’t have arrived on foot or on horseback like a normal person. No, that was far too pedestrian for such an esteemed and worthy member of the Council. Instead, James had arrived on a griffin, and not just any griffin. The damn thing was draped in James’s personal colours and livery, along with those of the Council, the war mages he was in charge of, and those of the House of Arthurs. It was hideously gaudy, and Timmy sincerely hoped James went into his next battle like that. It would give the enemy something nice and colourful to aim at.


  At least the griffin itself wasn’t a complete disaster. The beast coming in to land was an excellent specimen – and Timmy had used griffins in enough of his zombies to know. It was huge and powerfully built with the proud, broad shoulders, large wings, and pointy beak of a bloodline that had been bred exclusively for battle. It was incredibly swift in the air but still agile as it banked sharply and then slowed down to land on the other end of the main courtyard. The griffin stood there for a moment, and Timmy could have sworn it actually preened and struck a pose as James eyed the castle with no small amount of disdain before he dismounted.


  Timmy was sorely tempted to throw his shovel at James. It wasn’t worth it. Not only did he need it in case there was trouble but he was also certain that James would be able to dodge it. The councillor was aggravatingly hard to injure, let alone kill. And what was James so disdainful about? The main courtyard was awesome although, admittedly, some of the plants had been chosen to inspire fear and terror in addition to a suitable amount of awe. Hmm… he should have paid closer attention to Avraniel when she had been helping him decorate this area, but he thought it looked good. A necromancer’s castle was supposed to be an intimidating sanctum of magical power. Carnivorous plants were eminently suitable for that purpose, so long as they were well behaved.


  Spot nudged Timmy’s leg with his head and nodded at the griffin. Food?


  Timmy bit back a smile. Only a dragon would view a griffin as prey. “Not yet, Spot. You’re not big enough to take on a full-grown war griffin. In a few years, though, I’m sure you’ll be able to give it a run for its money.”


  Griffins were half-eagle and half-lion and larger than either. Full-grown griffins were enormous – two or three times as large as a horse. War griffins were larger still. The one James had arrived on was at least four times bigger than a horse. Griffins were one of the few creatures capable of facing a dragon in the air without being completely overwhelmed and chased down. They also possessed powerful protective magic that made them impervious to lesser magic and weaker physical attacks. Many griffins also had healing magic, and according to legend, they were naturally drawn to people of a noble and honourable nature.


  Quite frankly, Timmy thought it was all a load of rubbish. Most of the griffins he’d encountered had been drawn to pompous, arrogant knights who’d been desperate to prove themselves with various acts of insanely pointless valour – like picking a fight with a full-grown inferno dragon for no reason other than to prove their bravery. Sure, Timmy would fight a dragon if he wanted to make one into a zombie, it attacked his castle, or it was part of earning his pardon, but he was not about to pick a fight with one of the world’s greatest engines of death without a very, very, very good reason.


  And then there were the paladins that griffins often favoured. Most of them were so self-righteous that he could barely stifle the urge to bash them over the head with his shovel. And, of course, there was James. Any animal that liked James needed to have its head checked. Admittedly, not all griffins were bad. Vicky had one although she didn’t ride him much since her magic let her fly, but Beaky – so-named due to his ridiculously sharp beak – had been nice and mild tempered with a good sense of humour. Beaky had also once pushed James into a puddle face first, thereby earning Timmy’s eternal friendship.


  As it was, Spot currently didn’t stand a chance against a full-grown war griffin. He was too small to fight one up close, and he lacked the speed and agility in the air to match one in aerial combat. His fire also still had some way to go before it was hot enough to completely overwhelm the durability that griffins were famous for. When he was older, it would be a different story. All Spot had to do was keep growing, and his odds against any opponent would improve. It was one of the main advantages of being a dragon.


  “Come on, Spot.” Timmy hefted his shovel over his shoulder. “Let’s go say hello.”


  Timmy ambled over and met James in the middle of the courtyard. His griffin had followed him, and it peered at first Timmy and then Spot with the same look of distaste that royalty would have reserved for a particularly odious beggar. Timmy rolled his eyes. Griffins could be such arrogant creatures. He was tempted to call out his zombie basilisk-griffin-badger to teach this griffin a lesson.


  “So,” Timmy began. “What brings you to Black Tower Castle?”


  James’s lips curled. “Rest assured that I’m not here for the company.” He glanced behind Timmy, and his eyes widened. “The dragon seems a lot larger than I remember.”


  “His name is Spot, and he’s a growing boy. It won’t be long before he cracks six feet.” Timmy smiled at James’s unease. “Dragons are supposed to grow rapidly in their youth before slowing down as they get older.”


  “Impressive.” James leaned forward as if to get a better look at Spot before thinking better of it.


  “Yes. From what I’ve been able to find out, they go through several growth spurts before settling into a slower, steady rate of growth. Right after hatching is supposed to be a period of rapid growth. It’s most likely a defence mechanism since most animals won’t even think of attacking something bigger than they are.”


  “Fair enough.” James glanced back at his griffin. There were several satchels and bags attached to it. “Victoria has entrusted me with copies of several manuscripts that you might find useful in raising the dragon.”


  “Spot.”


  James made an exasperated sound. “I cannot believe the elf named him Spot.”


  “Neither can I, but it is his name. I suggest that you use it. It might make him less likely to eat you.” Timmy braced his shovel against the ground and leaned on it. “So, why are you here, James? Not that I don’t enjoy our little chats, but we both know you’re not here on holiday.”


  “I’m here on business. We – no – I have a mission for you, and it’s one only I can fully explain.” James gestured grandly with one hand. “Gather the others.”


  “Yes, master,” Timmy replied with a mocking bow. “Jerk.”


  “Idiot.”


  “Fool.”


  “It’s good that we understand each other.” James sneered. “I received some more interesting mail lately.”


  Timmy did his best not to smile. “Did you?” He and Katie might have been involved. “What was it?”


  “Someone had a crate full of rabid zombie squirrels delivered directly to my office. It was a total debacle.”


  “How unfortunate.” It took all of Timmy’s considerable willpower to keep a smile off his face. The rabid zombie squirrels had been Katie’s idea, that devious girl. James had dealt with their hydra in a box easily enough, but they had packed dozens upon dozens of rabid zombie squirrels into the crate. A single large target was easy for James to handle, but a multitude of smaller targets was more difficult. They had also included a small scrying crystal that had self-destructed later on, so they could watch everything unfold as it happened. It had been absolutely hilarious. James had been forced to retreat onto his desk as the zombie squirrels had run amok.


  “I know it was you,” James growled. “Just wait until I have proof.”


  “Alas, I do not know what you are talking about although I must commend the genius or geniuses responsible. Rabid zombie squirrels represent the pinnacle of necromantic brilliance.”


  “You are a complete idiot.”


  “And you are a total jerk.” Timmy waved one hand at the rats hidden in the shrubbery. “Get the others. We can meet in the dining room.”


  “Whom were you talking to?” James asked. “Another one of your zombies?”


  Timmy smiled. “A ninja rat.” He declined to mention the fact that they could turn invisible. Their invisibility could prove to be very handy one day. “We’ve got them everywhere. They’re tricky little fellows, and they make excellent assassins.” To his immense satisfaction, James cast a suspicious eye on all of the shrubbery and took a noticeable step away from a nearby bush. Ah, it was the simple things in life that were the most enjoyable.


  It wasn’t long before Timmy and James were in the dining room. Timmy had made sure to summon as many wraiths and ghosts along the way as possible without seeming too suspicious to make James’s trip as uncomfortable as possible. Sure, it was incredibly petty, but petty pretty much summed up how he and James interacted with each other. They didn’t like each other, and neither of them was shy about it. Had the circumstances been different, he was fairly certain that he’d either have caved James’s head in with his shovel by now or been blow apart by James’s magic. As it was, they both knew that any real misbehaviour would eventually get back to the Council, and then Vicky would undoubtedly show up and lay down the law as only she could – by pummelling them both.


  “Welcome, everybody.” Timmy gestured vaguely at James. “James is here. Yay.”


  “Councillor Arthurs,” James corrected sharply. “Call me Councillor Arthurs.”


  “Welcome, Councillor Jerk Face!” Avraniel clapped enthusiastically.


  Timmy sighed. That was too obvious, even for him. Plus, the cutlery on the table was perfect for James to use as weaponry. Then again, James might have trouble dodging Avraniel’s fire indoors.


  “Anyway,” Timmy continued as Gerald pulled out a familiar paper bag. James’s decision to not fill out the proper paperwork prior to his arrival had not done good things for Gerald’s stress levels. “Why don’t you tell us what this is all about?”


  James reached for a jug of water. He was about to pour himself a glass, but he stopped and gave Timmy a meaningful look.


  “James, if I was going to kill you, it would be in a much more amusing and satisfying way than using poison.”


  “Fair enough.” James poured himself a glass of water and took a sip of it. “What I am about to speak of absolutely cannot leave this room. I mean it.” He stared pointedly at Avraniel.


  “Why are you staring at me, you bastard?”


  “It’s because he thinks you’re a blabber mouth,” Timmy said. “And I’m inclined to agree. You don’t exactly keep secrets well. You have this tendency to shout them at the top of your lungs while setting people on fire although I guess those people can’t tell anyone else since, you know, you set them on fire.”


  “Hey!”


  “Just makes sure that you do not share this information carelessly, or I guarantee that you will lose your chance for a pardon. You will also have an assassination team dedicated solely to the purpose of putting you in a coffin.” James rubbed his temple. Timmy wondered what had gotten him so stressed. This was genuine stress, not the minor aggravation Timmy delighted in.


  “Don’t beat around the bush,” Timmy said. “Just tell us. It’s easier that way.”


  “Fine.” James took another, much longer, sip of water before reaching for a bottle of wine. He considered using a glass before simply popping the cork off and taking a swig. Timmy stared. This could not be good. James was normally a teetotaller. “How familiar are all of you with the foundation of Everton?”


  “I know what everyone is taught,” Timmy said. “But I’m guessing that there’s something most people don’t know. What have they left out?”


  James took another swig from the bottle. This could not be good. “As you all know, Everton was once part of the Eternal Empire. For various reasons, we decided to seek independence. They did not handle it well.”


  “You bet they didn’t. They declared war on us and attacked with the largest army the world had ever seen. But, hey, we beat them, and they haven’t given us any major trouble since then although there have been periodic flare ups, and I’m fairly sure we’ve always got at least one proxy war going on.”


  “Have you ever wondered how we managed to fight them off?” James laughed softly. “Oh, the First Council was tremendously powerful, but there had to be more to it than that. The Eternal Empire had powerful mages of its own. Certain members of their Lords of Magic could match even the First Council. The emperor was also a monster in his own right, the kind of mage you’re lucky – or unlucky – enough to see once every thousand years or so. But we still drove them off, and they suffered far greater losses than we did.”


  “Everton is protected by an elaborate system of magical defences that run along the naturally occurring lines of magical energy that crisscross the land,” Katie replied. “No one knows exactly how it works or what it is truly capable of, but no country has ever been able to fully replicate it. It gives Everton a powerful defensive advantage. I’ve never seen it in action, but the records I’ve been able to find describe it as the land itself turning against the enemy.”


  “Very good.” James frowned. “But I’m not sure I like you knowing so much about it. It’s supposed to be a secret.”


  “Quite a few of those lines of magic are connected to Black Tower Castle,” Timmy explained. “I worked it out after being in charge of this place for a few years.”


  “Of course, you did. You always were clever that way. Anyway, one of the members of the First Council was arguably the greatest master of runes and seals this world has ever known. Thanks to him, Everton has a virtually impregnable defence. It’s not something we can use regularly. There are a lot of drawbacks, so we can only deploy it if Everton is under serious threat. The costs, to put it bluntly, are extreme. And overusing it… well, we don’t ever want to do that.” James threw his hands up into the air. “Boom.”


  Avraniel perked up. “Interesting…”


  “If there weren’t limitations,” Timmy said. “I have a feeling we’d have used it against our enemies long ago.”


  “The only ones who know how the defence system worked – how it still works – were the members of the First Council and the leader and second-in-command of each subsequent Council, along with the two most senior members of a secret order charged with the maintenance of the defence system. The records outlining the development of the system are sealed and protected in a secret location by some of the most powerful magic we have. In short, nobody should know how it works – and how it can be defeated or disabled – except for us. Except, that’s not entirely true. Somebody does know.”


  “Well, damn.” Timmy shook his head. “If, say, the Eternal Empire got their hands on that somebody and worked out how to deal with our defences…”


  “We’d have to fight them fairly. Now, don’t get me wrong. They wouldn’t have it easy. We might even win since we still have defender’s advantage. Their navy might be much larger than ours, but it’s still rubbish. However, the cost in lives, territory, and money would be extreme. Our magical defences can never be compromised if we want to maintain the status quo or to improve our position. Everton needs those defences.”


  “So… who knows?” Timmy asked. “And why aren’t they dead yet?”


  “We would already have eliminated them if we felt it was an option. To be honest, we didn’t even know they were still alive until recently.” James sagged. “I really, really wish that I didn’t have to tell you this, but I haven’t got a choice. Are you familiar with the founder of my House?”


  “Amanda Aurora Arthurs,” Timmy said. “She was a member of the Supreme Advisory Council of the Eternal Empire before she joined the independence movement. She eventually became a member of the First Council.” He reached for a grape. “She was something of a legend, wasn’t she? She managed to live for several centuries, but no one was ever able to work out what kind of magic she used to extend her lifespan. People have spent years trying – and failing – to replicate whatever she did.”


  “Correct. Apart from being a member of the First Council, she was also one of the best friends of the person who created Everton’s magical defence system. She knows everything about it. And throughout her long, long life, she also acted from the shadows to guide my House and protect first the Eternal Empire and then Everton. If there is anyone who understands the origins of the conflict between the Eternal Empire and Everton, she does.”


  “You said she knows everything about Everton’s magical defence system.” Timmy frowned. “You used present tense, not past tense.”


  “And this is where I get to the bad part. For reasons that I’m sure you can guess, my House suppressed the fact that Amanda’s long life was not due to her having a unique form of magic or developing an exotic potion. We did an excellent job of it. Not even the Eternal Empire is completely sure of what she is. No, her longevity has nothing to do with magic or potions, at least not in the way most people think. She is a vampire.”


  Silence.


  “Hahahaha!” Avraniel pounded the table with one hand. She was laughing so hard that there were tears in her eyes. “You’re descended from a vampire? Oh, that’s too good.” She jabbed one finger at James and turned to Timmy. “Does he count as a vampire? Should we call Sparky and have her purify him to death?”


  “She wasn’t a vampire when she had her children,” James ground out. “She became a vampire after having children. So, no, technically, I am not descended from a vampire. I am completely human.”


  “And completely a jerk.” Avraniel giggled. “A vampire jerk.”


  “…” If looks could have killed, the elf would have died where she sat.


  “You have to admit, James, this is pretty funny.” Timmy snickered, as did Katie. “Wait…” He trailed off as a thought suddenly occurred to him. “Then the dispute involving Vicky’s family, the one about a goat and a vampire…”


  “My ancestor may or may not have attacked a prize-winning goat Victoria’s family owned, beginning a feud that has lasted for centuries through to the present day.” James covered his face with his hands. “Apparently, she was very hungry that night and it was either the goat or another person.”


  “Please, tell me Vicky knows.” Timmy was never, ever going to let James live this down.


  “No, she does not, and you can’t tell her.” James’s glare was beyond icy. It was the kind of glare that could freeze water on sight. “The most important thing is that Amanda is still alive. I now believe she faked her own death centuries ago for reasons that are currently unknown. I’ll have to ask her when I get the chance.”


  “How do you know she’s still alive?” Timmy asked.


  “I recently received a description of an ancient vampire who had been captured. My contacts did not know who the ancient vampire was, but when I heard their description, there was no doubt in my mind that it was her.”


  “Captured? That’s not good.”


  “No, it’s not. It is extremely not good.” James folded his hands together on the table in front of him. His blue eyes hardened, and his gaze grew sharp. “So far, we’ve been lucky. The people who have captured her don’t know whom it is they’ve captured. They simply needed an ancient vampire to experiment on. Since she wasn’t surrounded by a coven, they were able to catch her by surprise and capture her. But what do you think will happen if they realise who she is and what she knows?”


  “If they’re smart, they’ll sell any information they can get from her to the Eternal Empire, and that’s assuming they aren’t from the Eternal Empire.”


  “Like I said, we’ve been lucky. They aren’t from the Eternal Empire, but they will most certainly sell information to them – the people who’ve been waiting centuries to get even with us – once they realise who they’ve got. Your mission is very simple: I need you lot to retrieve her before any of that can happen.”


  “Given her importance,” Katie said. “Why not send an army? I mean we’re good, but an entire army with a full complement of war mages and members of the Council would be better, right?”


  “They’d see us coming from miles away.” James took another swig of wine. “It might even help them realise who they’ve captured if they haven’t already tortured that information out of her. My House would also like to keep this whole thing as quiet as possible since her being a vampire is an ancient secret.”


  “And your House has built its reputation on being overly pious, not to mention that vampires aren’t exactly the most popular people in Everton.” Timmy chuckled. Vampires were even less popular than necromancers. Zombies tended to freak people out, but vampires terrified people. “Oh, this is too good.”


  “Yes, it’s nice to know you find this whole thing so amusing.” James sighed heavily. “But I have another reason for asking you to do this. You, Timmy, might be the only person in the world who can lead a mission to break into the place where she is being kept.”


  Timmy did not like the smile on James’s face. It reminded him far too much of a mongoose eyeing a cobra. His gut clenched. He had a bad, bad feeling about this. “And where exactly is your vampire ancestor being held?”


  “I’m sure you remember the place. She’s being held in the Nameless Citadel in the middle of the Desert of Glass.”


  Timmy banged his head on the table. “Damn it. She just had to end up there.” He made a choking sound. “I still can’t get over the fact that no one seems to have realised that naming a citadel the Nameless Citadel means it isn’t nameless anymore.”


  “I don’t think I’ve heard about that place, master.” Katie used some of her shadows to grab him before he could bang his head on the table again. “What sort of place is it?”


  “It’s a prison. It’s used to hold some of the most dangerous magically gifted criminals in the world. The reason they use it is because it’s made out of a material that, quite frankly, most nations would kill to be able to replicate. It was crafted millennia ago by a race that predates the elves but no longer exists because they turned a huge chunk of a very fertile empire into a smouldering crater of glass – which we now call the Desert of Glass. Nowadays, they keep criminals there because the ruins of the Nameless Citadel are made of a material that is virtually impervious to all forms of magic below, I don’t know, what Avraniel could do if she got really, really mad.” Timmy nodded at the elf, who looked entirely too pleased with herself. “The prison itself is protected by an extremely complex and powerful magical barrier and a small army of guards.”


  “Sounds tricky.” Katie paused. “Um… how do you know so much about it, master?”


  “Because thanks to my master’s idiocy, I ended up stuck in there with him for a few exceedingly unpleasant months. Needless to say, I don’t like to talk about it much. I was twelve, and the guards there weren’t the kind to take it easy on children. It was where I learned the importance of knowing how to pick locks and conceal weapons.”


  “You are one of a very small number of people who have managed to escape from the Nameless Citadel,” James said. “Which is why I’m sending you and the others to get Amanda back. If you broke out, then I’m sure that you know how to break back in. I also need you to do this as quickly and quietly as possible. The fact that you are not formally affiliated with the Council gives us plausible deniability in case something goes wrong since any attempt to break into the Nameless Citadel could cause an international incident. Apart from my ancestor, it also houses some of the most dangerous criminals in the world from an assortment of different countries. It would be for the best if my ancestor is the only escapee.”


  “Wonderful.” Timmy ran his hands through his hair. “It’s not like you’re asking for the impossible. How much are we getting paid?”


  “The payment will come from a special discretionary fund that is under my direct control.” James wrote the sum out on a piece of paper and slid it across the table to Timmy. “Here’s how much each of you will be paid, provided you succeed.”


  Avraniel snatched the piece of paper off the table and shot to her feet. “Each? We’re each getting this much to rescue a damn vampire?” There were so many zeroes, so many lovely zeroes. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”


  “Not yet.” Timmy cut her off. “We’ll take the mission, but I need to go through some old notes and diaries that I kept from back then. If we’re going to do this, we can’t afford to screw up. If they catch us, we can look forward to being experimented on by crazy jailors for months, possibly even years.”


  James helped himself to some more wine. “Then you’d better not get caught. Let me know what you’re planning, but you have the authority to do whatever you deem necessary, as long as it cannot be traced back to Everton or the Council.”


  Two days passed before Timmy bid James a spiteful farewell and gathered everyone in the dining room again to explain what he knew and had managed to scavenge from the records he’d kept at the time. At the centre of dining table was a map of the world.


  “This is where we are,” Timmy said. “And this over here is the approximate location of the Nameless Citadel. We are not going there on foot. It would take us far too long. Instead, we’ll be taking zombie wyverns to the edge of the Desert of Glass. There is a trading city there, Kargahd. I know someone there who will help us, and we’ll be able to pick up some camels to take us the rest of the way.”


  “Why not fly all the way there?” Avraniel asked. “I’ve ridden a camel before. They suck, and they spit. A lot.”


  Timmy shook his head. “We can’t simply fly there. They have spells and sentries in place, so they’ll notice anything flying in. However, it’s not too unusual for travellers or traders to pass through that part of the desert on camels. A zombie wyvern is another story. They’d take one look at it and start getting prepared. Believe me, you do not want them to be prepared if we’re trying to break in.”


  “Once we get there, how will we get in?” Old Man asked. “I have several techniques that might – perhaps – be able to damage the barrier. But if it is as complex and powerful as you say, then I doubt that I will be able to cut through it.” His expression grew wistful. “I… once served someone who lived in a fortress protected by a powerful barrier.”


  “I can take the barrier down,” Timmy replied. The others startled slightly. He could understand their surprise. There had been something in his voice that was rarely there: the adamantine resolve and unwavering determination of the boy who’d escaped one of the most formidable prisons ever built. “It won’t be easy, and I’ll need your help, but I promise you, I can bring the barrier down. And it will stay down long enough for us to do what we have to.”


  Avraniel smirked. “The look in your eyes just now, idiot. I like it. Those are the eyes of someone I can actually respect.”


  Katie nodded. “Sometimes, master, you can actually be pretty impressive.”


  Timmy laughed. “Thank you for your vote of confidence.”


  Gerald coughed. “Do I need to come along on this mission? I’d be more than happy to, uh, hold down the fort here.”


  Timmy put one hand on Gerald’s shoulder. “I’m afraid that we need you for this, but don’t worry. If everything goes according to plan, you won’t have to fight anyone. In fact, if things goes well, Amanda will do a lot of the fighting for us.”


  



Chapter Seven


  Timmy breathed a sigh of relief as he slid off his zombie wyvern to the ground. Extended flights weren’t taxing from a magical perspective – his zombie wyverns were too well made and his skills in necromancy were too good to be troubled by something as simple as flying – but they could be taxing on his concentration. Under most circumstances, zombie wyverns didn’t have to worry about their positioning in the air, nor did they have to worry about banking or diving too sharply. They were tireless, relentless, and almost perfect for patrolling the sky. It was a different story when they had to spend the entire day carrying people.


  A quick glance to the side confirmed his suspicions about his apprentice. Katie had definitely begun to flag. He’d let her control the other zombie wyvern since it would give her a chance to practice her fine control over a much longer period of time than usual. It was usually enough for a necromancer to issue some general orders to a group of zombies and then leave them to get the job done. It was rarely necessary to maintain firm control over a zombie for a long period of time, and it was much more mentally taxing. Despite all of her precocious talent, Katie was still only a child of ten. Her magic and her mind had a long way to go before they were fully developed.


  The flight had taken them a little over two days since they’d stopped for breaks and when the weather had grown too poor for them to fly comfortably. Those breaks had been especially necessary for Gerald. The poor fellow got airsick easily, and Katie would have been extremely unimpressed if he’d vomited in her hair. In the end, Timmy had been forced to dose him up with a potion for motion sickness – Gerald really did have a bit of everything stored away with his magic – before tying him into place behind him with a few paper bags close at hand. Gerald had gone through half a dozen of those paper bags throughout the flight, and he was currently all but dead on his feet. Timmy was also curious to know if they’d hit anyone with those bags after Gerald had dropped them. Hopefully, they hadn’t.


  In contrast to Gerald, Old Man seemed to have been reinvigorated by the flight, and there was a noticeable spring in his step. He hadn’t flown much before, and he’d enjoyed the experience. Gerald stumbled, and Old Man drifted back to help him. As for Avraniel, she had enjoyed the trip too, and she’d spent most of it talking to Spot who had managed to keep pace with the zombie wyverns for long stretches of the journey. However, it was his first truly extended flight, so he had spent some time hitching a ride, and he was currently resting his wings and walking alongside them. If anyone asked, they would label Spot as some kind of weird drake, which would make him an interesting specimen, but nothing worth making a big fuss over. It would probably work unless they ran into an expert in dragons or Spot breathed fire.


  Right now, they were about half an hour on foot from Kargahd, which was the last major city before the Desert of Glass. He waited to make sure that the others were following him – and that Gerald had recovered enough to store the zombie wyverns away with his magic – before he continued down the rough dirt trail that led to the main road.


  “Come on,” Timmy said. He glanced up at the sky. “We’ve got a couple of hours until nightfall, but we don’t want to be late. They close the gates at dusk, and even if bandits aren’t a threat to us, I’d like to avoid making a mess.” He fell into step beside Gerald. The bureaucrat was still getting his land legs back. “Are you okay with storing those zombie wyverns?”


  “I’m fine,” Gerald said. He gave Timmy a weak smile. “They’re not bad, actually. Storing that zombie titan of yours was far more difficult.”


  “Good.” Timmy smiled back. “If everything goes to plan, you won’t have to worry about flying again until we’re on our way back.”


  “Oh, thank the gods.” Gerald breathed a sigh of relief. “Either remind me not to eat anything before our next flight, or dose me up with potions first.”


  “I’ll be sure to do that.”


  Once they were on the main road, it wasn’t long before they came across other travellers. Like most people who lived in or near the desert, they dressed to protect themselves from the harsh desert sun and the tearing winds. Timmy had asked the others to dress appropriately not only to protect themselves but also to avoid drawing even more attention in a place where they were already likely to draw curious eyes.


  For Katie, surprisingly little adjustment had been necessary. She already went about in necromancer robes, so there wasn’t much to change other than switching to a cooler, more breathable fabric. She’d also exchanged her clogs for a stout pair of boots since the desert sand would not provide her with the firmest footing. Boots were also much better at keeping sand out than clogs.


  Avraniel didn’t need to change – he doubted that she could even get sunburn or heat exhaustion – but she was still wearing the cloak she’d made out of the phoenix feathers she’d stolen from him. At least, he’d managed to convince her to throw a larger, drabber cloak over it. He sincerely hoped that none of the many pickpockets in Kargahd tried to steal from her. Otherwise, he’d have to bribe some of the city’s officials after she demolished a nice chunk of the place.


  Old Man and Gerald were both wearing almost identical attire that the bureaucrat had procured from the seemingly endless supply of clothing he had access to thanks to his magic. Apparently, he had once done a stint as a bureaucrat near a desert, and he’d bought appropriate clothing back then and never gotten rid of it. Timmy could understand why. Gerald’s magic made it incredibly easy to hoard things. Of course, Old Man was still wearing that straw hat of his. Timmy would have to ask him about it someday. It must have had some sentimental value.


  Timmy noticed Old Man looking around curiously. “Have you not been here before?” The other travellers nearby had taken one look at Spot and given them a wide berth. Even if they didn’t know what he was, they could tell that he was dangerous. The distinctly toothy smile the young dragon wore did not help, and Timmy reached down to scratch Spot’s back. “Try to make your smile a little less toothy, Spot. They’re not food.”


  “Not yet.” Avraniel grinned at Spot. “But if they’re dumb enough to attack us…”


  Eat.


  “Yep.” Avraniel cackled. “If they attack us, they’re bad. And you can eat bad people, Spot.”


  Old Man chuckled. He found Spot’s enthusiasm refreshing although he pitied anyone foolish enough to underestimate the dragon due to his youth and lack of size. “I am very well travelled, Timmy, but I never did spend much time in this area. It’s a shame. I have heard that few sights can match the dawn breaking over the Desert of Glass. I reached Everton by boat, and my plants struggle in this heat.”


  “Will your bonsai tree be okay?” Timmy asked. Old Man hadn’t transformed it into a sword yet, most likely to keep up the appearance of a harmless, old man.


  “It should be fine. If it begins to struggle, I will transform it into its sword form.” Old Man adjusted his grip on the pot. “Once a properly cultivated bonsai tree has fully matured and can transform into a sword, it becomes a lot hardier.”


  “Good. I have a feeling you’ll need it later.” Timmy waved as a gaggle of children on a camel rode past. Their parents were on another dromedary, and they had the harried expressions of people who’d spent far too long on the road with a group of young children. “I’m not sure how familiar the rest of you are with this area, so there are a few things that I want to explain before we reach Kargahd. Listen closely and follow my advice, and things will go much more smoothly. Trust me, a lot can go wrong very quickly out here.”


  “I’m listening, master.” Katie’s gaze nevertheless drifted to a passing merchant. He appeared to be selling exotic carpets that had been enchanted to fly. Timmy followed her gaze. Interesting. He might have to buy one later although the prices on flying carpets were always extortionate, and they had the most alarming tendency to stop working at critical moments. Then again, Gerald might find it easier to fly on a magic carpet than a zombie wyvern, and it couldn’t hurt to have Gerald store one away in case there was an emergency. “What do we need to know?”


  “The first thing you need to understand is that Kargahd is one of several independent cities. These cities are not united into a single nation the way Everton is. Basically, every large town or city has its own ruler, and each of them has its own rules. Kargahd is the last major city before the Desert of Glass, so it’s a trading city. As a result, it’s different from most places. The rules are simple: almost anything goes, so long as you aren’t wrecking the place. You’ll find all sorts of things being sold here for all sorts of prices. Almost everything is for sale. And if you’re not sure what to do and you’re in trouble? Bribe everyone. It’ll get you out of just about anything – and I mean anything. Never, ever go anywhere without enough money to bribe at least a couple of low-level officials, not if you want to stay out of trouble.”


  “What about things like murder?”


  “Even lives are for sale in places like this, which is why I want you to stick together. If you think you’re in trouble, then punch first and worry about bribing the officials later. It’s easier and safer that way. Gerald, make sure you stay near one of us at all times. Avraniel, keep an eye on Spot. I know he’s tough, and we’re calling him a drake, but exotic animals are all the rage here. Someone might be stupid enough to try to snatch him.”


  “If anyone tries to take Spot, they’re going to die. I’ll feed the bastards to him.” Spot nodded enthusiastically from beside the elf.


  “What kind of place is this?” Gerald whispered. “And how long are we going to be here?”


  “It’s a strange place, but we won’t be here longer than a day or two at the most.” Timmy patted him on the shoulder. “Relax. I know someone here. It’s been a while since I’ve dropped by, but he should still remember me. He’ll help smooth things over for us. Now, remember what I said. Bribe everyone and punch first if you have to. You also need to be careful about money here. Each city mints its own coins, but much of the coinage is from other countries, and a lot of it is counterfeit. Check that any coins you receive are real and keep a close eye on your money.”


  “Right.” Katie tucked her money pouch, a bright pink monstrosity with purple rats sewn onto it, into one of the inner pockets of her robe. Rembrandt, who was in another one of her pockets, gave a few squeaks of reassurance. Anyone who tried to steal from her was in for a nasty – and pointy – surprise. Likewise, the other rats that had decided to come along on this mission had distributed themselves amongst the others. In a crowded marketplace or a busy street, no one would notice them, even if they weren’t invisible. The rats, however, would notice everything. “Are we going to have any problems entering the city, master?”


  Timmy waved one hand dismissively. “No, we’ll be fine. The man I know is quite important. As long as nothing has happened to him since the last time I visited – and it’s been years since the last coup – we’ll be able to get into the city without a hitch.”


  They reached the gates and found themselves amidst a crowd of wagons, caravans, people on horseback and camels, and even more people on foot. The gate itself was made of thick wood reinforced with metal, and it was set in a large wall of badly weathered, grey stone. The wall was enchanted to withstand lesser forms of magic, as was the gate, but neither of them would stand up to what Timmy could do with his shovel. As he waited for the line to move, he studied the guards who manned the gate. They all wore black clothing with the same red insignia as the last time he’d visited. Good. There hadn’t been a coup – an all too common occurrence in this part of the world. The constant warring both between and within the independent cities meant that changes in power had a tendency to be unexpected and bloody.


  When their turn arrived – the people in front of them had spent at least ten minutes arguing about some trivial matter, which had pushed Avraniel to the brink of fiery violence – Timmy opted to speak in one of the desert tongues, rather than the language common to the Eternal Empire and its former colonies, like Everton.


  “Is Captain Burag still Master of the Gate?” Timmy asked. The desert tongue was harsh and rough to many ears, but his speech was even rougher since it had been years since he’d spoken it.


  The leader of the guards eyed him cautiously. In cities like this, personal connections were everything. If he offended a friend of his captain, he could easily be flogged. However, if he burdened his captain with something irrelevant, he could also be flogged. It was a lose-lose situation, and Timmy had often wondered if it was simply a case of malevolent leaders looking for excuses to flog people. “How do you know the captain?”


  Timmy reached into his cloak and pulled out an old badge. It was badly battered, but the guard’s eyes widened at the sight of it. Such badges were only given to people who had earned the trust of certain city officials, the Master of the Gate amongst them. “Tell your captain that Timmy is here. He will know who I am.”


  As the guard rushed off, Katie tugged on his sleeve. “I didn’t know that you could speak any of the desert languages, master. You should teach me.”


  “I’m not completely fluent although I suppose I’m not bad. I actually read it better than I speak it.” Timmy brushed some dust off his cloak. The wind had picked up again. He’d have to wrap something around his face to protect his eyes if it got any worse, or he could borrow some goggles from Gerald. The man certainly had enough of them stored away. “And don’t worry. Most people here speak our language since this is a trading city, and they do plenty of business with us, the Eternal Empire, and other former colonies.” His lips twitched. “There is a lot of bickering here amongst people from competing nations. Please, try not to start any fights over whose country is the best.”


  “How do you know the Master of the Gate?” Old Man asked. Despite his earlier words, Timmy was not surprised to find out that Old Man could understand the language. “A badge like the one you have is not given lightly.”


  Timmy lowered his voice, so only they would hear him. “When my master and I escaped, we needed someone to guide us back to civilisation, so we needed to bring someone with us. I convinced my master to break Burag out too since he seemed more trustworthy than the other prisoners we’d encountered. Needless to say, Burag did not object. We’ve kept in touch ever since, and I’ve visited a few times over the years. I suppose you could say that we’re sworn brothers according to the customs of his people, so he should help us out.”


  A few minutes later, an absolute mountain of a man rushed forward. He was broadly built and close to seven feet tall. He wore the ornate armour of a senior captain and the stylised cloak and helmet of the Master of the Gate. He paused for a moment and then lifted Timmy clean off his feet into a bone-crushing hug.


  “It has been too long, my friend!” Burag exclaimed in the language of Everton. “Why, it’s been almost four years!”


  Timmy gasped. “Let go, Burag. You’re breaking my ribs, and I happen to need those.”


  “Ah, my apologies.” Burag gave Timmy a most unapologetic grin. “But it is good to see you again. I keep telling you to visit more often, but you must be busy with your castle and your zombies.” He looked past Timmy to the rest of the group and gestured for them to follow him into the city. “You have brought some very interesting people with you. I trust they will not cause any problems.”


  “They won’t – not here, anyway.”


  “Hah!” Burag laughed again, a big, booming sound. “That is all I ask. You can burn the whole desert for all I care. My oaths and my duty are to this city. So long as it is safe, my honour is assured, and my family will prosper.” He threw one arm around Timmy’s shoulders. “So what brings you here? I doubt it is because you wish to see the desert sands once more.”


  “Not out here.” Timmy nudged Burag with his elbow. “It’s about… old times.”


  “Old times?” Burag’s step faltered ever so slightly. “So… it’s that kind of business. Well, I have a place where we can talk.”


  Burag led them to a tavern set well away from the main streets, one filled with the scent of freshly cooked food and the smoke of various herbs. The serving girl showed them to a private room, and Burag ordered them food and drink. The big man had chosen a chair that gave him a commanding view of the door and anyone who came through it. Timmy bit back a smile. Burag might have been a boisterous fellow, but he had only lasted so long as Master of the Gate thanks to his impressive grasp of security.


  “So… tell me more about why you are here, Timmy, and tell me more about your companions. You have a strange group with you.”


  “I’ll start with the easy part.” Timmy nodded at Katie. “This is my apprentice, Katie. She might be small, but she is surprisingly useful.” Katie’s eye twitched. “In all seriousness, you should keep an eye out for her name. She’ll be great one day. She might even give me a run for my money in a few years.” Timmy gestured at the others, naming them in turn. “Meet Gerald, Old Man, Avraniel, and Spot.”


  “Spot? An unusual name for such a beast.” Burag leaned across the table. “At first glance he might pass for a drake, but he’s a dragon, isn’t he?”


  Timmy pointed at Avraniel. “She’s the one who named him, and, yes, he is a dragon. However, if anyone asks, we’re going to say he’s a drake. Not everyone has eyes as keen as yours, my friend.”


  The food and drink arrived, and Timmy quickly checked it for poison. Burag was not offended since it was standard practice out here. More than one ruler had fallen after being poisoned, and had Timmy not done it, Burag would have done it himself. The other man might trust the people who ran this tavern, but in a city like this, even that trust only went so far. Gold – and what it could buy – was the true ruler of the desert.


  The desert cities specialised in flavourful, spicy food with a rich, fragrant aroma. There were finely baked breads with different dipping sauces, along with beef, chicken, and lamb, all expertly cooked and garnished. In short order, they were all enjoying the meal, which was eaten both with utensils and with the hands in the traditional style. Even Spot had some, and the dragon gave a trill of appreciation as he gobbled up some finely seasoned beef that had been dipped in the rich sauce that had been provided and wrapped in some of the bread.


  “Do you remember the Nameless Citadel, Burag?”


  The Master of the Gate shuddered. His chair creaked as he leaned back into it. “I remember it too well, my friend, far too well. There are still nights when I wake up and wonder what it would take for me to forget. Had you not convinced your master to take me with you, I would still be rotting there. But why mention such an accursed place? Do you have more business with it?”


  Timmy grinned and reached for some bread. “Sort of. I’m going back there. I’m going to break in.”


  Burag jerked forward and banged one fist down on the table so hard that Timmy could have sworn he saw a crack spread across the top of the table. “Are you mad? To break out once is the stuff of legend. To return and then try to break back in… that…” Burag shook his head. “That is madness.”


  “I won’t argue with you there. It is crazy, but I have my reasons, which is why I need your help. My master and I weren’t there long enough to learn the full layout of the Nameless Citadel, and I didn’t exactly take the most detailed notes on the layout when we escaped. But you were held there much longer than us, and I know they moved you around several times. I want you to tell me as much as you can about the layout and purpose of each building.”


  “I will tell you, but only because I trust you.” Burag dragged in a deep breath and then poured himself a full goblet of the spiced wine that had accompanied the meal. “I hope you are not merely committing suicide. How do you plan to succeed? There will be an army waiting for you, and you, my friend, cannot beat an army alone.”


  “Maybe not,” Timmy replied. “But my friends here are extremely formidable. Believe me, we can do this. I’ll even make it worth your while. I have permission from the people I’m working for to offer incentives to those who help me.” Timmy spoke a number. “That is what I’ll be paying you. Half now and half again on our way back. I know you are worried about the people who put you in the Nameless Citadel coming after you and your family, especially if you help me. That should be more than enough to allay any concerns you have.”


  Timmy could see Burag waver. The other man had never told him who had put him in the Nameless Citadel, but Timmy had a few ideas. Sooner or later, they’d come after Burag again, and he wasn’t alone this time. He had a family now. And if Timmy managed to break into the Nameless Citadel, it wouldn’t take a genius to realise that someone must have helped him. Even if no one could prove anything, Burag, as one of the few people who’d escaped, would be right at the top of the list of suspects. The Nameless Citadel might not have formal alliances with any of the independent cities, but it had people in all of them.


  It was time for Timmy to seal the deal. “If you help me with this, I can assure you that if you ever need to leave Kargahd, you will be welcome in Everton.”


  Burag peered into his goblet. “You have offered me a lot of money. Can you really afford so much?”


  “I am being paid an obscene amount of money to get this done.


  “And the other part of your offer, are you serious?” Burag looked up from his wine. “I love this city and the desert, but we both know that things can change very quickly here. The man I serve, the man who rules this city, has many enemies. If they should one day succeed in overthrowing him, my life and the lives of my family will be forfeit. Being able to leave and find sanctuary in Everton would be… nice.”


  “I know, and it’s why you should take the deal. You’re my friend, Burag. We can help each other.”


  “And I will not have to go back there?” Burag trembled and downed his wine in one big gulp. “I will not go back there, Timmy, not even for what you have offered me. I will do everything I can to help you except that.”


  Timmy poured Burag some more wine. Burag had been a mess when Timmy and his master had found him. Oh, they’d tortured everybody in there – including Timmy and his master – but Burag had been tortured more than all but the very worst of the criminals. Timmy suspected that it was because of his magic, which allowed Burag to create a shield around his body. Still, the other man had never spoken of it, and Timmy wasn’t about to push him. He’d managed to endure a few months in the Nameless Citadel. However, Burag had received far worse treatment, and he’d been in there for at least two years.


  “No, you don’t have to go back. If your memory is still as good as it used to be, then you should be able to draw us a map good enough to help us find the person we’re looking for. I’ll also need you to tell me everything you can remember about how they ran things in the Nameless Citadel, like how many guards there were, where they posted the guards, and what magic they favoured for defence.”


  “Very well.” Burag reached for his wine but then pushed it aside. Instead, he took a piece of bread and ripped it into pieces before dipping those pieces into one of the rich dipping sauces. “I will help you.” He chewed with the force of a man deep in troubling thoughts and ran one hand through his hair. “You are a crazy man, my friend, but perhaps you must be crazy to even attempt the things you do.”


  “Perhaps.” Timmy smirked. “My master was definitely crazy. Now, start from the beginning. Tell me as much as you can.” He gestured at Gerald, and the bureaucrat summoned some paper and something to write with. “And do your best with the map. We have plenty of paper, so don’t worry if you need to revise it later.”


  It took the better part of four hours to finish the map and describe everything. But once it was done, Timmy had to admit that his friend not only had an excellent memory but that his memories also matched the records he’d kept. When he compared the map Burag had drawn to the one he had made years ago, the two agreed on what few features Timmy had been able to include. However, Burag’s map was far more detailed and included information about almost the entire citadel. The only building that Timmy’s map showed in any detail was the one he and his master had been kept in. Honestly, that had been a huge mistake. Perhaps they’d wanted to demoralise his master, but his master hadn’t particularly cared that Timmy was having an extremely unpleasant time. No, his master had been a complete jerk, but he’d also been horribly cunning. Putting them close to each other had simply given them a chance to work together to escape since they were both smart enough to realise that they couldn’t escape alone.


  “Tell me more about this building,” Timmy said, pointing to a building near the centre of the map.


  “You and your master were kept in the cells for high-risk prisoners who were not for experimentation.” Burag pointed to another building. “I was kept here, in an area for high-risk prisoners that were to be experimented upon regularly. If the person you are looking for is as dangerous as you say, they will not be kept where I was. They will be kept in the building you pointed at. I remember the jailors mentioning it. It was where they kept the most valuable and dangerous prisoners, the ones who were the most interesting test subjects.”


  “Then she’ll be there. Anything less, and she’s likely to escape, and we’ve been told that they captured her to experiment on her.” Timmy scowled. “I’d like to burn the whole place to the ground, but I don’t have the time or the resources to do that, nor do I think it would be wise to let everyone out of there.”


  Burag winced. “As much as it pains me to admit it, some of the criminals there most likely deserve their fate.”


  “Yes, well, my master would have fit right in. Unfortunately, the only way I was ever going to get out was if he got out too.” Timmy sipped on some juice. “Thank you for all of this.”


  “It is fine, and you are paying me very well.” Burag studied the map intently and searched for any flaw or mistake. He could not find any. “Where will you be staying tonight? I know you want to keep this quiet, so my house is probably out of the question. There is an inn I can recommend. The owner is a friend of mine. He will treat you well if he knows that you are also one of my friends, and discretion is a specialty of his.”


  “Thank you.” Timmy glanced away from the map as a loud commotion came from the front rooms of the tavern. He was about to ask what was going on when someone crashed through the wall in a dazed heap. He was followed by the irate proprietor shouting for help to deal with troublesome customers.


  “My friend.” Burag rose to his full height and shook out the aches and pains that came from sitting so long. “How would you and your companions like to help me deal with some trouble?”


  Avraniel’s lips curled, and she cracked her knuckles. The candles on the table flared. “I’ve been bored out of my mind since dinner finished, so I was hoping you’d say something like that. Do you need these troublemaking bastards dead or alive?”


  “Alive,” Burag replied with a grin. “But very unhappy.”


  Avraniel smirked. “Leave it to me.”


  * * *


  “Why do I have to share a room with you?” Katie grumbled as she shrugged off her robes and began to undress. Her master had paid the innkeeper extra to ensure that a warm bath was on hand to wash away the dust of travel, and she intended to make sure that his money wasn’t wasted. Depending on when they left, it might be her last real bath for a while since she didn’t like their odds of stumbling across an oasis in the middle of the desert. Then again her master did have earth magic, and there was no telling how much water Gerald had stored away with his magic. If he could store a tower with his magic, there was nothing to stop him from storing enough water for a good bath each day.


  Avraniel scoffed. “I should be the one saying that, twerp. Your master is probably worried about something happening to you if you’re left on your own. This isn’t your castle. I’m sure there are some evil bastards lurking around. Well, don’t worry. Nothing is going to happen to you with me around – unless you piss me off.”


  “Or unless you burn down the inn,” Katie replied. “Remember what happened at the tavern? The whole place was made of wood, and you were about to start throwing fire around.”


  “If that dumbass didn’t want to be set on fire, then he shouldn’t have thrown a knife at me.”


  “You caught the knife out of mid-air and threw it back at him. It was still stuck in his leg when we left!”


  “Then he should consider himself lucky. If I wasn’t trying to avoid unnecessary trouble, I’d have put it through one of his eyes.” Avraniel snorted. “He should have known better than to throw a normal knife at someone as awesome as me. The last time I had to worry about a knife was when I was up against a master elf ranger with centuries of experience and some decent magic. That elf bastard’s knife was also enchanted.”


  “Never mind.” Katie sat down on her bed for a moment to test it. It wasn’t the softest bed in the world, but it was decent enough. Most importantly, it was also clean. “Try not to do anything crazy while I’m having a bath.”


  “Do you want me to heat the water for you?” Avraniel held up one hand. Flames roared to life around it, so hot that Katie could feel them from across the room. “I wouldn’t want you to get cold, twerp.”


  “I think I’ll pass. I’d rather not get boiled like a lobster.”


  Spot bumped Avraniel’s leg and bared his teeth. Lobster?


  “Hmm… you haven’t had lobster yet, have you?” Avraniel scratched Spot’s back. “We’ll see if we can find some for you to eat later, but it might be tricky. I’d be surprised if they had any in this damn desert.”


  Avraniel tugged off her boots and sat cross-legged on her bed as she counted the money that she’d relieved some of the troublemakers of. Burag hadn’t even blinked when she’d started emptying the pockets of those idiots down at the tavern. It was, he’d said, common practice here. Spot hopped up onto the bed and gave her a hopeful look.


  “Yes, yes. You can sleep on the bed. It’s not big, but we should both be able to fit. If anyone attacks, you also have my permission to eat them.” Avraniel lifted one of the coins for closer examination. She scowled. It was counterfeit. “I hope the twerp doesn’t take too long in the bath. I’d like to have one too.”


  Spot rested his head in Avraniel’s lap and hissed contentedly. If he couldn’t have lobster, a troublemaker or two would be perfect for a midnight snack. He’d have to be careful though. Katie had mentioned that there would be problems if they made a mess of the room. He’d have to eat any troublemakers as neatly as possible.


  * * *


  Rembrandt’s frantic squeaking woke Katie up in the middle of the night. The girl opened her eyes and froze. Spot had climbed onto her bed. Rembrandt squeaked again and leapt onto the dragon’s snout, brandishing his sword, but Spot simply snorted and nudged Katie with one of his wings.


  Share. Spot reached up and swiped at Rembrandt, but the rat avoided the attack with ease. Twerp, share. He nudged her again, more insistent this time, and glanced in Avraniel’s direction.


  Katie wondered why the other rats in the room hadn’t intervened. Rembrandt was still squeaking threats at Spot, but his comrades seemed perfectly content to keep watch over the door and the window. Even though they were demolition rats that spent a lot of time around Avraniel, there was no way they would stand by and do nothing if she was actually in danger. She followed Spot’s gaze over to Avraniel and then relaxed. The elf was sleeping in truly inelegant fashion. Avraniel had kicked her blanket off and her limbs were sprawled out in an ungainly manner, making her look like some kind of blonde starfish.


  “You couldn’t fit in the bed with her anymore, but you didn’t want to wake her up. Is that it?” Katie murmured.


  Spot nodded and nudged her again. Share.


  “What? You want to sleep in my bed?” Katie rubbed her face with one hand. “Can’t you sleep on the floor or something?”


  Spot made a pitiful sound. Bed comfortable. Twerp small. Plenty of space.


  Katie’s eye twitched. “I am not that small.” She tried to glare, but Spot’s pout made it impossible. How could a dragon be so adorable? She sighed. “Fine. I guess you can sleep in my bed tonight, but you better not eat me while I’m sleeping.”


  Spot huffed. Not food.


  “Well, it’s nice to know I’m not on the menu. No drooling on me either.”


  Spot nodded. No drool.


  “Okay.” Katie moved her blanket aside and patted the bed beside her. “Hurry up. I want to go back to sleep.”


  Spot trilled happily and settled down onto the bed beside her. He moved back and forth for a few moments before folding his wings and finding a comfortable position and snuggling up to her. Despite his scales, he was surprisingly cuddly, and he was very warm. He tucked his head into the crook of her shoulder and then frowned. Rembrandt was threatening him again.


  “Oh.” Katie yawned. “That’s Rembrandt’s spot.”


  The rat glared, and Spot shifted slightly to let Rembrandt reclaim his position near Katie’s shoulder. The rodent gave Spot one last look of suspicion before closing his eyes. For his part, the dragon unfurled one of his wings and draped it over Katie. There. That was much more comfortable.


  “Remember what I said,” Katie murmured, already half asleep. “No eating me, and you had better not drool on me either.”


  Spot yawned and closed his eyes. Promise.


  



Chapter Eight


  Katie yawned. She’d gotten a reasonable night’s sleep, but it could have been better. She’d awakened in the middle of the night to find Rembrandt squeaking frantically as Spot, who’d realised that he couldn’t fit on the small bed next to Avraniel when the elf was doing her best impression of a starfish, had decided that it would be easier and more comfortable if he curled up to someone smaller. That someone was Katie. After making it clear to the dragon that eating her – and drooling on her – would be completely unacceptable, Katie had let Spot snuggle up to her.


  In all honesty, she hadn’t been very worried. If Spot was going to eat her, he’d have done it by now, and it had been pretty cold. Unlike Avraniel, Katie was not a living furnace, so Spot’s warmth was actually quite welcome. Even Rembrandt, who hadn’t been at all impressed by the dragon’s request, had ended up sleeping on Spot’s snout for extra warmth, much to his later consternation and the amusement of the other rats. Apparently, some of the demolition rats had already taken to sleeping on or around Spot due to the warmth the dragon radiated.


  Right now, however, she was out shopping for camels with her master. Old Man and Gerald had been given a list of supplies to pick up, and Avraniel had gone with them due to her expertise in haggling – more like threatening – people into a more favourable price. The addition of Spot was sure to knock the price down even more. She and her master were currently making their way through the vast marketplace that occupied the heart of the city. It was so large that there was an entire section set aside for buying and selling animals that ranged from the mundane, like camels and horses, to the more exotic, like newly hatched hydras and drakes.


  “Don’t touch anything,” her master warned. “A lot of the animals here might look cute and cuddly, but they will happily remove a finger or two – maybe even an arm – if you give them the opportunity. A good rule when it comes to animals in the desert is that if it’s big and scary, it will try to rip you to bits. If it’s cute and cuddly, it’s probably poisonous.”


  Katie nodded. His advice matched what she’d heard about the desert. She caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye and nearly tripped. “Is that…?”


  Her master followed her gaze to a huge cage off to one side of the main thoroughfare. “You have good eyes, my young apprentice. That is indeed a desert rock hydra, a species of hydra that is bigger, has more heads, and is altogether even more vicious than the hydras you typically find in Everton.” He sighed. “And look how big it is. I wish we could buy it, but we’ve got other things to focus on.” His eyes narrowed. “That one is also getting a bit old. You can tell from the way some of its scales have chipped. You never see that in a young hydra.” He pursed his lips. “Maybe next year, we can come back during hydra hatching season and pick up enough hatchlings for a breeding program. It would definitely save us money in the long run, and you can never have too many hydras.”


  Katie quickened her pace to keep up with her master. The hydra would have made a wonderful zombie, and she would definitely remind him when hydra-hatching season came around again. They used so many hydras that breeding their own was only logical. She had also recently read a very interesting book about how to bring out specific traits in hydras through controlled breeding, and she was keen to see how much of it was true.


  “So, what are we looking for in a camel, master? I know how to pick a good horse, but I’ve never even ridden a camel before.”


  Her master warded off an over-eager merchant who was trying to sell what Katie could tell, even at a glance, were fake drake eggs. She snorted. Those eggs belonged to a species of giant lizard that was common to certain regions of Everton.


  “What you’re looking for in a camel, Katie, is reliability. The desert is an unforgiving place. If you find yourself without transport, you won’t last long. It’s not like Everton where you’ll most likely stumble across a village if you find a road and wander for a day or two. I suppose you’re better off than most people since you have your shadows. There also aren’t many places in the desert where you can restock your food and water. The ideal camel is healthy, even-tempered, and doesn’t spit too much. You should also pay close attention to the way a camel walks. A camel can appear perfectly fine, but even a small hitch in its gait or a slight limp can become real problems over the course of a journey through the desert.”


  “Is spitting really such a big deal?”


  Katie ducked on reflex as something swiped at her from a cage. It appeared to be some kind of vaguely snake-like thing although it was hard to tell since its cage was half-covered by a thick cloth. She frowned. Keeping a snake-like creature in a cage was a recipe for trouble. She’d learned that the hard away after she’d purchased a cobra to add to one of her zombies, only for the enterprising reptile to make an escape. Since then, she’d decided to follow her master’s example of keeping snakes in properly designed enclosures although he could be a bit odd when it came to snakes. For example, he’d expressly forbidden her from ever making a zombie python-goat, which was strange because she’d made far more dangerous zombies in the past. Oh well. Most necromancers were a bit eccentric, and her master was no exception to that rule.


  “You get tired of it very fast. Believe me, when you’ve spent all day out in the sun with the desert wind getting sand everywhere, having your camel spit at you is, well, it can be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.”


  Katie groaned. “Master… puns aren’t your strong suit.”


  “That one wasn’t on purpose. And my puns aren’t that bad, are they?”


  Katie cringed. “Master, do you remember when we broke into an ancient tomb and the monster guarding it tried to freeze us to death while the ceiling collapsed?”


  “Yes.”


  Katie made a choking sound. “You talked about how important it was for us to keep our cool under pressure.”


  “I thought that was a rather clever one.” He tugged her closer and began to push through the throng of people in front of them. Katie was tempted to use her shadows to clear the way, but doing so would draw far too much attention. Her master, for all that he wasn’t especially tall or broad shouldered, had more than enough strength to push through the crowd. “If you want the best camels, there’s only one group to get them from. I’m sure you’ve heard of them.”


  Katie certainly had. Indeed, she’d read as much about them as she could after Avraniel had brought one of them to the castle. “The desert elves.”


  “Yes. Elves have a way with animals, and the desert elves have raised the finest camels in the world for centuries.” Her master smirked. “They’ve also been known to tame hydras and ride them into battle, so they definitely know what they’re doing.”


  They walked until they reached a large pen with a group of camels in it. The person in front of the pen was undoubtedly a desert elf. She had the dusky skin common to her kind, along with platinum hair and long ears. Several more desert elves stood nearby, and Katie took note of the weapons they carried. It was almost like they expected trouble. Then again, it was better to be prepared.


  “Is this why you didn’t bring Avraniel with us?” Katie murmured.


  “She’s not here because she can haggle. I’m sure Old Man is no slouch, but Avraniel does casual menace so much better. I doubt that Gerald will have any luck in a place like this. The merchants might empty his pockets.” Her master scratched the back of his head. “And, yes, I thought it might be better if we steered Avraniel away from any desert elves.”


  Katie cackled. She’d seen Avraniel haggle before. She radiated enough menace that simply staring at people was usually enough to get her a discount. Even if people didn’t know who she was, the aura she had was not unlike a wolf’s. People could tell that she was no push over, and the way she carried herself screamed danger. As for desert elves, it was well known that desert elves and forest elves detested each other. In fact, according to the books Katie had read, forest elves, high elves, desert elves, dark elves, and all of the other elves hated each other.


  No one outside the elves knew why they hated each other – the elves had never revealed the source of the conflict to outsiders – but it was an ongoing feud, one which mixed centuries of peace with bouts of verbal jousting and the occasional outbreak of bloody violence and full-scale war. Like any forest elf, Avraniel knew about the feud, but all she would say was that it was based on an event far back in the history of the elves that involved lots of wine, several bets, and possibly a deranged bear. Katie had wisely chosen to stop her inquiries there. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know, and Avraniel had gone off on a rant about how the desert elves were all a bunch of sand-loving, hydra-humping bastards who deserved to be set on fire for being even bigger dicks than the forest elves.


  Afterward, Katie had decided to start referring to the whole thing as Secret Elf Business. There was actually a similar feud amongst the dwarves. There were basically three main groups of dwarves: the ones who lived underground or in mountains, the ones who lived above ground or out in the open, and the ones who lived at sea. They all hated each other, and no one knew why except the dwarves. Katie was morbidly curious about it too. It had to be something interesting to have lasted this long, but it was probably Secret Dwarf Business that she was better off not knowing about.


  Some people thought that those feuds made the elves and the dwarves strange. Some people even attributed the rise of humans to their ability to avoid such feuds, but Katie disagreed. She had seen people of every race get into stupid arguments, some of which had lasted almost as long as the feuds amongst the elves and the dwarves. Everton and the Eternal Empire were a perfect example. The Eternal Empire still couldn’t get over the fact that Everton was its own country now.


  Necromancers weren’t any better either. In many ways, they were worse. The last time she and her master had attended a major convention for necromancers – they were hard to hold in reputable places since the vast majority of the attendees were wanted criminals – there had been an all-out brawl over terminology. Katie and her master belonged to the camp that believed a composite zombie, one made up of multiple creatures, should be named by putting the name of the creature that formed the base of the zombie first. In other words, if a zombie had started off as a bear before having some lion parts added on, then it should be called a zombie bear-lion. However, not everyone agreed. A significant proportion of necromancers believed that the base creature should have its name put last. What Katie called a zombie bear-lion would thus be called a zombie lion-bear.


  The brawl had rapidly devolved into pitched battle with the participants calling in their zombies and drawing their weapons. Never one to let an opportunity go to waste, her master had whacked a few people over the head with his shovel, and they’d used the battle as a distraction while they robbed as many of their enemies as they could. Quite a few of them had been foolish enough to leave their things unguarded while they fought. All in all, it had turned out rather well, even if it had been a bit disheartening. Necromancers were supposed to be eminently sensible and pragmatic masters of death – so much for that idea.


  The desert elf watched them closely as they approached. Her eyes were a shade of blue bordering on indigo. It was hard to see much of her face apart from those eyes since she wore a cloth over her face to help protect it from the harsh sun and the sand that the desert winds often kicked up. However, Katie took note of the curved sword at her waist and the bow on her back. Elves across the world had a tendency to be good with bows and pointy things. Even Avraniel, despite her love of fire, was incredibly good with her bow and her daggers.


  “We’re looking for some camels,” her master said without preamble. “Good ones.”


  “How many?” The elf’s voice was strangely smooth and lyrical. It must be something innate to desert elves, or –


  “Please, don’t try to use your magic on me.” Katie had to hand it to her master. He wasn’t easy to fool, even with magic. “I can feel you using it. You’re good. It’s very subtle and well done, but it won’t work now that I’ve noticed it.” He pursed his lips. “I’m guessing it uses a combination of your voice and eye contact to charm people. It must be very useful for someone who makes their living selling things. It’s also not strictly legal here although I doubt that anyone would bother to arrest you since it would be difficult to prove. In other words, it’s a risk well worth taking.”


  The elf laughed. “A lot of things are not strictly legal here, human. It doesn’t stop people from doing them.” She stepped forward. “What makes you think that my eyes have anything to do with my magic?”


  “It’s not very windy here, and you’re the only one with your face covered like that. It draws people’s attention to your eyes and your voice.” Her master smiled, but Katie didn’t miss the steel in his eyes. “You should stop. It’s not going to work.”


  “You never know.” Katie couldn’t see the desert elf’s face, but she suspected that she was smiling too.


  “You’re wrong. I do know.” Her master shook his head. “All I want to do is to buy some camels. Either you’re willing to do business properly, or you’re not. My journey isn’t so long that I can’t make do with camels from elsewhere.” He turned very deliberately to one of the other merchants nearby who was also selling camels.


  “Very well.” The elf tugged the cloth down to reveal her face. “How many do you need?”


  Timmy paused to consider the question, and Katie frowned as a shadow crept along the ground toward her master. Her brows furrowed, and her own magic rippled out. The shadow froze. For a second, it fought against her control, but Katie had yet to meet someone whose control over shadows was stronger than hers.


  “Master, her shadow…”


  “Thank you, Katie.” He smirked. “So you have some form of shadow magic as well. I’m going to guess it lets you control people by taking over their shadow. You’ve got an interesting set of abilities.” He put one hand on the shovel that was in a holster on his back. “They would be perfect for a merchant… or an assassin.”


  The desert elf’s smile thinned. “You have a strong apprentice, necromancer.”


  “Oh, so you do know what I am.”


  “You stink of death.”


  “And you stink of cheating.” Timmy let his hand drop back to his side. “I have no interest in what you do outside of selling camels, as long as it doesn’t involve me. Now, about those camels…”


  “We can work something out.” The desert elf’s eyes gleamed. “I had heard from some friends of mine that the Master of the Gate welcomed some very interesting visitors. They were right. I have also heard that you may be travelling with the Burning One.”


  “The Burning One?” Katie shared her master’s puzzlement for a moment before she realised whom the desert elf was talking about. He grinned. “Ah, yes. Her.”


  Katie made a face. Her master would have to tell Burag about this. Someone under his command was not keeping secrets properly, and secrets could be worth more than gold in a place like this. “You’re not trying to kill her or anything, are you?” She felt morally obligated to warn the desert elf. “Because that would be a tremendously bad idea.”


  The desert elf snorted. “Only a fool faces the Burning One in battle. No, I merely wish to lay eyes upon her and see if she is truly as formidable as the legends say. We desert elves are no friends to our tree-hugging kin. To see one of their own turn against them is… amusing.”


  “Multiply everything you’ve heard by a factor of ten.” Timmy gestured at the animals in the pen behind the desert elf. “Can we get back to the camels? I’d rather not be here all day.”


  Katie relaxed slightly once they were inside the pen choosing their camels. She immediately had to use her shadows to block what seemed like a tidal wave of spit aimed at her by a particularly pernicious dromedary. Yuck. Even her shadows felt dirty after blocking the camel’s spit, and the camel looked like it wanted to try again. On her shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked a warning to the camel. Whatever the rat had said, it seemed to work. The camel snorted at her and then wandered off.


  “Thanks,” Katie whispered, running one finger down Rembrandt’s back. “Rats are much better than camels, aren’t they?”


  Rembrandt nodded. The only thing that camels did better than rats was carry things, and that was only because they were a lot bigger than rats.


  “I think you should pick a different camel,” her master remarked dryly. “I don’t think he likes you.”


  Katie glanced back at the camel. The camel sneered, and Rembrandt returned the gesture. “No, I don’t think he does.”


  She eventually settled on a camel that didn’t hate her on first sight. It wasn’t the biggest one there, but it wasn’t small either. She watched it walk, and its stride was smooth and easy. The camel also seemed to like Rembrandt too, sniffing at the rat once or twice before nudging him with its head.


  “I think I’ll get this camel.” She pointed at another camel. It was the most docile of the camels in the pen by a considerable margin. “I think we should get that one for Gerald.” The camel honestly appeared to be more interested in studying the ground or the sky than actually doing anything. However, when she took its reins, it walked along obediently without a hitch in its stride.


  “Is this Gerald person not good with animals?” the desert elf asked. She had accompanied them into the pen while one of the others took her position speaking with potential customers.


  Katie opened her mouth to refute the assertion before closing it. “That is… a kind way of putting it. Everything he meets tries to eat him or kill him, often both. I can’t help but wonder if even the camels might try.”


  “Then that camel is a good choice. It is so relaxed that I swear it would forget to eat and drink if we did not remind it to.”


  “Well, I’ve finished picking out camels for the others,” Timmy said. “Let’s talk price.”


  The desert elf’s lips curled. “Yes, let’s.”


  It took fifteen minutes of haggling, but they got their camels, and at what Katie thought was a reasonable price too.


  “Ah, this brings back memories.” Her master had a spring in his step as they led the camels back to the inn. “Do you know what happened the first time my master tried to ride a camel in front of me?”


  Katie was morbidly curious. Her master’s master had been equal parts monster and genius. “What happened?”


  “The camel spat at him. It got him right in the face too. He would have killed it, but I reminded him that people would definitely notice him if he was riding a zombie camel.” He threw his head back and laughed. “He got so mad at me. I guess that was one of the reasons that we got captured and thrown into the Nameless Citadel in the first place. My master got angry – and drunk – too often, so he didn’t notice that we were surrounded until it was too late. I did try to warn him, but, well, he wasn’t the kind of person to accept advice.”


  “Why were you and your master out in the desert?” Katie asked. She didn’t know a lot about her master’s past, all things considered. He didn’t like to talk about the time he’d spent with his master, but she was certain that was because of how thoroughly unpleasant the man had been. Not even other necromancers had liked him, and her master had admitted to not raising a single finger to help him when he’d been eaten by one of his own zombies. It had been a zombie python-goat, or something similar.


  “Have you heard of the Heart of the Desert?” he asked. Her master had a wistful expression on his face that he usually only wore when he was talking about something extremely rare or exotic. More often than not, it was followed by them going out and trying to get that extremely rare or exotic thing, which was in turn followed by them being chased by things that wanted to murder them.


  “The Heart of the Desert?” Katie searched her memory but came up with a big blank. “What is it? I haven’t heard of it before.”


  “I’m not surprised. It’s not widely known, and so much of what we think we know about the creation of the Desert of Glass is nothing more than myth, legend, and wild conjecture. Tell me, what do you know about how the Desert of Glass was made?”


  “It was left behind after an ancient empire that predates even the elves destroyed themselves, most likely through some titanic magical mishap.”


  “That is the most popular story, isn’t it?” Timmy quickly led their camels past a store selling food before any of the animals could help themselves. “My master was fascinated with ancient relics. He wanted to gather as many as he could. He was convinced that the ancients – the ones who had wiped themselves out over the years – had discovered bits and pieces of what could be the ultimate power. He believed that if he gathered enough of their relics and grew to understand them, then he would be able to surpass all of the ancient scholars, mages, and warriors and transcend the limits of mortal power to become a god.”


  “He sounds crazy.” Katie used her shadows to help guide the camels along the crowded street. She was careful, however, to do it as subtly as she could, thinning her shadows until they resembled dark ropes. “But it would also explain the collection we have back home.”


  The castle did indeed have an extensive collection of ancient relics, many of which were so evil and powerful that they had to be kept deep within the castle behind many layers of protection. Katie had studied some of them, and she had plans to study even more of them as she grew older and more powerful. Her master, who was far more familiar with them, had even put some of them to work powering the castle’s defences and performing other tasks.


  “My master uncovered legends suggesting that the destruction of the ancient empire was caused by a weapon, not unlike the one that the rats Avraniel likes put together, only orders of magnitude more powerful.”


  Katie shuddered. She liked all of the rats, but she’d been forced to have a few difficult conversations with the group widely referred to as the demolition rats due to their tendency to demolish things with explosives. If they wanted to continue experimenting with increasingly powerful explosives, then they needed to move farther from the castle. They meant well, but their explosives had grown by leaps and bounds now that Avraniel was around to help power them up. There was no telling what they might come up with next, especially if Spot was involved. Although Katie was reasonably confident that the castle would survive – her master had recently increased the strength of its magical defences to ensure it could withstand even a direct hit from the things the demolition rats came up with – the same could not be said for the surrounding countryside and the villagers who occupied it.


  “The Heart of the Desert was the magical artefact, which formed the core of that weapon. My master believed that unlike the bombs our rodent friends have come up with, the ancient weapon could be fired multiple times and across great distances. He even found some very rough descriptions of the Heart and what it did.”


  “Really?” Katie turned to glare at one of the camels. The dromedary had decided that her hair was very interesting – as food. Rembrandt poked it in the nose to make it let go of her hair, but the camel simply ignored her glare and made another attempt at her hair. “Stop chewing my hair!”


  “The fragments of text that my master found described the Heart as the soul of a star which had fallen to earth. The ancients said that it had three forms. In its first form, it had the appearance of mere amber. When heated enough, it would turn to molten gold. And if heated even further, it took on the appearance of gleaming crystal filled with all of the fire and brilliance of the sun.”


  “I’ve definitely never seen anything like that before,” Katie said. “On the upside, it’s not like we can miss it if we run into it.”


  “No, I don’t think anyone could miss it. Now, come on. If we dawdle any longer, that camel might leave you bald.”


  



Chapter Nine


  “It’s hot – really, really hot.”


  Timmy laughed and leaned to the side on his camel to avoid the shadow his adorable apprentice half-heartedly swiped in his direction. Everton had four distinct seasons, but even summer in Everton was nothing compared to the scorching, unrelenting heat of the desert.


  “Consider yourself lucky. It’s only dry heat.” He grinned as Katie shot him the most murderous glare she could muster. It was good to see that she had enough energy to glare. He’d have been worried otherwise. Besides, they’d only been riding for a few hours. “My master once dragged me off to a tropical jungle to rob the tomb of an ancient king. The heat was every bit as bad there as it is now, but the humidity made things far more miserable. And don’t even get me started on all of the giant mosquitoes, giant snakes, giant spiders, giant centipedes, and other giant animals that wanted to make a meal out of us.”


  “You need to tell me where that tomb is, master, so I can make sure to never go near it.” Katie was using her shadows to provide herself with an extra bit of shade, but she could have wrapped her shadows around herself to absorb the heat directly. A day or two of using her magic like that would have been fine, but they had a solid week of travel ahead of them, not to mention all of the fighting they’d have to do once they reached the Nameless Citadel. “It doesn’t help that those two are so… so…”


  “Cheerful?” Old Man cut a cheerful figure himself on his camel, which was a touch older than the others. He’d even bought the animal a wide-brimmed straw hat to match the one he wore although he’d been forced to tie both hats into place after several powerful gusts of wind had nearly blown them away. The animal even had the same temperament as Old Man, and it was plodding along with what Timmy strongly suspected was the camel equivalent of an easy-going smile.


  “Yes.” Katie huffed. “That’s the word I was looking for.”


  The two people in question were Avraniel and Spot. The elf hadn’t bothered to alter her clothing, and her fair skin hadn’t so much as reddened despite hours of exposure to the brutally bright sun. Katie must have found the whole thing horribly unfair. The girl’s pale skin sunburned easily, and there was Avraniel without a care in the world. It most likely had something to do with her magic. People with fire magic tended to be at least somewhat resistant to heat-related injuries, and Avraniel’s fire magic was stronger than anyone Timmy had ever met. She could probably stick her hand into boiling water without being burned, and Timmy had seen her handle dragon fire when she used her magic.


  As for Spot, he was a dragon. Dragons were not only completely impervious to petty inconveniences like sunburn but they were also reptiles. They typically enjoyed hot weather like this. Timmy had even come across a theory that argued that dragons could absorb energy like sunlight via some exotic magical and metabolic process. No one had ever tested those theories – dragon researchers had by the far the shortest expected lifespans amongst animal researchers although kraken researchers weren’t far behind – but perhaps he’d have a chance to test them. If nothing else, he had a decent shot at becoming the world’s foremost dragon expert since he was in the enviable position of not being on Spot’s menu. It could prove to be a lucrative career move if he ever wanted to get out of being a necromancer. It would certainly pay better than carpentry.


  And then there was Gerald. If Katie were having a hard time handling the heat, then it would be fair to say that Gerald had it even worse. The unfortunate bureaucrat had been forced to lather himself in salve that took the bite out of the sun’s rays. It smelled too much like healing salve for Timmy to like it – he had many, many unpleasant memories about healing salve after all of the insane training exercises his master had subjected him to. Spot didn’t like it either. The dragon had licked Gerald’s face and recoiled at the taste. It was probably for the best since apparently eating the salve could lead to vomiting. Vomiting was fairly horrible for most people, but it was an absolute menace when it involved a fire-breathing dragon.


  “Is there anything we should be watching for?” Gerald asked. He was handling his camel with surprising aplomb although he was helped by how utterly docile the dromedary was. It had accepted Gerald without complaint and had proceeded to set a truly lazy pace until prodded into swifter movement. Timmy had a feeling that it wouldn’t have minded one bit if it was roped onto the other camels and dragged along through the sand. “I thought there would be more people. There is a trading route here, isn’t there?”


  Timmy studied the landscape. They appeared to be the only ones out there. “There aren’t any permanent settlements in the Desert of Glass. Things don’t grow well there, and the things that do grow don’t turn out right. The local wildlife is also less than friendly. Most trading routes either go around the desert or stick to several well-travelled routes that go from one oasis to the next. We won’t be taking any of those routes.”


  “Wait.” Gerald pulled out a map. “You say that we won’t be taking any of those routes. Does that mean we aren’t in the Desert of Glass yet? This map says that we are.”


  “That’s a common misconception.” Timmy caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He glanced at Avraniel. Her inhumanly keen eyes skimmed over the landscape, and she mouthed ‘jackal’ before continuing her conversation with Spot who was alternating between walking and slithering through the loose sand. Jackals were easy enough to deal with, and he expected some trouble. The animals here would take whatever food they could get. “Because it’s easier and more convenient, the Desert of Glass is often used to describe the entire desert. However, the actual Desert of Glass – the one everyone talks about – is something we won’t reach until tomorrow. You’ll notice a change in the wildlife when we get there too. Whatever the ancients did, it altered the animals there as much as it altered the landscape.”


  Gerald paled. “What kind of animals do we have to worry about?” He looked about furtively before steering his camel into the middle of the group next to Katie. They had an understanding in that it was usually she or the rats that were in charge of keeping all of his limbs intact and his head on his shoulders. “I’m assuming most of them will try to eat us.”


  “It sounds like you’re beginning to understand how this works,” Timmy replied cheerfully. “We won’t have to worry about the little critters. Not many of them will want to get too close once they catch Spot’s scent. I know he’s not very big yet, but he’s still a dragon. The vast majority of animals, even hungry ones, aren’t crazy enough to fight a dragon. I’m guessing most of the trouble will come from the bigger nasties, like sand hydras.”


  “Sand hydras?”


  “You only find them in areas where there is a lot of sand. They’re big, poisonous, and they usually have at least three or four heads. They won’t beat a forest or a rock hydra in a straight up fight, but that’s not how they attack. They make burrows in the sand and then burst out to attack when they sense prey passing overhead.” Timmy patted the shovel on his back fondly and gave Gerald a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. My earth magic works on sand too, and this shovel is my sand shovel.”


  Unlike his other shovels, the runes and seals on this one were optimised to control sand, as opposed to rock, dirt, and mud. “I’ll notice if there’s anything big buried in the sand nearby, and Spot should notice since he’s walking on the ground. There are also all of the usual things like snakes, lions, jackals, and you’ll even find a few salamanders out here as well. In the Desert of Glass, the animals are going to be larger and more vicious. They might also look a bit… odd. But they should back off once we show them we’re stronger, and, like I said, the smaller ones shouldn’t even come near us once they smell Spot.”


  “But won’t they notice how small he is?” Gerald asked. Spot wasn’t small compared to something like a cat or a dog, but he was tiny for a dragon. “If these animals are as hungry as you say…”


  “It doesn’t matter if Spot is small. Everyone knows that dragons are extremely possessive of their young. They’ll avoid Spot not only because he’s a dragon but also because they’ll assume that somewhere nearby is another bigger, scarier dragon that will absolutely massacre them if something happens to Spot. It’s simply not worth the risk. From what I’ve read, the main predators of young dragons are full-grown drakes, wyverns, hydras, and other dragons.” Timmy bit back a smile. True, they didn’t have an adult dragon, but they did have Avraniel. She might be an elf, but he would bet on her in a fight against almost any dragon. “All you have to do is stay alert, Gerald. If you see something, tell me or the others.”


  “All right.”


  The bureaucrat relaxed ever so slightly, and Timmy chuckled. He had learned that although Gerald could be extremely twitchy and almost everything terrified him, the older man was no coward. Oh, he’d scream and wail, but he wouldn’t run. If Timmy asked him to do something in the heat of battle, Gerald would do his best to follow orders, no matter how terrified he was. And wasn’t that courage? Timmy thought so. Gerald summoned a gourd of water with his magic and took a sip from it before he returned it to wherever it was his magic put things. All of them were carrying water on their camels, and Timmy was confident he could use his magic to find more, but Gerald was a nice backup plan. The bureaucrat had stored enough water to last them an extra two months in the desert.


  “Are we going to be travelling at night?” Gerald slathered on some more salve. Timmy winced. Gerald had so much of the salve on that Timmy could smell it from yards away. He might have to ask Katie to drape a shadow over Gerald or something. Then again, the terrible taste might help prevent anything from eating Gerald. “Wouldn’t it be easier than travelling during the day?” Beside Gerald, Katie nodded. It was cold at night, but the cold was easier for her to handle than the heat. If it got cold enough, she could ask Spot to ride on her camel with her and share some of his warmth.


  “Travel at night in the Desert of Glass?” Timmy laughed and shook his head. “No. That’s a terrible idea. Do you want to know why?”


  Gerald opened his mouth and then closed it. Finally, he spoke. “I won’t like the reason, will I?”


  Timmy laughed again. “I’ll tell you if it comes up. Otherwise, you’re better off not knowing. You’ll actually be able to sleep at night.”


  Night fell, and with it came a sharp drop in temperature. It was almost comical how quickly Katie went from whining about the heat to grumbling about the cold. As they huddled around their campfire in a campsite protected by makeshift walls that Timmy had created with his magic, Katie continued to grumble. She only stopped when Spot ambled over and draped himself across her lap. It wasn’t long before Gerald settled into place beside Katie, and Spot gleefully draped himself over the two of them, his body radiating warmth.


  The rats had spread out along the walls to keep watch, and a few of them had gone off to look for something to eat. Based on the gestures they’d made, Timmy had a feeling they’d be coming back with whichever snake made the mistake of attacking them first. It was fine. Roast snake could be surprisingly tasty, and he trusted the rats to cook it right. It was a pity he couldn’t watch. The rats were incredibly good at playing the part of harmless and helpless regular rodents to lure in their prey, only to revert to their weapon-loving selves the moment their unsuspecting prey got within reach.


  “How are you not cold?” Katie asked Avraniel. She rubbed the base of Spot’s skull, and the dragon gave a contented sigh and wagged his short, stumpy tail.


  “I am just that awesome, twerp. It shows how much better fire magic is than shadow magic.” The elf wasn’t even wearing a cloak. Instead, she had draped her cloak of phoenix feathers over a nearby rock while she shook some of the sand out of her boots. The thin fabric of her tunic should have left her shivering, but she didn’t seem the least bit bothered.


  Katie scowled, but she knew she wasn’t going to win this argument. Even with the campfire, her teeth would have been chattering if it hadn’t been for the dragon in her lap.


  “Oh, for crying out loud. You’re next to the fire, you’ve got Spot in your lap, and you still look cold.” Avraniel grabbed her cloak and tossed it at Katie. “Here, put this on. I’m not going to be able to enjoy dinner if you keep looking so damn pathetic.”


  “Hey! I don’t need – ” Katie gasped as the cloak settled over her shoulders. “This is really nice.” She reached up and adjusted the cloak, so she and Gerald could share it. “This is so warm.”


  “It should be,” Avraniel replied. “It’s made out of phoenix feathers, so it can absorb heat and fire magic. I’ve had plenty of time to warm it up.” She reached over and poked Spot on the forehead as the dragon leaned over to nibble at the cloak. “No eating my cloak, Spot. If you’re hungry, then Gerald has some stuff stored away that you can eat. You can also ask the rats to find something. I’m sure they won’t have any trouble if they use themselves as bait.”


  “They are very good at that,” Timmy said. He could remember one particularly unfortunate owl that had swooped on what it believed to be a helpless rat only to end up as dinner for the ninja rats. He reached into his pockets and pulled out a few charms made of metal. “Oh, I want each of you to take one of these. You’ll need them from now on. Since you can all use magic, you should memorise the runes and seals. They’re not complicated, but they could save your life.”


  Gerald studied the charm Timmy had given him. “I’m not an expert in runes and seals, but these look like…”


  “Runes and seals of hiding, concealment, and deterrence,” Old Man murmured. “I saw you carving these onto the walls you made around our campsite too. Do we really need them out here?”


  Timmy’s lips curved up into a smile. “You’ll see. We might be close enough now to notice something.” He glanced up and nodded. “Look up at the stars.”


  They all looked up.


  “I don’t see anything –” Gerald gasped. “What was that?”


  Timmy knew what Gerald had seen. Out here, in the desert with nothing around for miles and miles, the night sky was unbelievably clear. The stars were bright and easily visible – and something had passed in front of them, darkening the sky temporarily even though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.


  “We don’t know a lot about what happened when the empire here blew itself up,” Timmy said. “But I’m fairly sure they used something they didn’t fully understand.” He reached for his shovel and put it across his lap. “There’s an inscription on a tablet deep beneath Black Tower Castle. It’s made of a substance that I’ve never seen anywhere else, and it’s a warning about the things that live underneath the castle.”


  “I know that tablet,” Katie said. “It says to never summon anything that you can’t kill with your own hands. You told me that some kind of weapon might have been involved in the destruction of the empire. Do you think they summoned something too?”


  “No.” Timmy peered into the fire. “At least, not on purpose. But when you gather enough magical power in one spot – enough magical power to obliterate an empire – then you’re bound to tear a few holes in reality and have some things show up that have no business being in our world. Maybe it’s the ghosts of the people who used to live here, or maybe it’s something from another world that was drawn here by the power they gathered. Who knows? But every so often, people go missing here, and it’s got nothing to do with the desert or the local wildlife. I doubt that people like us would have any problems dealing with whatever is responsible, but I’d rather not take any unnecessary chances.”


  Timmy warmed his hands over the fire. “It always happens at night. The people here tell stories about it, about the darkness that swallows the stars and takes naughty children. You see them along the edges of the Desert of Glass. Once you’re further in, you don’t see them anymore. I think there’s something about the residual magic that they don’t like.” He paused. “Now that I think about, the residual magic in the middle of the desert does feel similar to yours, Avraniel.”


  The elf scoffed. She had, somehow, procured some marshmallows, most likely by picking Katie’s pocket. Rather than wait for dinner, she had already poked some onto a stick and was busy heating them over the fire. “Don’t try to pin this on me, idiot. I’ve blown up a lot of stuff in my time, but even I can’t blow up an entire empire. And, sure, I’m old by your pathetic humans standards, but what happened here happened way too long ago to be my fault.”


  “Hey!” Katie had finally noticed the marshmallows. “Those are mine!”


  “They’re mine now, twerp.” Avraniel cackled. “But if you’re nice, I suppose I could give you a few.”


  “You should give me the rest of them. They’re mine!” Katie made a grab for the marshmallows and failed miserably. “Master, make her give me back my marshmallows!”


  Timmy sighed. As amusing as it was to see Katie actually acting her age, he wished it didn’t involving her asking him to order around someone who could melt a castle with her magic. “Avraniel, they are her marshmallows. Give them back.”


  “Or what?”


  “Or I’ll make sure the rats don’t share what they caught with you.” Timmy folded his arms across his chest. “Sure, the demolition rats like you, but Rembrandt is in charge of them, and they live in my castle.”


  “Fine.” Avraniel huffed. “You can have your stupid marshmallows, but you’d better share them with me.”


  Katie was about to point out how crazy Avraniel’s line of thinking was before realising that was about as close to a win as she could get. “Fine. You can have some more, but only after dinner.” Spot bumped her hand with his head. “And, yes, you can have some too, Spot.”


  “Anyway,” Timmy said. “I wasn’t trying to blame you for what happened to the empire, but it does make me wonder. Maybe a distant ancestor of yours had something to do with it.”


  “It makes sense,” Gerald said. “We say that the empire that used to be here predated the elves, but what we really mean is that it predated the gathering of the elves into large organised groups. It’s possible that a small, wandering band of elves with one of your ancestors in it blew up the empire.”


  “Hey!”


  “Well said.” Old Man nodded sagely. “I agree with Gerald.”


  Katie snickered. “It would be just like an ancestor of yours to be involved in blowing up an empire.”


  “Don’t make me take my cloak back and call Spot over here,” Avraniel threatened. “I have no problems watching you freeze to death.”


  “No way.” Katie tugged the cloak on tighter and wrapped her arms around Spot. “I’m keeping the cloak, and Spot is so warm and cuddly.”


  Spot preened under the attention. Not far away, Rembrandt glared. It wasn’t his fault that he was currently on patrol, and it definitely wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t provide as much warmth as a dragon!


  “In any case, I thought I’d let all of you know about what’s up there.” Timmy pointed at the sky and then leaned forward to inspect the stew cooking over the fire. It had a while to go yet, but he gave it a good stir to help it along. “Also, Gerald, can you get out the goggles I asked you to store with your magic?”


  “Of course. I was wondering when you would explain what they were for.” Gerald lifted one hand. The space over his hand bent and warped, and several sets of goggles dropped onto the ground beside him. Unlike normal goggles, the lenses were clearly darkened and tingled faintly with magic. The metal frames were also inscribed with runes and seals.


  “You’ll need those tomorrow,” Timmy said. “At least, you’ll need them if you enjoy not being blind.”


  “Is it really that bad in the Desert of Glass, master?” Katie picked up the goggles with a pink frame. “You got me pink ones, and in my prescription too!”


  “Yes, because it would be a hassle trying to fit those over your normal glasses, and I’d have to put up with you plotting my demise for days if they weren’t pink.” Timmy smirked. “And, yes, it is that bad in the Desert of Glass. They’re designed to filter out glare as efficiently as possible, and they can even help you see at night if you channel magic through them. The Desert of Glass is… you’ll understand when we get there. Just make sure you put those on before we break camp tomorrow. There are even some for your camels. Make sure you put those on too. Otherwise, you’ll have to deal with a half-blind camel for the rest of the trip.”


  “Okay.” Gerald tried on his goggles. “Wait. How do you know how big my head is?”


  “Gerald,” Timmy said. “You’ve fainted enough times for me to get accurate measurements.”


  “Ah. I see.”


  “What about Spot?” Avraniel asked. “His eyesight is almost as good as mine.”


  “Spot has goggles too.” Timmy handed Avraniel another pair of goggles. “And so have you. But Spot should be fine. There are wyverns and drakes in the Desert of Glass, and they aren’t blind. I’m assuming that their eyes have adjusted to the glare. It’s quite possible that dragons have made similar adjustments over the years since they have to be able to see through their own fire to aim it properly. For that matter, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you bothered by how bright your flames are either.”


  “Hmm… I never thought about it. I’m even more amazing than I thought.” Avraniel shrugged and reached over to scratch Spot under his chin. “I’ll hold onto your goggles. Tell me if you need them.”


  “I think I’ve covered everything I wanted to talk about tonight.” Timmy’s stomach grumbled. “And dinner should be almost ready too.” He felt movement in the sand nearby through his magic and stood up. The rats had returned with a desert python that was six feet long. He’d have to ask the rats how they were moving it – only four of them seemed to be pulling on the dead reptile. “And there is more dinner.”


  Dinner proved to be warm and tasty, perfect for a cold desert night. They enjoyed stew and the roasted python, which the rats were generous enough to share. Midway through the meal, Spot noticed a pair of jackals creeping toward the camp and flew out to meet them. A few minutes later, he flew back, much more slowly this time, and with a much fuller stomach.


  “Okay,” Timmy said. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow. We should get some sleep. We can take the watch in shifts.”


  The rats talked amongst themselves before Rembrandt gave a reply for the entire group.


  “Rembrandt says that they’ll be happy to rotate the watch between them as well,” Katie said. “They aren’t very big, so they can stay up all night and hitch a ride during the day.”


  “Fair enough, but I want at least one of us to be on watch at all times.” He inclined his head at Rembrandt. “I know you guys can handle keeping watch, but I don’t want us to slip into bad habits.” He ruffled Katie’s hair. “You should take first watch Katie. You can spend some time with Rembrandt and not have to worry about waking up in the middle of the night. After all, you need plenty of sleep if you want to grow. I’ll take the middle watch. I don’t need a lot of sleep – and I’m not short either.”


  * * *


  Katie didn’t think the Desert of Glass could be that bad, but she trusted her master’s judgement. He had said some crazy things over the years, but he was almost always right about those crazy things. Then again, given some of the things she’d seen while with her master, the world was actually a pretty crazy place. A few hours after breaking camp and continuing toward the Desert of Glass, she understood exactly why her master had wanted them to wear goggles. As they crested a large sand dune, they finally got their first real look at the Desert of Glass – and they were almost blinded by it.


  “My eyes!” Gerald screamed. He would have toppled off his camel, but Katie managed to steady him with her shadows. His camel, however, was completely unperturbed. It simply closed its eyes and waited while Katie used her shadows to take the camel’s goggles from Gerald’s saddlebag and put them on the dromedary’s head.


  “I did tell you to put on your goggles.” Timmy sighed. “Close your eyes, Gerald. Katie, thank you for putting goggles on his camel. Please, put Gerald’s goggles on him too. I have a plan for breaking into the Nameless Citadel, but it won’t work if you’re blind or screaming.”


  The reason for Gerald’s current agony was right in front of them – and it was blindingly obvious.


  When Katie had first heard of the Desert of Glass, she had thought that her master might be joking about the whole place having once been melted into glass by a powerful magical explosion. Sure, it was entirely possible that the empire had blown itself to bits in a single massive explosion, but the power to melt an area this large into glass would have been even more ridiculous than the already astronomical amount required just to blow up the place at all. Short of some god-like being, it was difficult to imagine anything with enough power to do that, even allowing for the possibility that the ancients had wielded magic that was no longer known.


  The most powerful bomb the demolition rats had ever designed – but not yet built – had an estimated blast radius of four or five miles, assuming everything went perfectly. It also required a huge amount of Avraniel’s magic to operate. If the maps were correct, the Desert of Glass was hundreds of miles wide.


  But looking at it now, Katie had to admit that her master hadn’t been joking at all. The entire area ahead of them – as far as her eyes could see – was covered in sand that had the appearance of finely crushed glass. This entire desert must have been reduced to glass by the unbelievable heat of the explosion that had destroyed the empire. The glass would have broken and worn away over time, creating a desert whose sands were made of glass. It was unreal. It went on and on, an endless desert of glass that caught the harsh desert sunlight perfectly.


  The glass sand was lit as if from within, producing a blindingly bright glare. It was like staring into the sun or standing on top of countless magical crystals. It was no wonder people didn’t like travelling here. They’d all end up blind inside of a day or two, maybe less. Each time the wind blew, the glass sand moved to create an ever-shifting wave of light as the sunlight lit up the tiny shards of ancient glass.


  “Now do you see why I wanted all of you to wear goggles?”


  “I don’t see much of anything, idiot.” Avraniel had chosen to put her goggles on, but Katie was curious to know if she really needed them. The only one not wearing goggles was Spot. The dragon blinked a few times before he seemingly adjusted to the glare. He appeared to be more interested in how his goggles would taste than in putting them on. The elf gently poked him on the forehead and took his goggles. “I can see pretty damn far, but I can’t see a thing except glass sand.”


  “You won’t see anything, not from a distance. The Nameless Citadel is hidden from sight by magic. I know where it is, but the barrier around it will prevent you from noticing it until you’re much closer.” Timmy slipped his camel a treat and urged it forward. “Let’s get moving. We’ve got a lot of travelling ahead of us.”


  Katie found it hard to stay focused. It was like they were travelling across an ocean of light or a vast field of glowing snow. The only member of the group who didn’t find the whole thing bizarre was Gerald’s remarkably easy-going camel. However, it wasn’t long before her attention shifted to more mundane aspects of travelling. The glass sand was horribly abrasive. She summoned more of her shadows and coiled them around herself and her camel to better shield them whenever the wind kicked up. When the wind got particularly bad, her master would use his magic to divert the sand away from them. And the residual magic in the area was something else.


  Her master had been right about the residual magic even if she hadn’t noticed it right away. He had told her many times in the past that her large reserves of magic had the potential to make her less sensitive to things that mages with smaller reserves would have noticed easily. It was similar to how a fully-grown dragon wouldn’t even notice a wolf since it wasn’t a threat at all, or even much of a meal, but a villager would most certainly notice a wolf due to the threat it posed. It startled her to realise that her magical reserves would one day dwarf her master’s. It wasn’t like he didn’t have a lot of magic – he was no slouch in that area – but his reserves simply weren’t in the same class as those of people like Avraniel or Vicky.


  Katie shivered despite the heat. She didn’t know exactly how much magic Vicky had, but the cleric’s one visit had hinted at terrifyingly large reserves. Avraniel’s reserves were likewise too large for Katie to accurately assess. But her master had never been dangerous because of how much magic he had. He wasn’t one of those mages who relied on brute force and overwhelming might to win a fight. He didn’t throw his magic around carelessly and bury people beneath an avalanche of power. What made his magic dangerous was how skilfully and cunningly he used it – and his ability to exploit the weaknesses of his opponents while leveraging his strengths. Many of the people who had faced her master over the years had called him a cheater – and they were right. He was happy to play fair when it suited him or when there was nothing at stake. But in a fight to the death, all bets were off, and he knew how to win better than anyone Katie had ever met. If someone were trying to kill him, he would gladly sneak up on them and whack them in the head with his shovel or kick them in the back. He was a survivor through and through.


  The residual magic here didn’t feel exactly the same as Avraniel’s, but it gave off the same impression of raw heat and power. If it could still be felt after all these years, then it must have come from something far more powerful than the elf. It would have been fascinating to map the lines of magic that ran through the Desert of Glass, but she had a suspicion that most of them would be badly warped and damaged from whatever had created the desert. Oh well. They couldn’t afford to waste any time. As it was, the glare had begun to put the camels off. None of them liked wearing goggles. Well, there was Gerald’s camel. It didn’t seem to mind anything. Katie wondered if it would even blink if a sand hydra burst out of the ground in front of it. It would probably just look at the hydra and then keep plodding along while Gerald screamed his head off on its back.


  They made good time throughout the day. Unlike at the fringes of the desert, they didn’t run into any animals. Perhaps it was the size of their group, perhaps it was Spot, or perhaps they were simply lucky. Katie was just glad they’d made it through the day without any trouble. They settled down for the night on a rocky outcrop that jutted out of the sand. After spending the whole day fighting through the ever-shifting sand, it was nice to have firm ground under their feet. The outcrop was made of jet-black rock, and it looked utterly out of place amidst all the glowing sand. The sand also made a noise, she realised as she sat down by the fire. It reminded her of a snake hissing, and it made it hard to relax.


  Nevertheless, she went to sleep with a smile on her face and a stomach full of stew. Naturally, she woke up in the middle of the night to Gerald screaming about how they were all going to die.


  * * *


  Timmy woke up when the ground beneath him began to shake. That was not what worried him. Earthquakes were not unheard of in the Desert of Glass. They were most likely yet another complication caused by whatever mad scheme had created the desert in the first place. What worried him was the disturbance he felt with his magic and the way Gerald bodily dragged him to the edge of their camp to show him something. He hadn’t thought the bureaucrat was strong enough to manage that.


  “What is that?” Gerald shrieked. He jabbed his finger at something. “Timmy, what is that?”


  Timmy pried Gerald’s hands off – panic really had made the older man stronger – and peered into the darkness. The desert sand glowed in the moonlight. Odd. There were several ridges of rock in the distance that he couldn’t remember seeing before. His eyes narrowed. No. Those weren’t ridges of rock. They couldn’t be since ridges of rock didn’t move on their own. They were dealing with something truly dangerous.


  He called for his shovel. It flew through the air to his waiting hands. He flicked it out to one side and dumped sand on the others to wake them up. “That, Gerald, is a sand leviathan, and it shouldn’t be here. You rarely find them this far south in the Desert of Glass.”


  “What do we do?” Gerald wailed. He tried to grab Timmy again, but the necromancer ducked. “What do we do?”


  “If we’d noticed it sooner, I would have suggested we run. Sand leviathans aren’t particularly bright, so we might have been able to avoid it. It’s too close now. Since it’s headed straight toward us, I think it’s already noticed us.” He raised his shovel. “We’re going to have to fight.” He glanced back at the others. Good. They were all awake. “You can all yell at me for throwing sand at you later. Right now, we have a giant monster to deal with.”


  * * *


  Katie had never seen a sand leviathan before – but she’d heard stories, scary stories. The largest of them were said to be miles long – gigantic creatures that tunnelled through the desert sands and the rock beneath. They survived by gorging themselves on whatever they swallowed, along with consuming the magic that ran through the land. She shouldn’t have been so surprised to encounter one here. The Desert of Glass was one of several areas where the titanic creatures could be found. Yet it was hard to think rationally when she was staring right at one.


  By all the gods, it was gigantic. Calling it huge didn’t even begin to do it justice.


  The sand leviathan rumbling toward them was easily a mile long with a vast, gaping, circular maw that allowed it carve through solid rock like it was cheese. The way all those rows of teeth rotated around the creature’s mouth reminder her of a giant drill. That same mouth was at least a hundred yards wide, maybe more, but staring at it, Katie was convinced it was big enough to devour the world. How on earth were they supposed to fight something like this? It made Black Scales look small, and the dragon had been enormous.


  Her master shouted for Gerald to store the camels with his magic – there was no way that they could fight the sand leviathan and protect the camels – and ordered her to grab them and fly. Katie did as he asked. She wasn’t about to question him in a situation like this, but it was hard to fly with her master, Gerald, Old Man, and Avraniel all clinging onto her shadows. Her jaw clenched, and she channelled more of her magic. She could do this, and she wasn’t going to leave any of them behind. At least she didn’t have to worry about carrying Spot. The dragon could fly.


  “Don’t worry about getting us out of here,” Timmy shouted. “Just get us out of its path and then put us down. These things are big, but they’re not agile.” She dropped them onto a sand dune, and his gaze immediately went to the sand leviathan. The beast had already begun to change course toward their new location. “It can sense our magic, even with the charms. It won’t leave us alone without a fight. Spread out and keep on the move. Do not wait until it’s right on top of you to get out of the way. It can swallow a sand dune whole.”


  “Right.” Katie took to the air again and banked away before she angled up to get a better view of the creature. Its scales glittered in the moonlight like vast shields of copper and bronze. It would have been beautiful if it wasn’t trying to eat them.


  Avraniel had broken off from the others, and the sand leviathan seemed to be heading her way. If it was interested in magic, then Avraniel had more magic than any of them. As if to make sure that the beast went after her, the elf flared her magic. Katie winced. Avraniel was so strong. A cloak of blindingly bright flames exploded to life around the pyromaniac. The desert sands reflected the elf’s fire, and the whole landscape shimmered white.


  “You want my magic, you overgrown earth worm bastard?” Avraniel roared. “Fine! You can have some!”


  A blast of flame thundered toward the sand leviathan with all the weight and force of a molten avalanche. It slammed into the beast and obliterated the sand around it – but the sand leviathan simply continued to advance. Oh, it was hurt. It even made a sound like a mountain splitting in two, but it was gigantic. Avraniel’s attack hadn’t inflicted anything close to fatal damage. The elf’s eye twitched. The fire around her flared to mirror her irritation. It wasn’t often that she met something that she couldn’t burn to death on sight.


  “Now, you’re really starting to piss me off, you giant loser.” The elf glared. “Idiots, distract it.” She snorted. “I’m going to show this son of a bitch what I can do.”


  “We can do that.” Timmy thrust his shovel forward, and the sand in front of him rose up to form a giant hammer. It hung in the air for a moment, and Katie could have sworn she saw the sand harden, formed into something closer to rock by her master’s magic, before it smashed into the sand leviathan’s side. Again, however, the massive creature seemed more irritated than genuinely hurt.


  “Gerald,” Timmy shouted. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything stored away that might work?” Katie wasn’t sure what sort of reply her master was expecting. Gerald had something for almost any situation stored away with his magic, but she doubted that he’d ever come across a situation like this before. The bureaucrat shrugged. “Well, did the demolition rats give you anything powerful enough to hurt this thing?”


  “Um… I have some chains?”


  “Chains?” Old Man chuckled softly. His hat had come loose during the flight, but he had settled it back onto his head. “I’m afraid that we’ll need something sturdier than chains.” His bonsai tree was in its sword form now. He took up a stance, and the air split and tore as his magic surged to life. He swung his sword, and the sand in front of him parted as though cut by some vast, invisible blade. There was a grating sound, and sparks flew as the scales of the sand leviathan closest to him cracked and shattered. Above him, Spot circled and spat fire. The young dragon looked extremely unhappy when his opponent didn’t simply roll over and die. He was probably thinking about how much food the sand leviathan would be if they managed to kill it. “Hmm… that strike would have cut a castle in half. This thing is truly formidable.”


  “Hey, twerp.” Avraniel jabbed one finger in Katie’s direction. “How about you help instead of flying around and doing nothing? Buy me some more time.”


  Katie dove toward the sand leviathan. Her shadows formed into a large, inky fist, and she used her added momentum to punch the creature as hard as she could in the same place that Old Man had struck. More of the sand leviathan’s scales broke, but it wasn’t nearly enough. It was so big that she might as well have given it a paper cut. She swerved away and formed a spear. She threw the weapon as hard as she could, but the beast didn’t even flinch. If only she and her master could make a zombie out of this thing. The possibilities would be endless. And then there was no more time to think. The build up of magical energy from Avraniel had reached a fever pitch, and Katie did not want to be anywhere near the sand leviathan when the elf finally unleashed her attack.


  There was a flash of light so bright that it seemed as though a dozen suns had risen, and the leviathan let loose a hideous, wailing shriek that all but deafened them. Katie tumbled out of the air. She would have crashed, but her master used his magic to catch her with a geyser of sand. She stumbled back onto her feet and looked back. A huge hole had been burnt through the sand leviathan’s side. White flames licked at the edges of the hole, and the sand dunes on the other side of the beast were just gone, completely obliterated by the attack. The beast heaved back and forth, and thick ichor poured from the wound.


  “Hah!” Avraniel dance around like a complete fool as she gesticulated crudely at the wounded creature. “Not so tough now, are you? Thought I couldn’t burn you, right? Well, you were wrong! Burn, you bastard! Burn!”


  Katie clutched at her face. They’d managed to slip their goggles on after her master had woken them up, but Avraniel’s attack had illuminated the sand around them so brightly that it was painful to look at, even with the goggles on. Katie turned away and closed her eyes. She counted to ten before turning back around and opening her eyes. Much better.


  “Watch what you’re doing?” Timmy barked. “You could have hit us with your attack!” Katie blinked as she noticed the walls of sand her master had thrown up to protect them from the backlash of the attack.


  “Oh, stop whining, idiot. It wasn’t like I missed.” Avraniel threw her head back and laughed as the sand leviathan turned and fled. “Hah! You better run! If you ever come back, we’ll be eating you for dinner, you overgrown bastard. You can tell all of your friends that too!” She held up one hand and sheathed it in flame. “I’ve got plenty more where that came from.”


  With the sand leviathan leaving with its proverbial tale between its legs, Avraniel turned to the others with a jaunty smile on her face. “Well, that was fun. I wonder if it’ll be back tomorrow night.”


  Katie gaped. The urge to grab her master’s shovel and whack the elf over the head was overwhelming. Only the knowledge of what Avraniel would do in response stopped her from lashing out. But one day – yes, when she was stronger – she would definitely whack Avraniel over the head with a shovel.


  “I would rather it didn’t,” her master drawled. “I would really, really, really rather it didn’t.”


  Gerald’s response was even simpler. He flopped onto his back. Katie was worried that he’d fainted again, but he was very much conscious if still fairly terrified. Spot landed and nudged the bureaucrat with his head before digging through one of Gerald’s pockets and emerging with a treat.


  “We should get going. Dawn isn’t far away, and someone is bound to have noticed Avraniel’s attack.” Timmy walked over and helped Gerald back to his feet. “You have the camels, remember? Bring them back, so we can get going.”


  Gerald took a deep breath. “I don’t think the Council pays me enough for this.”


  Timmy gave him a sympathetic smile. “No, Gerald. I don’t think they do.”


  



Chapter Ten


  Timmy handed the spyglass to Gerald with a quiet murmur of thanks. Unlike a certain elf, he could not see ridiculously far without some form of assistance. Then again, they weren’t too far from what he was looking at. He just wanted to be extra certain. “There it is. I was beginning to wonder if we’d missed it, but it’s right there.”


  Katie asked Gerald for the spyglass and lifted it to her face. Like their goggles, it had been modified to cut back on the glare. Otherwise, using it in the Desert of Glass would have been like staring into the sun. She gasped. “How come we couldn’t see it before? We should have been able to see it hours ago.”


  It had taken them almost a week of travel through the desert to get here. They’d been fortunate enough to avoid any other giant things that wanted to kill them except for a pair of sand hydras that had been promptly killed in the span of about ten seconds and given to Spot for food. The dragon had been very pleased indeed. Apparently, sand hydras tasted nicer than the ones back in Everton.


  “You mentioned something about the Nameless Citadel being concealed by magic, didn’t you, master?”


  Timmy ruffled his apprentice’s hair. “My master and I never did work out how the concealment worked. What I do know is that it’s built into the system of runes and seals that control the barrier that protects the Nameless Citadel. And it’s those runes and seals that we’ll have to break if we want to get inside.” He tugged Katie back behind the top of the sand dune they were on. “Try to keep out of sight. They don’t normally bother with patrols this far out since they have the barrier, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”


  “How complex is the seal system?” Old Man whispered. Timmy glanced at him with a hint of surprise. Old Man was a genius with a sword, but he hadn’t shown any proficiency in seals so far. “All swordsmen in my country learned something about seals, if only to help keep our weapons in good repair. I was never skilled in that area, but I have some understanding of the subject.”


  Gerald nodded eagerly. “Yes, I’m curious to know as well. I’ve dealt with runes and seals in the past – the Council makes extensive use of them, as does your castle, Timmy.”


  Timmy knew all about the Council’s use of runes and seals. His master had ranted about it frequently since the old fool had made multiple attempts to assassinate members of the Council before his untimely demise. One particularly insane attempt that Timmy had thankfully been too young to participate in had ended with his master barely escaping after triggering dozens of seals designed to attack and imprison intruders. His master’s escape was a testament to his freakish prowess, but he’d promptly ruined any respect Timmy might have built up for him by ordering Timmy, who’d only been a boy at the time, to begin intensive research into runes and seals. In the end, it had worked out for the best. That research had come in handy when Timmy realised the limitations of his earth magic and how his shovels could help.


  “I’ll need to get closer to be sure, but I don’t think they’ve changed anything significantly since the last time I was here. Such elaborate things aren’t changed unless they have to be, and I had plenty of time to get a feel for the barrier the last time I was here.” Timmy shook himself. There was no point in dwelling on the past. “If I remember correctly, the barrier here is produced by a ten-layer seal system.” Katie hissed, and Timmy chuckled. “Which basically means that breaking the barrier will be a lot like solving a ten-dimensional puzzle, only we’ll all die if I screw up.” Timmy shrugged. “Which, needless to say, would be quite bad.”


  “You know, idiot, I think you should be the first one to try going through the barrier once you’re done doing whatever it is you’re going to do.” Avraniel scowled. “Because what you’re planning sounds crazy. How are you going to take down a ten-layer seal system? I could try blasting it, but I’m not sure if even I could break it.”


  Timmy couldn’t stop himself from giving a small cackle. This was the sort of challenge that got his blood flowing. Oh, he enjoyed an easy victory as much as the next necromancer, but there was something so satisfying about beating a truly worthy opponent. “I’m glad you asked.” It wasn’t often that he got to show off this side of his skills, so he was looking forward to it. “I won’t bore you with all the details, but I think you’ll like the general idea. I’m going to turn the barrier against itself and blow it sky high.”


  The elf smiled toothily. “Tell me more, idiot. It sounds like fun.”


  “A multi-layer seal system is like a finely forged piece of glass – everything fits together perfectly. But you’ve seen what happens when you expose glass to exactly the right sound, haven’t you? It starts to vibrate, and the vibration gets bigger and bigger until it shatters. A seal system as powerful and complex as the one around the Nameless Citadel isn’t something a single mage can power on their own unless they’re someone with a truly monstrous amount of magic like you or Vicky. Even then, it’s not something a single mage could do continuously, day in and day out, for years without help. Now, given that my master and I didn’t encounter anyone like that when we escaped, I think it’s safe to say that’s not how they’re doing it.” Timmy heard a few squeaks and looked over to find that the demolition rats had borrowed paper from Gerald and were busy taking notes. He chuckled. He’d forgotten that they still had a lot to learn, and they weren’t the least bit shy about learning from whomever they could.


  “They have to be getting the power to operate the barrier from the magic flowing through the land, which isn’t hard considering how much magic flows through the Desert of Glass.” Timmy gestured in the direction of the Nameless Citadel. Through the spyglass, it had appeared as a collection of black stone buildings arranged in seemingly haphazard fashion. “I have earth magic, so I can feel the magic flowing through the land quite well. There is a lot of it, which is probably why the ancients built their empire here in the first place. I’m going to bottleneck a few of the main flows of magic feeding the barrier with my own seals. Think of it like blocking a pipe. If you block a pipe and water keeps flowing into it, then the pressure will build and build. If you don’t release the pressure, the pipe bursts. Since we actually want to live through this, I’ll be doing something different.”


  “What will you be doing?” Katie asked.


  “If you have a blocked pipe and you let the pressure build up enough and then remove the blockage suddenly, you get a spray of water out of the other end of the pipe. I’m going to let the pressure of all the blocked off magic build up and up before letting it all out in one go. With the help of some other seals I’ll be using, it should, hopefully, flood into the seal system and blow the barrier apart.”


  Timmy smirked. “That’s where you and Spot come in, Avraniel. Spot is part corruption dragon – his black fire is naturally corrosive. If I can incorporate his fire into some of my seals and if you can amplify it, then it should help weaken the connection between the different layers of the seal system. When the surge of magic hits, the whole thing should come apart like a glass shattering. Boom.”


  “How big a boom?” Avraniel’s smile widened, and the rats and dragon beside her cackled evilly. It was thoroughly disturbing.


  “You know how far we are from Kargahd? Well, they’ll be able to see the explosion from there.”


  “Master.” Katie tugged on his sleeve and nodded firmly. “I know I don’t tell you this often, but you can be pretty awesome sometimes.”


  “Why, thank you.” Timmy sketched a bow. “Now, I’m going to need at least a day to prepare the seals. I’ve been working on them ever since James gave us this mission, but I’ll have to take a closer look at the barrier before I make my final adjustments. Gerald, I’ll need your help. I’ve got the beginnings of the seals carved onto some of the metal stakes I gave you before we left the castle. Old Man, can you help me finish inscribing the seals later? There are going to be a lot of intricate details, so I won’t be able to copy all of them myself since we won’t have long before they notice us out here.”


  Old Man smiled. “Don’t worry. I can handle it.”


  “Katie, you need to watch what I’m doing. I hope you never have to do something like this, and I know you aren’t exactly great at runes and seals – yet – but I’m not sure I’ll ever get a chance to demonstrate something like this again unless we have to break into our own castle.” The demolition rats raised their hands to get his attention. “Yes, you can all watch too.” He scowled. “But no using this on our castle or anything near it.” The rats grumbled amongst themselves and nodded. “Spot and Avraniel, I want you to stay out of sight until I need you. Actually, you can map the flow of magic in this area while I take a closer look at the barrier, but stay out of sight. They do run the occasional patrol out here, and you two are hard to miss. Just in case, I want everyone to bring at least one rat along at all times. They should be able to turn us invisible. It won’t be perfect. A patrol will see through it if they use a powerful enough scrying spell or if you start throwing your magic around, but it will help if you lay low and don’t use your magic. Remember, we need to be careful. We cannot afford to get caught now.”


  “Okay.” Katie pursed her lips. They had more than enough rats to go around, but her master was right. They wouldn’t stay invisible for long, even with the rats’ help, if they started using their magic. “When do we start?”


  “Right now.” Timmy grinned. “Come on. We need to get closer, and I spotted a ridge near the citadel that we can use for cover. Once the barrier goes down, we can’t waste any time. They’ll definitely have a backup of some kind, and the damage will only keep the barrier down for two, maybe three, hours at the most. The closer we are, the more time we’ll have to get Amanda out of there.”


  Once they were as close to the Nameless Citadel as they could get without being detected, Timmy and Katie circled the citadel with some rats to get a closer look without being spotted. It wasn’t as big as he remembered although he’d only been a boy then, not a man. Timmy was glad Rubens had come along for this mission. The rat was similar in size and age to Rembrandt, but he had matte black fur, which made him virtually impossible to see in the dark. However, what made him truly exceptional amongst the rats was the strength of his invisibility. Rubens was probably the best at invisibility in the entire clan of rats, and he specialised in using it for infiltration and assassination. With his help, Timmy and Katie could stand right next to the barrier without being detected unless they were struck by a powerful scrying spell cast by a mage who specialised in that area of magic. And even that might not fully reveal them since Rubens wasn’t the only rat they’d brought along.


  “Can you see it?” Timmy asked Katie.


  The girl nodded. Her eyes had already focused on the barrier between them and the citadel. One of the things that made Katie such an obnoxiously prodigious student was her ability to perceive magic. Sure, she was short sighted – those glasses of hers weren’t for show – but she could perceive magic with a level of detail few people could match. Whereas most mages would see Avraniel’s magic as a torrent of fire, Katie was able to make out the currents of magic that breathed life into the elf’s fire. It was one of his strong suits too, actually, and one of several reasons that he was good with runes and seals. He could see the way magic flowed through them more clearly than most mages. Between the two of them, they should have no problems seeing the intricately interwoven strands of magical power that made up the fabric of the barrier. With a sufficiently high knowledge of runes and seals, it should be possible to reverse engineer at least some of what had been done to create the barrier in the first place. Certainly, Timmy would have to if he wanted his plan to work.


  “It’s so complex,” Katie whispered. “I wonder how long it took them to make it.”


  “Breaking things is usually a lot easier than building them. I’d say it would have taken at least one human lifetime for someone to come up with this, and that’s assuming whoever was responsible was very good and had ample help.”


  “And you can bring this down with only a day or two’s work?” Katie gave a low whistle of approval. “How did you learn all of this? Was it your master?”


  Timmy winced. “Do you know what my master once did to test my knowledge of runes and seals? Once he felt I was good enough at deactivating and disarming runes and seals, he locked me in a room designed to burn me alive, along with a host of other truly unpleasant things. He gave me an hour to get out by disabling everything. Otherwise, he’d have to find a new apprentice.”


  “How long did it take you?” Katie gulped. The closest he’d ever come to doing something like that to her was locking her in a room with assorted zombie parts and giving her an hour to come up with a zombie capable of killing a hydra. His ingenious apprentice had been seven years old, and she’d only needed twenty minutes.


  “Fifty-seven minutes,” Timmy replied softly. “My master was kind enough to put a clock in the room, so I would know exactly how much time I had left. It ticked so loudly.” He shook himself. “Don’t worry. I do plan to step up your training in runes and seals, but I’m not going to do anything like that to you. I’ve invested far too much time and effort into training you, so the last thing I want to do is to go looking for a new apprentice.”


  “How kind of you, master.”


  “I do my best, Katie.” Timmy poked her in the cheek, and Katie twitched. He had to bite back a laugh. Normally, she would have swiped at him with her shadows, but they both knew she couldn’t risk it since they might be spotted. It was so fun to tease her. She was wonderfully adorable when she got murderous. “Rest assured, however, that when you have become better with runes and seals, I will put you to the test. Yes, I know what to do. I’ll put your lunch in a box and slap some runes and seals on it, which will blow it up unless you deactivate them. I’ll do that every day until you learn to either disable the runes and seals or learn to go without lunch.”


  “You’re crazy, master.” On her shoulder, Rembrandt gave him a baleful glare. Clearly, the rodent did not appreciate him threatening Katie’s lunch.


  “A little bit, yes.” Timmy pointed back at the barrier. “What you have to remember is that barriers are almost always created using seals, and seals are like arches. Look for the keystones – the pieces that hold everything together. If you can break or disable those, then everything will fall apart. If you remove the keystone of an arch, it doesn’t matter what you’ve made it out of. It will fall down. Brute force won’t be enough to break through a barrier this complex and well made, so I’m going to find its weak spots and turn its own strength against it.”


  “I can’t believe I’m only learning this now.” Katie huffed. “You should teach me more about runes and seals. What if I end up in prison, and I have to bust my way out?”


  “Katie, unlike my master, you and I are both too sensible for that to be particularly likely. And if it did happen, I would, naturally, come get you because you happen to make my life a lot easier and I’ve already spent years moulding you into a suitably terrifying successor. But, yes, once we get back home, I will teach you more about runes and seals, especially the ones used in combat and for imprisonment. It’s not easy to learn, so most people stick to the basics. If you can learn that much – and you’re smart enough that you should be able to – then you should be able to handle most situations without a fuss.” Timmy nodded absentmindedly to himself. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s head back. I hope the others have managed to map the flow of magic around here. I would have done it myself, but I needed to see the barrier from up close.”


  “Avraniel should be able to do it. Elves are very sensitive to the flow of magic in the land.” Katie winced. “But she might be even worse at drawing than you although the demolition rats are good at drawing. They show me a lot of their designs for explosives.” She paused. “Some of those designs really worry me.”


  They returned to the camp they’d set up that was hidden in the shadow of a nearby ridge to find Avraniel and the demolition rats arguing over a piece of parchment. Old Man shot them an amused look as Gerald joined the discussion with another piece of parchment.


  “I’m afraid that theirs is, well, better than yours,” Gerald said.


  “Are you saying I can’t draw?” Avraniel growled.


  Gerald put both of his hands up in a placating gesture – and Avraniel put him in a headlock. “I’m not saying you can’t draw. I am simply saying that perhaps the rats have done a slightly better job although you still did a good job.”


  Timmy peered at Avraniel’s map. It made his drawing abilities – which were a constant source of amusement for Katie and Sam – look like the work of a master. Then he looked at the map the rats had drawn. It was a thing of beauty: perfectly to scale and highly detailed, showing all of the places where the flow of magic in the surrounding area was strongest and most likely to concentrate.


  “Avraniel, you can’t draw.” Timmy ducked under her fist. Yes, all of the dodging he’d done over the years because of Katie’s shadows had definitely improved his reflexes. “Rats, good work. This is perfect. I can get started now.” The rats cheered. Timmy glanced up at the sky. “Don’t forget that the goggles I gave you can also let you see in the dark if you channel magic through them although not all of you will need any help.” The rats had excellent night vision, as did Avraniel and Spot. Katie could sense things through her shadows, which meant that she had an almost perfect grasp of her surroundings in the dark. Only Timmy, Gerald, and Old Man didn’t have any natural advantages at night. If things went according to plan, Gerald wouldn’t have to fight, and Timmy and Old Man could rely on their goggles. Besides, Timmy had a feeling that Old Man had a trick or two up his sleeve. “I’m going to need all day tomorrow to get ready. Tomorrow night, once it gets dark, we go.”


  Timmy spent the rest of that day and much of that night working, and he was busy throughout the following day crafting the seals he needed. There were three sets: one set to block the flow of magic in the surrounding area, another set to help store and then release the build up of magic in one big surge, and a third set to attack the seals the Nameless Citadel used directly. They needed to be placed at a total of eight key points since the citadel was built on top of an intersection of several magical currents. He would need a total of ninety-six separate sealing instruments, which would have taken him more than a week to craft on his own. However, he’d already done a significant proportion of the work earlier, and Old Man more than lived up to his earlier words. Once he had seen the designs, the swordsman had asked Timmy to step aside before copying the seals onto the special stakes Timmy had decided to use with a speed and accuracy that was equal parts frightening and impressive.


  As night approached, Old Man finished, and Timmy called the others to the middle of their camp to explain what was going to happen. It would be tricky, and there were about a billion things that could go hideously wrong if they didn’t cooperate, so it was vital for all of them to be on the same page.


  “Okay, demolition rats,” Timmy began. “How good is your aim?” The various rats squeaked their replies. “Good. I need you lot to go up into the air on Spot. I’ll be relying on you guys to throw those stakes and get them into the correct positions. You should be able to keep Spot invisible while you’re flying around since he isn’t very big, but any sentries they have will get suspicious once you start. I’d have put up the stakes earlier, but they would have drawn too much attention during the day, and there aren’t enough of you to cloak all of them.”


  “Once the stakes are in place, get back to us. I’ll use my magic to activate the first two sets of seals.” Timmy nodded at Spot and Avraniel. “That’s where you two come in. Avraniel, I’ve incorporated some of Spot’s fire into the third set of seals. I’ve also worked some of your magic into those seals too. I need you to turn the embers of Spot’s fire that are in those seals into an inferno. You need to do it quickly because I can’t blow the barrier until you’ve weakened it enough. When the barrier blows, there’s no way you’ll be able to miss it. Once the barrier is down, we move in. I’ll create a sandstorm with my magic to cover our approach. They’ll know we’re coming, but they won’t know who we are or how many of us there are.” Timmy gestured at the map of the Nameless Citadel that Burag had drawn. “Avraniel, I want you and Old Man to hold this area here with Spot and some of the demolition rats. They have a small army inside the citadel, and I want you to get their attention and keep it.”


  “You want me to get their attention? Oh, I’ll get their attention, all right.” The elf’s lips curled. This was what she’d been waiting for. “Do I have to worry about property damage?”


  Timmy shook his head. “No. Go nuts. The only thing you have to be careful about is the building where Amanda is being kept. Try to avoid damaging it. Once we’ve got her, you need to cover our retreat. Feel free to blow up whatever you want on our way out.”


  “What about us, master?” Katie asked.


  “You and Gerald are coming with me,” Timmy said. “We’ll also be bringing Rembrandt, Rubens, and some of the other demolition rats. We’ll be breaking into the building where they are likely to be keeping Amanda. Based on what Burag told us, she should be in one of the cells in the ultra-high security building, probably somewhere underground.”


  Timmy’s brows furrowed. “Unless things have changed, which I doubt, the head warden of the Nameless Citadel is the guardian of the ultra-high security building. He is someone who specialises in summoning magical creatures. Let me handle him. I have a few tricks up my sleeve that Gerald will be looking after until it’s time to use them. Katie, you and Gerald need to break Amanda out of her cell. The cells in the citadel are connected to the same flows of magic as the barrier. If we bring down the barrier, the defences around the cells should be weakened as well. They should stay up – they’d have to be idiots to link everything so closely – but they should be weakened enough for you to break into a cell from the outside. Amanda is likely to be very weak from lack of blood and whatever else they’ve done to her. Find a guard – there should be plenty of them around – and hand them over to her. A bit of blood should have her back in fighting form in no time. Be careful when you’re freeing her. In fact, let Rembrandt cut her free. She might still be confused and attack you.”


  “Right.” Katie reached up to rub Rembrandt’s back in a gesture that was more about soothing herself than soothing him. Rembrandt was a warrior through and through. He would approach this battle like he did any other – by giving it his all. “The guy you mentioned earlier, the summoner, can you really handle him on your own, master?”


  “In a fair fight? Not likely. He was able to overcome my master, and he was about the same age as I am now when he captured us. He could easily have gotten stronger since then. But you know me. It’s not going to be a fair fight. I’m going to cheat – a lot.”


  “That’s what you always say, isn’t it?” Katie grinned at him. “There are times when you play fair and times when you cheat with everything you’ve got.”


  “Exactly. This isn’t a sparring session or a training exercise. In this situation, fighting fair is a great way to end up dead.” The sun had begun to set. “Okay, it’s time. Let’s move.”


  It didn’t take long for the rats and Spot to get their part done. Spot might have been very young, but he got along well with the demolition rats, and he was much smarter than his stilted mental speech suggested. As they landed back with the others, Timmy put on a smile. It was time for him to get to work.


  “Brace yourselves.” He reached deep inside himself for his magic. He had to be careful now. He wasn’t at the castle, so he couldn’t simply draw off the virtually limitless power of the things that lived underneath the castle. He had to ration his magic as carefully as he could while still using enough of it to do what he needed to do. “You’re in for a show.”


  Timmy flared his magic in a specific pattern, and the first set of seals activated. The air around the Nameless Citadel thrummed to life as the eight major currents of magic that provided the citadel with power clogged and jammed. Instead of flowing freely through the land and into the citadel, magical energy began to back up. Timmy chuckled. Oh, this was going to be fun. It had only been several seconds, but there was already enough excess magical power in the air to make the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Blowing apart the barrier would be like pushing over the most elaborate set of dominoes in the world.


  He waited until the seals damming up the flow of magic began to crack under the strain before he activated the second set of seals. The excess magical energy surged into them, and the metal stakes glowed like stars amidst the sand as they fought to contain all of the power. Once the second set of seals had absorbed as much power as they could, he activated the third set of seals. These were his pride and joy. He’d worked some of Spot’s black fire into them, and the seals launched his flame into the barrier. Alone, those embers would never have been enough – which was where Avraniel came in. He’d connected the elf to these seals too, and he gave her a sharp nod. Avraniel’s magic surged, and her power turned the embers of Spot’s fire into a conflagration, an inferno of corrupting flame that swathed the barrier in clouds of black fire.


  The intricate magic that made up the barrier began to shudder under the strain, and Timmy loosened the hold he had on the second set of seals. All of the excess magical energy slammed into the barrier and flooded into the third set of seals as well, stoking the maelstrom of dark flame even higher. What followed was one of the most beautiful sounds he’d ever heard – it was the sweet, sweet sound of success.


  A sound like a gigantic bell being struck perfectly rang out. It hung in the air for a moment, pristine and perfect, and then it rang out again and again, the rhythm growing faster until he was tempted to cover his ears. The barrier blossomed to life, no longer a ripple in the air, but a dome of raw radiance. It grew brighter with each thunderous peal of sound until it was brighter than the dawn. Then, at almost exactly the moment he’d predicted, the sound of some vast bell being struck became a continuous, unbroken roar – until the sound of breaking glass rang out across the entire desert.


  A barrier this complex and powerful was virtually impossible to break with brute force. Even Avraniel would have been hard pressed to break through it. But the interconnected nature of the layers in the barrier meant that when it did crack, it would come apart with explosive force, especially if someone was shoving in far more power than the barrier was ever meant to use outside of an emergency. Timmy smirked. People should never, ever underestimate a necromancer with the time to plan and enough patience to do the right research.


  The resulting explosion was strong enough to throw Timmy off his feet even though they were a little over a mile away. A wave of sound and force washed over them as a pillar of light rocketed up into the sky. Every hair on his body stood on end, and the magical backlash had him stumbling about like a drunk. It was a good thing he was wearing goggles since glass sand was flying everywhere, tossed outward by the wind. The column of light grew brighter and broader until it seemed to fill the whole sky. Finally, it began to fade, and the sound of breaking glass receded as well, replaced by an eerie, insect-like hum.


  It was time to get Amanda.


  “Come on!” Timmy roared. “Let’s go!”


  He waited just long enough for the others to murmur their assent – they were still staring at the Nameless Citadel and its broken barrier in slack-jawed awe – before he kicked up a sandstorm with his shovel. There was zero chance that anyone in the citadel would think this was a natural sandstorm, but that wasn’t the point. It swirled around them and cut visibility to almost zero as his magic carried them along at high speed on a rolling wave of sand.


  They raced toward the outer wall of the Nameless Citadel, a weathered bulwark of grey stone, which had been added by humans long after the rest of the citadel had been built. Old Man’s sword swept out. Magic surged along the length of the blade, and the wall came apart. The corners of Timmy’s lips curved up. Without the benefit of the barrier, the walls of the Nameless Citadel were just that – walls. And no normal wall in the world was going to keep them out.


  “Here we go!”


  



Chapter Eleven


  Avraniel had not particularly enjoyed the mission thus far. Apart from the brawl back in the tavern in Kargahd, the two unlucky sand hydras, and the damn sand leviathan, there had been far too much skulking about and planning and not nearly enough actual fighting. Now, finally, she had a chance to stretch her metaphorical legs, which was a polite way of saying that she was going to kick ass, take names, and set anyone who even looked at her funny on fire.


  “Hey, Old Man,” she said. “Try not to die. The twerp and her stupid rat would be sad if you did, and I don’t feel like putting up with their moping.”


  Old Man ducked under the slash of a sword with speed and ease that belied his age before drawing his own blade in a single fluid motion to strike down another two guards. Avraniel gave a low whistle of approval. Damn. Swinging a sword around looked beautiful when Old Man did it. She wondered how many people he had killed to get so good. He might even have killed more people than her. Another guard tried to sneak up on him, and he kicked a small rock. The makeshift projectile caught the guard in the forehead, and he dropped to the ground.


  “I would say the same to you,” Old Man replied. “But I’m not sure the Little Miss or Rembrandt like you much although I would certainly miss you. You have a knack for making life interesting.”


  “Don’t worry. It’ll take a lot more than a small army to take me down. They should have brought a big damn army and as many monsters as they could get their hands on.” Avraniel peered ahead. “We’ve got more company headed this way.”


  Dozens more heavily armed guards, most of whom had dangerous magic of their own, were marching toward them at full speed. Timmy gave her and Old Man a brief nod before he, Katie, and Gerald ducked into a side street with some of the rats to avoid the coming battle. Avraniel’s lips curled. How nice of him. It would have been boring if this were too easy. She wanted a real fight, and these guards had better give it to her. Besides, with the two idiots and the twerp out of the way, there were more guards for her to pummel.


  She stood in the middle of the street as the demolition rats that had stayed behind scattered to find better positions. The main street was wide enough for the approaching guards to easily surround them. There were also buildings made of black stone on either side of them that Timmy had said were largely impervious to magic, which meant there were probably even more guards with projectile weapons or ranged magic in there waiting to strike when she dropped her guard. All in all, this had the makings of a straight up fight: the guards would try to take her and Old Man down, and she and Old Man would have to fight them off. Two against what would likely be hundreds. Well, not two. Some of the rats had stayed behind and so had Spot.


  “Spot.” Avraniel knelt down and rubbed Spot’s back. “These guys are all bad. Do you know what that means?”


  The dragon wagged his tail happily and hopped into the air, his wings beating quickly to keep him aloft. Food?


  “Damn straight. You can eat every one of these bastards if you want, but don’t get careless. I will not be happy if you get stabbed in the back because you were enjoying an early dinner.”


  Avraniel was feeling particularly sporting – although, really, it was more about prolonging the fight since she didn’t know when she’d get another chance to cut loose – so she drew her bow, readied an arrow, and then promptly dropped her shot a few yards short. The pathetic losers marching toward her laughed and charged forward with renewed vigour, no doubt thinking they’d have an easy time of it against an elf who couldn’t even use a bow properly. She tossed Old Man a smirk before she stepped forward to meet them. It was time to earn her reward money.


  THUMP.


  Her fist met the face of her first opponent with enough force to do some highly unpleasant things to his already less than stellar bone structure. He was the epitome of a scruffy prison guard, and now he was the epitome of a scruffy prison guard who was flying through the air like a ragdoll with a face that was even less handsome than before – and he’d not been good looking by any measure whatsoever. As the other guards gaped in disbelief – what kind of elf ran around punching people in the face – she flicked her wrists, and a blast of fire that was more force than heat tossed them aside like leaves caught in a hurricane. She watched them hurtle through the air. It was almost funny – and it actually became quite funny when Spot dove after them. His wings folded, and he caught one of the guards out of the air with his teeth. Things then became, as Gerald would have said with a shudder, completely academic.


  The remaining guards in the first group beat a hasty retreat, firing bolts of ice, fire, and lightning at her in a vain bid to cover their escape. Good. It would have been boring if they were completely hopeless. They’d realised how easily she could overpower them. The twang of a crossbow caught her attention, and she leaned to the side to avoid the crossbow bolt that had been fired from one of the windows of a nearby building. More projectiles followed, and she drew her daggers, cutting the projectiles out of the air or blasting them out of the way with her magic. She tapped her cheek with the flat of one of her daggers. According to Timmy, the black stone was largely impervious to magic. But what about the windows, were they impervious to magic too? She smirked. Time to find out.


  Avraniel thrust both her hands forward, and a wall of fire rushed toward the building closest to her. Most of it petered out the instant it met the black stone, but based on the screaming coming from inside the building and the frantic groups of people who tumbled out of it on fire, many of them through the front door and the rest through various windows, she could only conclude that the windows were not, in fact, impervious to magic. She cackled. How wonderful.


  “Spot,” she said. “Go deal with the ones on fire.” Her eyes gleamed, twin pools of molten gold that promised fiery, fiery death, as she spotted movement on the rooftops nearby. Oh, this was too good. Some of the people up there had to be mages who specialised in summoning elementals because there were fire elementals up on the roof. “Old Man, do you want to go up there and handle them? They have fire elementals.”


  “Interesting.” Old Man stepped back as plumes of flame rippled down from the roof toward him. “I shall leave things down here to you then.”


  He vanished and reappeared on top of the building opposite Avraniel. The elf walked blithely through the flames and seized control of them before throwing them at some of the nearest buildings and roofs. She couldn’t see all of her opponents – most of them had the good sense to hide after seeing her cut a fiery swathe through their fellows – but it wasn’t like she could miss if she blew up and burned everything. Sure, she couldn’t blow up the roofs of the buildings or their walls without using far more power than she was comfortable using since they were made out of the stupid black stone, but she could blow up everything on the roofs and burn everything inside the buildings by pouring fire in through the windows. In some ways, it was actually more fun than doing things the usual way. Yes. It was like playing hide and seek, except instead of telling people she’d found them, she set them on fire. Wait, this wasn’t too different from how she’d played hide and seek as a child. Her eye twitched. Looking back on it, maybe that was why she hadn’t been so popular amongst the other elf children. Nah. That couldn’t be it. They had just been a big bunch of jerks.


  As Spot bounded toward her with a big grin on his face and a considerable amount of blood and gore splattered over his scales, the ground around her ripped upward. Earth elementals appeared, giants of rock and stone that towered twenty feet into the air. She laughed in delight. This was more like it. People were so fragile, but these things could take a good beating even if she doubted that they’d her give a real run for her money. Plus, Spot needed some molten rock to go with all the meat he’d just had. Hopefully, these earth elementals fit the bill. It wouldn’t do for Spot to have an imbalanced diet, and they might even get lucky and stumble across some metal golems to add some much needed metal to the mix.


  The first elemental gave a ponderous groan and lunged forward to crush her with one huge fist. She laughed and stepped to the side. The blow thundered into the ground, and she leapt up onto the elemental’s arm. The creature gave a low rumble of surprise. It had expected its attack to hit her, which was stupid since it hadn’t been very fast at all. Even that idiot Timmy had only managed to land a solid blow by catching her off guard, and he was pretty damn fast for a human. And speaking of the necromancer, she’d seen him use his earth magic to create stone golems. They weren’t much to look at – they looked more like mannequins made of stone – and he couldn’t keep them going for long without switching to a special shovel, but they were a lot faster than these elementals.


  “What to do?” Avraniel put on a thoughtful expression and then reached down to put one hand on the earth elemental’s arm. “Oh, yes. How about this?”


  Earth elementals were famous for their durability. Not only could they regenerate by incorporating earth from their surroundings but they could also use magic to reinforce and harden their bodies. However, Avraniel’s magic was not something that could be handled so easily. Her fire was hot enough to hurt a dragon, so it would take a lot more than a crappy earth elemental using its crappy magic to stand up to her. There was a creak, and the earth under her fingertips glowed brightly for a split-second. The earth elemental’s body exploded. Chunks of half-melted rock flew everywhere, and the other elementals recoiled in shock and terror. Behind them, Spot made a happy sound and gleefully devoured a small piece of melting rock that had landed next to him.


  “Is that all you’ve got?” Still laughing, Avraniel threw herself at her next opponent. Her daggers glowed white-hot as she sliced right through the elemental’s leg before she cut off one of its arms. The massive creature toppled to the ground, and she jumped high into the air before landing and driving one foot through its head. “Are you even trying? Come on! I thought you’d give me a fight!”


  The earth elemental tried to crawl away – it didn’t need its head to survive – and she melted it into a puddle of molten rock. The others rushed forward to box her in, and she loosened her hold on her flames even more. Tongues of searing fire lashed out in all directions, along with jets of black as Spot cheerfully added his own attacks to the mix. He burned his way through the chest of one earth elemental and flew over to hover in the air beside Avraniel.


  “Don’t hold back, Spot. Fire away!” She cackled. “Remember, we’re supposed to get their attention. Nothing gets people’s attention like a crap load of fire.”


  Spot trilled, and it wasn’t long before the two of them had reduced all of the earth elementals to puddles on the ground. The dragon toddled over to the nearest puddle and took a few sips before a surge of magic caught his attention. There was a sound like a tidal wave crashing into the shore, and Avraniel turned and bit back a laugh. They had water elementals! Perfect. Within moments, the two of them were surrounded by water elementals. The closest one was even taller than the earth elementals had been. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, but instead of legs, there was only a constantly churning spout of water. It lifted both arms, and the other water elementals dove forward, their humanoid forms giving way as they flooded the area.


  Avraniel smiled, and Spot bared his teeth. “This is going to be fun.”


  * * *


  Old Man cut another fire elemental in half and flipped away as another one of the burning creatures lobbed a ball of flame at him. The fire elemental he’d struck quivered for a moment, its two halves trying to join back together, before it vanished in a cloud of sparks, ash, and heat. He’d faced such enemies before, and he’d learned that a well-timed burst of magic at the exact moment he struck could disrupt the magic that elementals used to maintain their form. Of course, simply going after the elementals was a losing strategy. He needed to target the ones summoning them. Otherwise, he would be here all night. Tossing a quick look over his shoulder, he dodged another attack and then darted toward the summoner on the opposite end of the roof.


  There were a dozen guards between him and the summoner, but he barely paid them any attention. He let them charge out to meet him and then used his magic to warp space itself, so his next step carried him right past the guards and over to the summoner himself. The unfortunate fellow’s eyes widened as Old Man’s blade swept up and forward – or it would have if a giant wave of water hadn’t washed over the roof, forcing him to teleport out of the way as everyone else was swept off the roof and onto the street on the other side. He scrambled to the edge of the roof and peered down.


  Avraniel was fighting a horde of water elementals. There seemed to be no end to them, and they appeared to be either trying to drown her or simply sweep her away. He shook his head in disbelief. What kind of strategy was that? Against any other fire mage, it might have worked. But Avraniel was not only evaporating the water around her faster than they could throw it at her but she was also blasting the water elementals with enough force to flood the street, along with the nearby buildings and their rooftops. If whoever was summoning those water elementals kept throwing more of them at her like this, it wouldn’t be long before the entire Nameless Citadel was flooded. Yet the elf wasn’t the least bit worried. If anything, she appeared to be having the time of her life.


  She was cackling insanely as she stood untouched in a circle of scorched rock, the water around her shoved back and evaporated by a brilliant sphere of flame. Spot, meanwhile, had left her side to go after the people who’d managed to keep their footing on the rooftops. It was almost adorable the way Spot huffed and puffed – he must have used his fire a bit more than he was used to – before he decided to forgo ranged attacks in favour of simply throwing himself at the closest opponent with his mouth wide open. Things then proceeded to get a lot less adorable.


  Old Man’s attention shifted back to the rooftop he was on as another group of guards arrived. Timmy certainly hadn’t been lying when he’d said they’d be up against a small army. On the next roof over, an explosion rang out, followed by several others in the alleys and streets alongside. Ah, yes. The demolition rats had finally decided to join the battle.


  “Who are you?” one of the guards barked. Based on the markings on his uniform, he must be a senior officer of some kind. He also held his sword with the easy confidence of a man well used to winning. Old Man straightened. Perhaps he’d found a worthy opponent.


  “I’m an old man in search of a good fight and a worthy death.” He adjusted his hat. It would be a shame to lose it after all these years. “I wonder… will I find either here?” He smiled faintly – and streaked across the roof to cut the guard in half.


  The guard blocked.


  Old Man’s eyes widened ever so slightly as he jerked back to avoid the guard’s reply, a perfect slash that would have parted his head from his shoulders if he’d been even an instant slower. Interesting, very interesting. More guards climbed onto the roof, and Old Man backed away. He’d deal with the other guards first. If that guard was as good as their brief exchange had suggested, then he wanted to face him without all of the others getting in the way of a proper duel.


  * * *


  Something was bothering Timmy. That something sounded suspiciously like a river headed their way, but that was silly. They were in the middle of the desert. There was no way so much water could possibly be headed their way. Still, it couldn’t hurt to take a quick look back. He turned around and almost tripped over. There was indeed an absolutely huge amount of water thundering toward them. It wasn’t a river pouring down the street – it was closer to a tidal wave.


  “What are they doing?” he shouted. “Where did all of this water come from? Run!”


  “I don’t know,” Katie shouted back. “But I think we can probably blame Avraniel for it.”


  “Could Old Man have had something to do with this as well?” Gerald asked. They were running as quickly as they could. However, the wave had broken, and water was racing toward them at a remarkable speed. “I don’t think we can outrun the water, but I might have something that can help.”


  The bureaucrat summoned a large canoe – Timmy would have to ask him why he even had one – and the three of them piled into it with the rats. Timmy used his shovel to slap aside bits of debris as Katie’s shadows paddled them into the middle of the street and angled them toward their destination. Some guards rushed out of the buildings, but most of them were simply swept aside by all of the water. The ninja rats used some well-placed projectiles to deal with the few who had managed to keep their footing or who had escaped to higher ground.


  The building for ultra-high security prisoners loomed up ahead. There wasn’t a single guard in front of it. They must have gone to deal with Avraniel, Old Man, Spot, and the other rats. Timmy could hardly blame them. The elf alone was trouble of the highest order, and the addition of a legendary swordsman, a young dragon, and a bunch of rodents that thought explosives were the greatest things ever was bound to lead to disaster. Another explosion rang out, and a pillar of white fire rose up over the Nameless Citadel amidst a cloud of steam and rubble.


  “It’s possible that Old Man had something to do with this, but I doubt it,” Timmy said. “He also tends to make less of a mess. A flood in the middle of the desert sounds like exactly the kind of thing Avraniel could pull off.”


  “Good point.” Gerald summoned an oar with his magic and did his best to help Katie steer the canoe. “But don’t tell her I said that.”


  The water finally began to recede as they reached their destination. They hopped out of the canoe, and it vanished back to wherever Gerald kept things with his magic. Timmy gave the bureaucrat a grateful smile. Both he and Katie could swim – and he’d been told the rats could too – but it would have been far less enjoyable than using a canoe. He walked up the steps to the massive door at the front of the building. The majority of the door’s defences had been disabled, most likely due to backlash from when the barrier had gone down. The door was still incredibly tough, but it was now something they could handle.


  “Gerald, bring out the zombie hydra.”


  The bureaucrat nodded, and his brows furrowed in concentration. One of Timmy’s largest and most fearsome zombie hydras appeared beside him. A low hiss came from within its coils. Good. The small – but highly venomous – zombie snake he’d hidden on the zombie hydra was still there.


  “I’d stand back if I were you.”


  Timmy moved aside as the zombie hydra drew its heads back and spewed acid over the door. The gleaming metal of the door bubbled and hissed for a few moments but remained stubbornly intact. His lips curled. The door wasn’t half bad, but he was far from finished. He tugged another shovel off his back – the one that he liked to use for fighting in close quarters – and channelled his magic into it. The stone stairs quivered for a second and then turned into spikes that slammed into the door. The weakened door managed to hold firm against the first attack, but the second tore it off its hinges. Dimly glowing magical crystals lit the inside of the building. He switched back to his other shovel, the one that was designed for better control over sand, and gestured sharply. Sand flooded through the doorway. He had a rough idea of what they would encounter inside, but it was better to be safe than sorry.


  “Gerald, bring out the other zombies.”


  “Ah, right.” Gerald eyed the zombie hydra and cringed. Its teeth were extremely pointy, and acid dripped from some of its jaws. “We’re going to have to fight now, aren’t we?”


  “Let us worry about the fighting. All you need to do is to stay close to Katie and keep out of trouble.” Timmy squeezed Gerald’s shoulder as twenty of his finest zombie warriors appeared. Twenty should be enough to get the job done. Anymore, and they’d only get in each other’s way inside the building. “Stay sharp, Gerald. We’re almost done. Now, let’s go say hello.”


  Their ‘hello’ was received with a great deal of terrified screaming as the guards who had rushed to see what had happened to the doors took one look at the zombies and retreated with even greater speed. Timmy’s zombie warriors towered over normal people, and the zombie hydra could barely fit into the corridor. Indeed, it simply smashed its way along until they reached a large hall of some kind. He glanced to the side. There was another corridor there, and unless he was mistaken, they should be able to reach the lower levels if they followed it.


  “Go that way.” He tapped his shovel on the floor. He could use the sand he’d brought into the building to get a better idea of the building’s layout. “Burag said that they kept the most dangerous prisoners underground, and I can feel a lot of emergency enchantments and seals from that direction. Most of them have either failed or are failing, so there’s a good chance she’s down there.”


  His attention snapped to the other end of the hall as the guards parted to let someone through. Magic filled the air. Whoever they were, they were very powerful. A man stepped through the throng of guards. He was clad in the elaborate robes of a master summoner. It was actually quite gaudy with all of the expensive fabric and pricy gemstones. Timmy wondered how much the robe had cost. One of the best things about being a necromancer was that black clothing was fairly affordable. The most expensive piece of clothing he owned was the black robe he occasionally wore for formal occasions, but even it wasn’t particularly expensive.


  The man thrust his arms out to both sides, and a dozen creatures that vaguely resembled tigers made of white light shimmered into being. Timmy bit back a curse. Of course, his opponent would go straight to spirit tigers. Those damn things were holy creatures with a reputation for doing well against zombies. But this man was also in for a surprise. These zombies were some of his best, and he’d designed them to be as resistant as zombies could be to holy magic. It would take more than a few shiny tigers to take them down.


  “Get a move on, you two.” Timmy stepped forward. “I’ll handle this guy.”


  “You must be the one behind all of this,” the summoner said. His voice echoed through the hall, deep and powerful. “Greetings, I am Tithion, Head Warden of the Nameless Citadel. Whatever foolishness you have planned stops here.” He paused as if waiting for something before he finally gave an exasperated cry. “Will you truly not return my greeting and share your name, evildoer?”


  Timmy shook his head. “Well, no. I’d rather not tell you my name. And has anyone ever told you that you talk funny? Besides, if I’m an evildoer, what makes you think I care about social niceties?” He chuckled as Katie and Gerald ran off. “No, the only thing I care about is kicking your ass, getting what I came for, and making it out of here in one piece. Now, let’s see which are better – your summons or my zombies. Oh, wait. You’ve got some guards. I suppose they count too.”


  Tithion smirked. It reminded Timmy a lot of James’s smirk, which only increased his desire to bash the other man over the head with his shovel. “I won’t even need these guards.” He nodded, and the guards rushed after Katie and Gerald. A sharp swing of Timmy’s shovel hurled a wave of sand at them. The sand carried the guards into the wall with a loud thump, and only a dozen of them were able to stumble to their feet and stagger after Katie and Gerald.


  “Not bad, necromancer. But there is no question about who will be victorious. Spirit tigers are naturally good against zombies.”


  “Is that so?” Timmy couldn’t believe he was indulging in this much pre-battle banter, but the name of the game was time. The best outcome would be for him to defeat Tithion. But even if he didn’t, lasting long enough for Katie and Gerald to retrieve Amada would still count as a win. “Let’s find out.”


  * * *


  Katie tried not to worry as she felt twin surges of powerful magic come from the hall behind her. That Tithion guy was strong. He had a lot of magic, and a summoner with a lot of magic was always dangerous. As a necromancer, the easiest way for her master to overcome most of his opponents was to simply overwhelm them with zombie after zombie after zombie. A skilled warrior could easily deal with one zombie, even a dozen zombies, but how about a hundred or a thousand? Sooner or later, enough zombies would wear anyone down. But her master didn’t have all of his zombies with him, and a powerful summoner would be able to summon enough things to keep up with – maybe even overrun – the zombies he did have. Then again, it was her master. If anyone could find a way to win, he could. And he didn’t even need to win. All he had to do was buy enough time for them to grab Amanda and get away. If they could get away with Amanda, the mission would be a success.


  “Stay alert,” Katie warned as she and Gerald continued to run down the corridor. He was surprisingly quick on his feet, but then she remembered how much running he’d done since joining her and her master. No wonder he had such good cardiovascular fitness. “I don’t think there are many guards left, but there could still be some –”


  It was only her grasp of the shadows ahead of them that allowed her create a shield of darkness in time to deflect the bolt of fire which rocketed down the corridor toward them. The flames exploded on contact. Her eyes narrowed. Before, flames like this might have overwhelmed her defences, but she’d spent weeks training with Avraniel. As hot as these flames were, they were nothing compared to what the elf could muster. She waited for the heat to abate slightly and flicked her wrists. Rembrandt and Rubens darted along the walls, invisible, and Katie grabbed Gerald and sprang forward. Fire mages were typically resistant to their own fire, but they were rarely completely immune. If she got close enough, her opponent might hesitate to attack. As Gerald gave a startled yelp, she formed a pair of daggers out of her shadows while the rest of her magic swirled around her, ready to form another shield if necessary.


  Her opponent’s next attack – a concentrated lance of pure heat – went over her head. She laughed. He must have overestimated her height. Oh well. She could live with being short if it meant her opponents missed a lot. She lunged forward with her daggers, but he jerked away, preparing to blast her despite how close she was. A shadow lanced toward him from the side, and he stumbled back, magic dissipating as he fought to stay on his feet. At the same time, Rubens and Rembrandt jumped toward him – only to dodge as he somehow realised they were there and raised his hands, fire flaring to life around them –


  WHACK.


  Gerald lowered the pogo stick he’d used to hit the mage over the head as Katie, Rembrandt, and the other rats turned and stared at him as though he’d grown a second head. The fire mage was out like a light. He might even be dead. Gerald had hit him that hard. The tall man’s chest heaved, and he dragged in a few deep breaths.


  “I’m sick of people throwing fire at me!” He lowered his voice and scratched the back of his head sheepishly when he realised that everyone was staring. “Uh… I mean… I wanted to help… I can’t keep letting you do all the work.”


  “Okay…” Katie shook herself. Rembrandt and Rubens exchanged a few squeaks. Their invisibility wasn’t working as well as it should have been, but this building was made of the magic-disrupting black stone. Could it be getting in the way? Maybe, but they didn’t have time to test it thoroughly. There could also be other runes and seals still operating, which could be preventing things like invisibility. “Good work, Gerald. Let’s keep moving.”


  They continued down the corridor. Her master had been right again. Most of the lights, which were magical crystals, had failed. Although the fact that they had worked at all made her wonder exactly how the black stone operated. It would have been great if they could steal some to study, but they had other things to worry about. The remaining illumination came from torches, which she doused with her shadows. It became almost comically easy for her and the rats to deal with the rest of the guards. As more guards rushed in from behind them – this place seemed to have an endless supply of them – Gerald waved his arms around. Moments later, cries of pain rang out.


  “What did you do?” Katie asked.


  Gerald grimaced and looked genuinely guilty – as if those guards wouldn’t have gladly killed the lot of them if they’d gotten the chance. “Caltrops. They were confiscated from some bandits near an outpost I worked at for a while. I… kind of hung onto them. I don’t know why.”


  “I’m not complaining.” Katie smiled at him. She hadn’t expected Gerald to fight, so any contribution he made was essentially a bonus. The rats dealt with the struggling guards to make sure they wouldn’t be followed, and they continued their mad dash down the corridor.


  After tearing a door off its hinges with her magic, they came to a vast, cylindrical chamber that went deep into the earth. This must where the ultra-high security prisoners were kept. One of the guards there tried to run when he saw them – he must have stayed behind to make sure none of the prisoners escaped – and Katie tripped him over with her shadows as the rats went to deal with the rest of the guards. Careful to sound as menacing as possible, she drew herself up to her full height and let her shadows spread out behind her. The flickering torch on the wall nearby lent her an even more sinister air as her shadows twisted and flexed like unnatural living blades of inky darkness moving in some unseen wind.


  “Tell me where the ancient vampire is,” Katie growled.


  “Who… who are you?” the guard screamed.


  Katie picked him up with her shadows. The darkness in the room deepened, and she dropped her voice to as low a pitch as she could manage, careful to make her voice extra gravelly too. This would have been so much easier with Avraniel around. “I’m your worst nightmare, boy. Now, tell me where the ancient vampire is, or I’ll tear your soul from your body and devour it, damning you to an eternity of endless suffering and woe as your soul is tormented in the depths of the demon realm for all time.”


  He managed to stutter out an answer before he passed out from terror.


  As Katie jumped over the railing and glided down to the bottom of the chamber with her shadows, Gerald and the rats clinging onto her, the bureaucrat asked her a question with a voice that was shaking so badly she could barely understand him. “You… you wouldn’t really do something so horrible, would you?”


  Katie cackled. “Gerald, I couldn’t do what I said even if I wanted to. It was something my master’s master once did. I thought it was terrifying when I first heard about it, so I decided to use it since I’m not exactly the most intimidating person from a physical standpoint.” She shrugged. “Plus, most people think my shadows have demonic powers or something, so they’ll believe almost anything I say when it comes to stuff like that.”


  “Thank the gods.” Gerald wiped some sweat off his brow. “You had me worried there.”


  Katie politely refrained from pointing out that everything – from fire-breathing dragons to poorly done paperwork – worried him. They landed and quickly dealt with another bunch of guards. The guards seemed to be more concerned about other prisoners trying to escape, so it was easy enough to simply throw all of them into a wall with her shadows. They hit the wall with a dull thump, and Katie looked around. There was screaming and shouting coming from some of the cells. The prisoners must have wanted to escape, but she wasn’t stupid enough to open any of the cells. She had no idea what these people were in here for. Although not everyone in the Nameless Citadel deserved to be imprisoned, there were still quite a few criminals who most likely deserved their fate. There wasn’t enough time to sort through the prisoners, so she needed to find Amanda, break her out, and then get back to her master.


  “Where is it?” Katie’s brows furrowed. “Ah, there it is.”


  The door of the cell in question was enormous – a massive slab of metal inscribed with countless runes and seals of protection. Most of those had already failed thanks to what her master had done, but she hastily cobbled together a few runes and seals of her own using her shadows – ones her master had made her memorise – and used them to weaken the few that were still active. But the door was still made of a magic-resistant metal with enormous physical toughness. Her shadows alone wouldn’t be able to cut through it, not in the time they had. Instead, it was time for the demolition rats that they’d brought along to do their thing.


  “Go on.” She urged the rats forward. “It’s time to show us what you can do.”


  The rodents snickered and hurried over to the door. They poked and prodded it a few times before laying long strips of a sticky, strange-smelling paste along the edges of the door, the hinges, and the lock. She had it on good authority from the leader of the demolition rats that this concoction would get the job done and eventually revolutionise siege warfare. Once the rats were done, everyone stepped back. To be extra safe, Katie covered them with her shadows. There was a brief flash as the rats sent a pulse of magic through the paste to ignite it. The paste shone as brightly as the sun, and the scent of melting metal filled the air. A few seconds later, the door simply toppled inward. The paste had melted right through it.


  “What was in that?” Katie asked. One of the rats squeaked a reply. “It’s something you made by tweaking some ancient dwarf recipes and adding some exotic ingredients? Do you think that I could borrow some later? It burns very hot without making a big explosion, which makes it perfect for getting through walls and doors.” The rat nodded and cackled, waving his arms in the air. “Yes, I guess we can do some more field testing the next time that we have to storm a castle, but don’t teach Avraniel how to make any until my master has had a chance to talk to her about safety precautions.” Although it wasn’t like Avraniel needed help melting through walls and doors. She could already do that without breaking a sweat.


  They stepped into the cell, and Katie gasped. Were they too late? The vampire looked like nothing more than a dried-up, old corpse that was chained to a wall by both wrists with more than a dozen stakes driven into her body. She cringed. Was the vampire – Amanda – even alive? However, their footsteps roused the blood drinker, and her head snapped up, so she could stare right at them. Amanda’s eyes were the same brilliant blue as James’s. She tried to speak, but she couldn’t form the words – not surprising since a stake had been driven through her throat. Instead, Katie reached out with her shadows as Rubens and Rembrandt moved in front of her. If Amanda had lost her mind, they’d have to beat a hasty retreat.


  “We’re here to get you out, Amanda. My master is currently battling the head warden of this prison, so we need to hurry. Your… descendant sent us.” Katie paused and grimaced. “I… I need to break your chains and pull those stakes out, so try to hold still. This is going to hurt – a lot.”


  Katie wrapped her shadows around the stakes and chains and yanked as hard as she could. The chains snapped, and the stakes ripped out. Blood – old and clotted – spilled onto the floor, and the vampire flopped onto the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.


  “Uh… are you…” Amanda raised her head and bared her teeth. Wow. Those fangs were really long and really sharp. “Wait.” Katie backed away. “Hey, I’m trying to help you –”


  Whoosh.


  Katie never even saw the vampire move. All she felt was the wind rushing past her. What she did see, when she turned, was the vampire pinning a guard to the ground. The burly man thrashed and wailed as he tried to bring his magic to bear. Sparks danced across his fingertips, but Katie was forced to cringe and look away as the vampire latched onto the guard’s neck with her mouth. There was a horrible, horrible slurping sound – like someone trying to slurp a whole bowl of noodles through a straw – and the guard’s screaming and wailing tapered off into a hideously wet gurgle. There was a squishy thud as Amanda dropped the guard and studied her surroundings. Her eyes were no longer blue. Instead, they were a deep violet tinged with crimson. More guards arrived, and they formed a loose circle around the vampire. All Amanda did was lick her lips.


  “Should we help her?” Gerald asked.


  Katie didn’t have time to reply. Her jaw dropped as the vampire – for want of a better word – devoured the guards. She tore into them and drank them dry with unbelievable speed and ferocity as she shrugged off attack after attack and spell after spell. It was, in all honesty, terrifying. “Uh, no. I think she’s got this.”


  When Amanda finally stopped moving, the guards were all dead. Or not. One of them twitched and tried to crawl away, and Amanda grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and lifted his throat to her lips. He thrashed, legs kicking and scrabbling across the stone floor, and then went still. Katie gulped. Amanda had sucked the guards so dry that they could have been mistaken for mummies with their shrivelled bodies and leathery skin. In contrast, the vampire couldn’t have looked more different. She was now a stunningly beautiful, young woman with lush, black hair that went down to her waist and piercing blue eyes with streaks of crimson and violet. She licked her full, red lips and turned to Katie. Her voice was filled with the faint thrum of magic.


  “You said your master was battling the head warden of this prison? I assume that is taking place in the large hall not far from the entrance?” Katie nodded slowly. “I see.” And then Amanda vanished, moving with supernatural speed.


  “We should go after her, right?” Katie nodded again, and Gerald asked the question that was on both their minds. “Does she realise that she’s still completely naked?”


  Katie shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think she was too busy eating those guys.” She shook herself. “Okay. Let’s move. We have to after her!”


  * * *


  Timmy commanded his zombie warriors to attack the spirit tigers and called his zombie hydra over to lend him a hand. As the huge zombie lumbered forward, he leapt up onto its back. But Tithion was far from idle. More spirit tigers appeared, and the glowing creatures surged forward to meet the zombie warriors.


  The two groups met, and the zombie warriors were immediately at a disadvantage. Spirit tigers were holy creatures from one of the blessed realms, so their attacks were naturally more effective against undead creatures likes zombies. Unlike normal wounds, the wounds left by the spirit tigers would not regenerate, as was usually the case with higher-level zombies. But these zombies were some of Timmy’s best. They met the spirit tigers without a hint of hesitation and raised their huge shields to protect themselves as they lashed out with swords that were easily the size of grown men. They might still take extra damage from the blows the spirits tigers were able to land, but they would not be easy to hit. Timmy had also worked hard to craft his zombie warriors in a way that minimised the extra damage they took from holy magic. The process was far from perfect, but these zombie warriors would only take about half as much extra damage.


  Timmy pulled a crystal out of one of his pockets and tossed it at the ground. Wraiths that he’d taken from his castle spilled out of the shattered crystal. He ordered them to attack the spirit tigers, and Tithion had no choice but to summon more creatures to prevent his spirit tigers from being overwhelmed. This time, the other man summoned spirit warriors, glowing warriors made of light that matched the size of Timmy’s zombie warriors. The melee intensified, with some of the spirit warriors devoted to warding off the wraiths that flew back and forth around the hall, freezing and paralysing whatever they could get their hands on. The spirit tigers broke past the line of shields, and his zombie warriors wheeled away, trying to fall back into a stable formation as the smaller, more agile spirit tigers tried to flank them. Sensing an opportunity, the spirit warriors formed into a wedge and drove forward in a bid to rout the zombie warriors before they could reform their shield wall. One of the spirit tigers spotted Timmy and leapt at him. His zombie hydra snatched it out of the air in a pair of its jaws and tossed it into the far wall.


  But all of this was nothing more than a distraction. Timmy wasn’t an idiot. With the resources he had at his disposal, he would never be able to overwhelm Tithion. However, the simplest and often best way to beat a summoner was to get close to them, which was why he had brought along a zombie hydra. The giant zombie was there to lend him a hand – and a few heads.


  Timmy pointed at Tithion with his shovel. “Get him!”


  The zombie hydra rumbled forward with all the power of an avalanche. Several spirit warriors tried to bar its path, but it crushed them under its bulk, spewing acid to ensure that there were no more interruptions as it slammed into Tithion, squashing the summoner into a bloody pulp – at least, that was the idea. At the last moment, a vibrant shield of white light appeared between Tithion and the zombie hydra. Holding the shield, its form partially hidden as though wrapped in shimmering mist, was a spirit giant, one large enough to match Timmy’s zombie hydra. He made a disgusted sound. Of course, Tithion could summon something capable of holding back a zombie hydra. The spirit giant’s feet dug into the floor, cracking tiles, as it fought to shove the zombie hydra back. The beast teetered for a moment before losing its balance. Timmy scowled. That was one of the key weaknesses of hydras. They were very top heavy due to their excessive number of heads.


  Thankfully, his zombie hydra managed to regain its balance before it toppled onto its side, and Timmy reached into his pockets again. Unholy water wasn’t exactly common, but he’d brought some along, knowing that a skilled summoner would almost certainly summon holy creatures against his zombies. He waited for the spirit giant to lower its shield ever so slightly and then tossed the glass bottle of unholy water right into the spirit giant’s eyes. A cloud of black steam rose from the point of impact, and the spirit giant cried out in agony and dropped to its knees. Timmy’s zombie hydra seized the opportunity and coiled some its necks around the spirit giant’s arms. The reptile yanked hard, and the spirit giant lurched and almost fell over. Timmy poured more of his magic into his zombie hydra. He needed to get the spirit giant out of the way. Behind the spirit giant, Tithion no longer looked quite so calm. Instead, he seemed to be seriously considering a tactical retreat, especially since reinforcements had not arrived during the battle. Timmy could probably thank Avraniel and the others for that.


  Timmy steadied himself on his zombie hydra and tightened his hold on his shovel. He only needed one chance – and there it was! The zombie hydra finally pulled the spirit giant out of the way, and Timmy took three steps and then hurled himself off his zombie hydra at Tithion. His shovel came down to end the fight – only to meet steel as Tithion drew a sword and blocked the attack. Timmy rolled away and got to his feet, barely avoiding a stab and a slash followed by a downward chop that would have cut him in half. Ah, yes, he was a swordsman too. His master had lost to Tithion all those years ago because of the other man’s summons. However, Tithion had also had the temerity to face Timmy’s master with a sword. He hadn’t won – which was why he’d resorted to his summons – but he’d done well, and there hadn’t been many people in the world that could beat Timmy’s master when he wasn’t drunk.


  Fine. Timmy wasn’t a slouch with a shovel, and he’d faced better swordsmen than Tithion in the years since he’d been locked up in the Nameless Citadel with his master. They exchanged blows, and Timmy’s shovel flicked out again and again to turn Tithion’s sword aside. Around them their summons and zombies continued to battle, but neither of them could afford to divert their attention long enough to take personal control of any of them. Timmy slashed at Tithion’s side and jerked back to avoid the other man’s reply. He couldn’t afford to get cut even once. If he remembered correctly, Tithion had a second form of magic – paralysis magic – that he could transmit through objects like swords, knives, and even paperweights. This was why he was the head warden. His summons combined with his swordplay and paralysis magic were usually enough to subdue even the most unruly prisoners.


  As their duel continued, Timmy made sure to maintain a certain distance. As dangerous as it would be to get hit, he couldn’t allow Tithion to back off and summon even more creatures. If that happened, the tide would turn. All Timmy had were the zombies he’d brought, but he knew from past experience that Tithion hadn’t come close to summoning everything he could. In some ways, Tithion reminded him of Vicky. Not only did Vicky’s magic make close-range combat almost impossible due to her overwhelming damage output and incredible durability but the cleric could also summon a ridiculous number of holy creatures from the blessed realms. But Tithion wasn’t anywhere near as dangerous as Vicky, and Timmy still had a few tricks up his sleeve. As Tithion finally managed to put enough distance between them to summon some kind of glowing bird thing, Timmy drove his shovel into the floor.


  The majority of the building was made up of the strange black stone that was virtually impervious to magic. He definitely wouldn’t be able to influence it with his magic quickly enough for it to matter in a fight. But over the years, to prevent the material wearing away and because it was actually rather ugly, someone had decided to put stone tiles on the floor – and those tiles were not impervious to magic. It was a small oversight, the kind of thing hardly anyone would notice, but Timmy had noticed. Now, he was going to make sure that Tithion noticed too.


  The tiles around him ripped free of the floor and hurtled toward the glowing bird like bolts from a crossbow. The summoned creature came apart in cloud of light, and Timmy lunged forward again as more tiles shot toward Tithion. But he wasn’t done yet. No, he had another card to play. A sharp swing of his shovel seized control of the sand that was still scattered around the hall and hurled it at Tithion.


  “You cheater!” Tithion howled as one of his summons stumbled in front of him to shield him from the brunt of the attack. The spirit warrior was able to stop the tiles from hitting the other man, but it wasn’t able to stop the barrage of sand getting in Tithion’s eyes, nose, and mouth. Tithion staggered away blindly, gagging and coughing. A frantic wave of his arms summoned a cloud of glowing insects that buzzed with furious intent.


  “It’s not cheating,” Timmy shot back. “It’s winning. And why would I fight you fairly? I happen to enjoy living.” His zombie hydra finally managed to defeat the spirit giant with a deluge of acid, and it stomped toward Tithion. Another spray of acid scattered the cloud of glowing insects, and the zombie hydra drew its heads back to unleash a volley straight at Tithion.


  “I’ll show you!” Tithion roared. He hurled his sword. The blade dug into the zombie hydra’s side and paralysed it – but the half-blind summoner never saw the small zombie snake hidden amongst the hydra’s coils until it leapt off the zombie hydra and bit him in the leg. “What – what is this?”


  “Now, that was cheating.” Timmy chuckled as the zombie snake’s venom paralysed the summoner and cut off his magic. The creatures Tithion had summoned vanished. “Nobody ever sees the zombie snake coming. They always think that the zombie hydra is how I’m going to try to win the fight. Nobody ever expects me to hide a zombie snake on a zombie hydra. Now, how about you –”


  Timmy stopped speaking when Tithion’s eyes, which were the only part of him that could still move, darted over to something behind him. Timmy turned and rolled out of the way as a woman – a very naked woman – strolled past him. Okay. That was weird.


  She walked right up to Tithion, and her voice, when she spoke, was liquid velvet tinged with a hint of pure malice. “I told you what would happen if I ever got free, did I not?”


  Tithion tried to scream. He really did.


  But the woman was having none of it. She yanked him over, jerked his head up to expose his throat and bit down. Timmy winced as a hideous sucking noise filled the air, along with some truly horrific shrieking and slurping. He considered asking the woman if she was Amanda, but unless there were two ancient vampires being kept here, she was probably her. He’d also met James’s younger sisters, and the resemblance was unmistakable. This woman – this vampire – had to be Amanda Aurora Arthurs.


  Amanda took her time finishing Tithion and then let the summoner drop to the floor. From his shrivelled appearance, Timmy was fairly certain he was dead. Amanda stepped over the corpse and licked her lips as she advanced on Timmy. “I shall assume that you are the master of the child who freed me.”


  “You mean Katie? Where is she?” Timmy tightened his hold on his shovel and reached out to his zombies with his magic. He didn’t know what Amanda was going to do next, but he wasn’t arrogant enough to believe he could take on a vampire as old and powerful as her without his zombies lending a hand.


  “I must confess that I was… busy extracting my revenge on the guards. I believe that she shall be here shortly, undoubtedly with a tall fellow and those adorable rodents of hers. I made certain to take care of all the guards, so she should not have any difficulty in returning here.”


  “Of course, you did.” Timmy made a mental note to pick up some fresh blood as soon as he could. The last thing he needed was a hungry dragon and a hungry vampire hanging around. That was a recipe for trouble.


  “I believe she mentioned something about a descendant of mine. She said that he was the one who sent you. I was under the impression that all of my descendants thought I was dead. I certainly went to enough trouble to fake my death. Did the child speak truly? Is one of my descendants responsible for sending you here?”


  “Yes. We were sent by James William Arthurs. He is a direct descendant of yours and a member of Everton’s Council of Mages. Our mission is to free you and bring you back to Everton.”


  “Everton?” Amanda’s eyes, blue mixed with streaks of violet and crimson, turned thoughtful. Her full, red lips curved up into a smile. “It has been far too long since I have been in Everton. Very well. I suppose it is time I returned.” She paused. “I can hear fighting outside. Do you have an escape plan?”


  “We do. The tall fellow you mentioned earlier is named Gerald. He has some zombie wyverns stored away with his magic that we can use to fly out of here.” Timmy shrugged off his cloak and tossed it to her. “You should put that on. I mean… you do realise that you’re naked, right?”


  “Naked?” Amanda glanced down at her body and then smiled. It was an utterly wicked smile. “Does my nakedness bother you, necromancer?” She sashayed forward. “How amusing. Your eyes have never left my face. Come now, surely you must want a peek? Think of it as a reward for coming to my rescue.”


  Timmy shook his head and kept his gaze fixed on her face. “Are you kidding? I just watched you eat the head warden of this prison. I’m going to keep my eyes on your face because I’d rather not become one of the many bloodless corpses that you’ve no doubt already left behind.”


  Amanda laughed. It was a smooth, rich, velvety sound. “Oh, you are amusing. What is your name, necromancer?”


  “My friends call me Timmy.” He glanced over to the side as Katie and Gerald arrived, huffing and puffing.


  “We made it!” Gerald threw his hands in the air in a gesture of triumph. “We made it!”


  “Is everything okay, master?” Katie asked. “Where is the… oh.” She made a face and looked away from Tithion. “I guess that’s the end of him.”


  “It most certainly is.” Amanda chuckled throatily. “The fool has paid for his crimes against me in a manner wholly fitting for one who has wronged a vampire. It is a pity, however, that his blood tasted so foul.”


  “That might have been my fault since he got bitten by one of my zombie snakes just before you arrived.” Timmy gestured at Amanda. “Gerald, can you summon her some clothes or something? We need to get a move on.”


  Katie cackled. “Did you use the old zombie snake hidden on a zombie hydra trick again, master?”


  “Hey, it might be an oldie, but it’s a goodie. Nobody ever sees it coming.”


  Gerald gave Amanda some clothes and a pair of boots, and they waited for her to change before they ran out of the building. To absolutely no one’s surprise, most of the Nameless Citadel was on fire. Indeed anything that could burn was burning. Avraniel was up on a nearby roof laughing as she continued to throw fire at anything that moved. Nearby, Spot was chasing after a half-melted earth elemental with a hungry gleam in his eyes. As for Old Man, he had stopped fighting to enjoy some tea with the demolition rats on a roof overlooking the carnage. Every now and then, one of the rodents would take a quick peek over the side of the building and lob some explosives onto the streets below.


  “Are they friends of yours?” Amanda drawled. “They do seem rather… odd.”


  “That’s a polite way of putting it.” Timmy flared his magic and raised his voice to make sure the others noticed him. “All right, guys! Get down here. We are leaving!” He turned to Gerald. “Store the rest of my zombies and bring out the zombie wyverns.”


  And that was how they left, all of them piled onto a pair of zombie wyverns while Avraniel fired a few parting shots to make sure nobody even thought of following them. Admittedly, pretty much everything was already on fire, but it couldn’t hurt to be extra sure. Plus, the elf was quite certain that one of the remaining water elementals had looked at her funny. Of course, the only reasonable thing to do in response was to kill it – with fire, lots and lots of fire.


  



Chapter Twelve


  Timmy used his magic to push the zombie wyverns as hard as possible. This was no time to get cocky. Despite the massive amount of damage they – well, mostly Avraniel – had done to the Nameless Citadel, it wouldn’t be more than a day or two before whoever was now in charge sent people after them. Their main advantage was that most of the citadel’s strongest personnel were likely to be either dead or otherwise incapacitated. Tithion had met his end at Amanda’s hands, and his loss alone would slow the citadel down considerably as the survivors jockeyed for control. Their best bet was to get to Kargahd before the sun rose and rest there for a day before returning to Everton. Since they would be arriving at night, they would either have to sneak in or ask Burag for help. With any luck, the residual magic in the Desert of Glass should make it difficult to pick up their trail. Walking around with a vampire in the middle of the day was also not the best idea.


  “You seem to be in quite a hurry,” Amanda murmured as they landed near Kargahd and began the short walk to the city. “Are you perhaps concerned by what fate awaits me with the coming of the dawn? Rest assured, I shall not catch fire or anything so pedestrian once the sun rises.”


  Timmy stopped. “Are you absolutely sure? Because we went to a lot of trouble to bust you out of the Nameless Citadel, so if you turn into dust or something…”


  “Yes, I shall be fine.” Amanda’s lips curved up into a smirk. “I do, of course, prefer the night to the day, but I am an ancient vampire. Centuries have passed since my turning. My sire was directly descended from the progenitor of the vampire race, and I have –”


  Timmy held one hand up. Vampires were notorious for being inordinately and absurdly proud of their lineage, but they needed to keep moving. “I’m sure your lineage is wonderful, but we have to pick up the pace. If we can get some rest today, we should be able to leave at nightfall and be back in Everton well before anyone from the Nameless Citadel has a chance to catch us.”


  Amanda chuckled. “Not many people are brave enough to interrupt me.”


  “You should consider yourself lucky,” Avraniel muttered. “That idiot hit me over the head with a shovel. He also wanted me to urinate while tied to a tree.”


  “Really?” Amanda’s eyes gleamed. They were completely blue now but still a tad brighter than human eyes should be. “This group grows more and more intriguing.” She pointed to each of them in turn. “We have a Grand Necromancer, an apprentice who seems to think that pink goggles are appropriate for a necromancer-in-training, an elf who is legendary for her pyromania, a swordsman who I could have sworn has been dead for decades, and a bunch of unnaturally intelligent rats that can turn invisible and appear to be rather handy with weaponry. Oh, and I must not forget to mention the young dragon and the Council bureaucrat. It is such a relief to see that the bureaucracy has not changed much since I left.”


  “Great,” Timmy said. “Keep walking.”


  They managed to sneak into the city without incident courtesy of the rats’ talent for making things invisible and Katie’s magic. They got a room at the same inn as before, and Timmy sent a message to Burag. It wasn’t long at all before the burly captain arrived at the inn and rushed over to Timmy.


  “What did you do, my friend?” Burag laughed and lifted Timmy into the air. He shook the necromancer a few times before setting him back on his feet. “Everyone in the city saw the pillar of light from the Desert of Glass. Did it come from the Nameless Citadel?”


  “Yes, it did. Do you remember the barrier around the Nameless Citadel?”


  “It is supposed to be impenetrable. No man has ever –”


  “I sort of blew up it. I mean it’s only out of commission temporarily, but it’ll be a while before it’s back up to full strength.”


  Burag’s eyes bulged, and then he threw back his head and laughed even harder than before. He was laughing so hard that he could barely stand, and he had to stumble over to the wall and brace himself against it to keep from falling to his knees. “Only you, my friend, only you could manage such a thing.” He dragged in a few deep breaths to calm himself, and his gaze shifted to the only person in the group he hadn’t met before. “And she must be the person you were sent to get.” He paused. “She isn’t human, is she? She is… a vampire, I think. But something troubles me about her.” He pointed to the window. Dawn had broken, and several rays of sunlight had spilled through the window to shine on Amanda’s hand. However, the vampire was not on fire. Her flesh wasn’t even smoking.


  Timmy had once seen a vampire several centuries old light up like a torch after being exposed to direct sunlight. It would almost have been comical if it hadn’t been for all the screaming and the fact that the burning vampire had chased after him in a desperate bid to kill him before succumbing to his own injuries. It made him wonder about how strong Amanda was and how she’d been captured in the first place.


  “She must be an ancient vampire if she can endure the light.” Burag shook his head. “You run into some very strange people, my friend.”


  “I’d hate to be boring.” Timmy threw one arm around Burag’s shoulders. At least, he tried to. The other man was obnoxiously tall. “Naturally, I need you to keep this to yourself.” He nodded at Gerald, and the bureaucrat summoned a sack that he could barely lift. “And your information was perfect. Here’s the rest of what I owe you.”


  Burag took the sack from Gerald and peered into it. He smirked. “My friend, if you ever need my help again…”


  “I’ll let you know. So about keeping this quiet…”


  “Bah!” Burag waved one hand. “No one will speak of this. I will see to it. The Nameless Citadel is no friend of mine and no friend to this city. I am the Master of the Gate. My men will not speak a word without my leave, and I have been careful to hide my dealings with you. I promise you that if they learn anything about you, it will not be from me or mine, and it will not be from anyone loyal to this city. On this, you have my word.” Burag gave Timmy a friendly punch on the arm and almost knocked the necromancer over. “How shall we celebrate your success? If you wish to recover some of your magic, then you must stay until nightfall! Let us eat and drink! If you can sneak into my house without being seen, I shall swear all my servants to secrecy and have my wife prepare a feast. You can even meet my children –”


  Timmy cut him off. “You have children now?”


  “It has been years since you visited.” Burag’s eyes shone. “The gods have seen fit to bless me and my beloved wife with five children, all healthy.” He put his hands on his hips. “A set of twins first and then triplets. Ah, the gods, my friend, they have been good, and my wife passed through each birth without harm. A man could not ask for more.”


  “You never mentioned that you had kids before.” Timmy had written to Burag regularly over the years.


  “You never asked.”


  “Fair enough. Don’t worry. We can sneak into your house without being noticed, and it would be nice to meet your children before I leave. But can you trust your servants? It wouldn’t do for any of them to talk.”


  “Be at ease. I have chosen my servants well. I promise you that not one of them will breathe so much as a whisper about you without my approval.”


  * * *


  Timmy rubbed his stomach and stretched out on his zombie wyvern. Ah, it had been a good, good meal. He hadn’t even realised how hungry he was until he’d seen and smelled all of the lovely food that Burag’s wife and her servants had prepared. Desert food was, for the most part, rich and spicy, exactly the sort of thing he needed to recover after using so much of his magic. True, it would have been quicker to simply chug down some potions, but potions always left him with an awful headache. It also wasn’t nearly as enjoyable as eating some good, wholesome food prepared by people who really knew what they were doing. Nor was drinking a potion as fun as talking about old times with Burag and discussing their plans for the future. Timmy had a feeling that if things went well for the other man, he might end up running Kargahd one day. Indeed, Burag had been only too happy to share some of his schemes and plots. It seemed that having the option to retreat to Everton if things went poorly had reinvigorated him. If he did manage to get control of the city, Timmy would have to visit more often.


  The others had also appreciated the feast, and they’d attacked it with the same ravenous intent he had, albeit with a few differences. True to form, Gerald and Old Man insisted on eating with polite reserve although both of them had gone back for seconds, thirds, and fourths. Gerald had been particularly fond of the spiced lamb whereas Old Man had favoured an intriguing dish featuring shredded beef, vegetables, and sauces, all of it wrapped in bread. Katie had tried to hold herself back – apparently, it wasn’t appropriate for a menacing necromancer-in-training to devour food like a starving badger – but the girl had never before had a chance to sample so many of the delicious delights the desert offered. Her reserve had given way when the servants had brought out a platter of carefully cooked and seasoned lamb and chicken with dipping sauces. Katie had loved it so much that she’d ended up with some on her forehead. Timmy, being the wise and caring master that he was, had kindly refrained from pointing it out until the meal was almost over. Katie would most likely have tried to murder him, but she was too full of good food to be mad. As it was, she had settled for half-heartedly stabbing at him with a few of her shadows.


  As for the rats, Burag had been kind enough to have a small table of sorts set up for them. It was one that suited their size much better than a regular table, and it was close enough to the main table to avoid being seen as a slight, as opposed to a matter of practicality. Burag’s children had been suitably impressed by the ninja rats, which they viewed as being far more incredible than anything as pedestrian as a cat or a dog. They had pets, but those pets couldn’t use magic or turn invisible, and they certainly couldn’t handle weaponry. The rats, more than a little amused by the children’s enthusiasm, had been happy to treat the children kindly. Some of them had even shown off their skills with their respective weapons, and Rembrandt had found himself the centre of attention as he peeled and cut an apple as only a rodent who was also a master swordsman could.


  Timmy’s biggest concern had been Avraniel, but the elf had feasted as merrily as any of them. Her mood was much improved not only by victory but also by all of the destruction she’d wrought and thoughts of the reward she would receive. She had also heaped praise upon Burag’s wife in a way that was disturbingly charming compared to her usual demeanour, most likely in a bid to prise the recipes for everything out of the woman. He had a feeling the elf wouldn’t wait more than a day or two before getting the cooks at the castle to attempt to replicate her favourite dishes.


  Spot was allowed to eat with them but only after promising to eat as tidily as possible. The dragon was true to his word, and he had used his claws to carve up the meat they served him before eating it in a way that didn’t end with a lot of it splattered on the walls, floor, and ceiling. As with the rats, the children had found the dragon fascinating, and he had basked in the attention he’d received although Burag was wise enough to give the children several stern warnings about doing anything foolish, like grabbing Spot’s wings or pulling his tail. It would ruin the feast if the dragon got angry and ate someone. He’d grown noticeably bigger since the last time they’d been in the city, and he was now almost four and a half feet long.


  Amanda had been the very picture of a well-bred aristocrat during the feast. She had eaten the food with utter delicacy and elegance, and she had offered a sophisticated and expert critique on each dish before seamlessly steering the conversation toward international affairs and commerce. It was hard to believe she had been held in one of the world’s most secure prisons not even a day ago, most likely while being horribly tortured.


  “I wasn’t aware vampires ate food,” Timmy said. “I thought you ate people.”


  “Hardly. And vampires do not eat people. We drink their blood. There is a difference.” Amanda took another sip of wine. She savoured it for the perfect amount of time before swallowing. Her hair had been styled in a fashionable braid that went almost to her waist. “It is certainly true that not all of my kind can consume normal food. It depends mostly on which bloodline you are from and how old you are. I am descended from the oldest and noblest of all vampire bloodlines. I thus never lost the ability to enjoy food. It does not, of course, provide me with the same nourishment and strength as blood, but it is more than acceptable.” Amanda lifted her wine glass in a salute to Burag’s wife who blushed prettily at the gesture. “And the the aroma of such fine fare is truly lovely. The desert produces such wonderful food. It is so very warm and fragrant.”


  They had left not long after sunset, once Burag was sure their departure could occur unmarked. Now, they were winging their way back to Everton on a pair of zombie wyverns. As the controller of one of those zombie wyverns, Timmy was not the least bit concerned about falling off. Not only did he have good balance and a rope within easy reach but he could also command the zombie to catch him. Simply relaxing on a zombie wyvern was not hard for him. His master had gone much further than that and taught him how to fight on top of one by attacking him whenever a flight got too boring. Timmy clucked his tongue. His master might have been an unbelievably horrible person, but his training had definitely produced results.


  “So you are the current ruler of Black Tower Castle,” Amanda said. She rode on the same zombie wyvern as Timmy and Gerald. Katie, Avraniel, and Old Man were on the other one while Spot flew alongside, occasionally hitching a ride whenever he got tired. The rats had been split up between them although their small size meant that the zombie wyverns barely noticed the extra weight.


  Spot’s stamina had improved, but he was still very young. He had yet to develop the unearthly endurance that full-grown dragons were famous for. In time, he would be able to fly for days on end – in time. For now, a few hours at a time were all he could manage at the speed they were going. And it wasn’t like Katie minded having him ride on the zombie wyvern behind her. It could get quite cold when flying at night, and Spot was very warm.


  “I remember that place, Black Tower Castle,” Amanda murmured. She wasn’t clutching onto the zombie wyvern for dear life like Gerald. Instead, she reclined like a queen on a couch. “Although it has been so many years since I have laid eyes on it myself. I believe it was more of a shrine than a castle when I last saw it. I daresay, the place was – how shall I put it – quaint.”


  “Really?” Timmy would have to ask her about it later. He wasn’t entirely sure how old Amanda was, but she predated the foundation of Everton and Black Tower Castle. There were things about the castle’s history that perhaps only she knew. She might even know more about the ruins he’d found in the lightless depths below the castle, the ones that clung stubbornly to the sides of the abyssal chasms of boundless horror the way that barnacles clung to the side of a ship. “How old are you?”


  Amanda waggled one finger in the air, and she gave him a coquettish smile. It made Timmy think about what her role had been when she’d served as one of the key advisors to the emperor of the Eternal Empire. He could tell that she was incredibly intelligent and cunning, but she seemed capable of hiding everything behind a smile. And speaking of her smile, her current smile was also a touch unnerving since it revealed her elongated canines. He was reminded, again, that vampires ate people like him. “How rude of you, sir, to ask a woman her age.”


  “I am no sir, and you’re a vampire. I thought it would be prudent to ask.” Timmy’s brows furrowed. “I’ve met other vampires before, and necromancy can usually be used to identify the approximate age and strength of things, including vampires, which aren’t exactly alive.” He sent another pulse of magic through his zombie wyvern. “I can’t get a good read on you.”


  “I imagine it is due to a combination of my bloodline, my age, and my magic.” Amanda pursed her lips in thought. If she had a fan, Timmy was sure she would have tapped her lips with it. “I must confess that I am not entirely sure of my exact age. It has, I am sure you can imagine, been a very long time since my age has mattered. If I had to narrow it down to the closest century, I would place my age at… two thousand years old, I think.”


  Timmy almost fell off the zombie wyvern. “Are you serious?”


  “I am dead serious.” Her lips twitched, and she giggled. “Get it? Dead serious?”


  Timmy snickered. “I’ve heard that one before, actually. I used to use it a lot until Katie threatened to whack me with my own shovel for overusing it. But two thousand years old? You’re almost the same age as the Eternal Empire.”


  “My, what an impolite thing to say. My family was one of several families that ruled territory that would one day come to form one of the key provinces of the Eternal Empire. For reasons I would prefer not to go into, I became a vampire. The rest of my family, however, remained human. Perhaps it was mere sentimentality, but I chose to guide my descendants, often from the shadows. When the Eternal Empire rose, I counselled my family to join them and assume a place of power rather than be swept aside or exterminated since I was not nearly strong enough to fight off the Eternal Empire, even with my family’s aid. However, as the winds of history and political fortune changed, it became clear that a new course was in order. If the Eternal Empire would no longer support and protect my family, then I would find someone who would.”


  “Everton.”


  “Indeed. My family was one of the first to take up the cause of independence. The emperor at the time was a fool, more in love with drink and women than with the business of ruling. Worse, he was also vain, paranoid, and extremely powerful. The deaths of dozens of noblemen and noblewomen could be laid at his door, members of my family amongst them. If he alone had been the problem, I would have tried to organise an assassination. Alas, his successors looked to be no different. Everton was a province of the Eternal Empire at the time, and it was a place where my family already had substantial holdings. When the emperor’s foolishness and bloodthirstiness could be ignored no longer, my family decided to support the cause of independence.”


  “So James was right. You must know all about Everton’s magical defences.”


  “Ah, so that is why my descendant sent you.” Amanda ran one finger through the air. Wisps of crimson and violet light trailed in its wake. Timmy would bet his favourite shovel that she had some form of magic that dealt in illusions. Until he knew what it was and how it worked, he would have to be careful. “Fortunately, those fools – those dead fools – at the Nameless Citadel had no idea of who I was. They were far more interested in running their experiments on an ancient vampire, one who did not have an entire coven to protect her. They learned nothing about Everton from me, and anything they did learn died with Tithion.”


  “How did they catch you?” Timmy asked.


  “Yes,” Gerald said. The bureaucrat looked a bit green around the gills, but he was holding up well after dosing himself with several potions to combat airsickness. He was, however, almost certainly regretting his decision to eat so much food although it had been delicious. “I… I saw you fight earlier. I have a hard time believing they were able to overpower you.”


  “I was careless, I suppose.” The vampire reached for the gourd of wine they’d brought and took a long sip of it. It was, she claimed, a reasonable substitute for blood until she could find someone to drink from. She wasn’t hungry yet – she’d drunk her fill at the Nameless Citadel – but she had asked for volunteers just in case she found herself feeling a little… peckish. Not surprisingly, she hadn’t gotten any. Timmy, of course, had plenty of livestock at the castle, and there would be plenty of other options once they were safely in Everton. “Do you know there are poisons that can affect vampires, even ancient ones?”


  “Fascinating.” Gerald pulled a notebook out of thin air and prepared to write in it. “Could you tell me more?”


  “Have you any idea what you are asking me?” Amanda raised one eyebrow. “Poison is how I ended up in the Nameless Citadel.”


  Timmy glanced back at Gerald. “Believe me, he doesn’t. Amanda, you don’t have to worry about him poisoning you. It’s not the sort of thing he would do. But, Gerald, vampires are largely immune to poison, and that’s doubly or triply true for ancient vampires. It’s why they don’t always bother to take precautions against poison. Given that, no vampire in their right mind would ever tell you what poisons they are vulnerable too.”


  “I wonder, do you know what poisons might be able to affect me?” Amanda’s voice sharpened, and hints of crimson and violet bled into her blue eyes. “How convenient, Timmy.”


  “Easy there.” Timmy waved one hand. “I’m not an idiot. Picking fights with ancient vampires is an excellent way to end up dead. I have to live long enough to stop at least one serious attempt to overthrow me by Katie. If I die now, she’ll probably bring me back as a spirit, ghost, or zombie, so she can complain about not being able to defeat me herself.”


  Amanda’s gaze drifted over to the other zombie wyvern, which was under Katie’s control. “Your apprentice is a most precocious child.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.” Timmy moved his head back and forth. Long flights always gave him a sore neck. “So they poisoned you.”


  “It would be more accurate to say they poisoned my food. They must have been watching me for quite some time since they knew I preyed primarily on criminals.” She bared her teeth. “It is usually so much more convenient since no one ever misses them, and I like to think I am doing the world a favour. Naturally, they are not as delicious as a virgin in the very flower of her youth, but virgin blood has a tendency to come with irate parents and angry villagers waving around stakes and pitchforks.”


  “I know all about angry villagers.” Amanda gave him a questioning look. “I’m a necromancer, remember? We’re maybe the only people in the world who have more reason to worry about angry villagers than vampires. Well, I guess there are werewolves, but I think we edge them out percentage wise when it comes to death via angry villagers although they’ve got us beat in terms of sheer numbers.”


  “How could I have forgotten? I do remember one necromancer. He was not a particularly pleasant fellow although he was very cheerful about his wickedness – right up until the angry villagers got to him. He screamed a lot before the end, and the end was a very long time in coming. In any case, they must have turned my prey’s blood almost entirely into poison. Quite frankly, I am amazed the fellow could walk. It was enough to knock me out, and they were able to secure a sufficient number of strength and magic suppressors to make escape impossible. They used a specially made prison cell to hold me combined with starvation and exsanguination to lessen my powers.”


  “How horrible.” Katie had told Timmy all about the stakes they’d found driven into her body. He could only imagine the torture they’d put her through, and he didn’t feel the least bit of sympathy for Tithion or any of his henchmen. They’d been happy to poke the bear. They couldn’t complain when the bear turned around and bit their faces off. “Why didn’t you have a coven?”


  “Do I look like a megalomaniac to you?”


  “A little bit, yes. But I thought that covens were customary amongst ancient vampires. You’re not the first ancient vampire I’ve met, and all of the others had sizeable covens.” He left it unsaid that he’d been forced to wipe out one of those covens after they had made the mistake of trying to break into the castle to turn Katie into a vampire. Apparently, the magic within her made her an ideal candidate to accept the dark gift of vampirism from their leader. Honestly, going after Katie was not acceptable.


  “Please, boy. You’ve never met a vampire like me before.” Amanda leaned toward him. “I have no interest in covens.” Her gaze grew distant. “I had one a long time ago. It went less than well.”


  “Oh?” Timmy had never had a chance to talk to an ancient vampire this much before. The last time he’d encountered one, he’d been busy robbing what he’d thought was an empty tomb. It had not been empty, and the ancient vampire had not been pleased. It was a good thing that he hadn’t brought Katie along for that particular adventure since he’d barely managed to escape the ancient vampire and his coven alive. Alas, he’d been forced to collapse the entire tomb on them with his magic, so he hadn’t made it out with all of the treasure he’d pilfered. Oh well. It was better to live to fight another day. “What do you mean?”


  “What I mean is that running a coven is a great deal of hard, thankless work.” Amanda gave an utterly inelegant snort and flicked one hand out in irritation. “You have to make fledglings. Then you have to watch over and guide them until they are old enough to not make a complete mess of everything. Of course, despite your best efforts, some of them shall inevitably attempt to overthrow you, and you shall have no choice whatsoever except to set all of them on fire and pin their burning hearts to a wall with freshly cut wooden stakes as a warning to all of the others that crossing you is an exceedingly bad idea that can only end in horrible, permanent death!”


  Amanda’s voice had risen steadily through her tirade, and both Timmy and Gerald were openly staring. She coughed and put on her most demure expression. “Or so I have been told.” Her jaw clenched. “It is, I am afraid, simply not worth the trouble.”


  “Okay.” Timmy looked away and made a mental note to avoid the subject of covens in the future. “If it’s anything like having an apprentice, I can understand where you’re coming from. Katie is a handful, and there’s only one of her. I can’t imagine trying to raise a whole gaggle of apprentices at the same time.”


  “It is not fun, I assure you.” Amanda’s eyes sharpened and turned to the horizon. “Dawn is breaking. Shall we set down for the day?”


  Timmy considered their position. “I doubt that they’ve followed us this far, and I think we could all use a break. If they are following us, it’ll be safer to move at night. Gerald also looks like he’s about to throw up.”


  The tall man had put in a mighty effort to last this long without having to use a paper bag or a bucket, but the potions he’d taken appeared to be wearing off.


  “Hold on, Gerald. We’ll be on the ground in a couple of minutes. You can either take more of those potions you’ve got, or you can throw up – whichever one works better for you.”


  * * *


  Timmy breathed an audible sigh of relief as the familiar silhouette of his castle loomed on the horizon. Oh, he was confident about his abilities, but there was nothing quite like being home, especially when home came with defences that even the Council – sans Vicky and her ridiculously overpowered magic – would have trouble breaking through. And wasn’t it a pretty sight? Maybe it was the necromancer in him talking, but Black Tower Castle was the best castle in the world. It was built on a massive outcrop of rock, more of a mountain really, which jutted high into the air. It had all those towers and gigantic, suitably imposing walls. The whole area had this wonderful air of deadliness and malevolence about it. Even the sunlight seemed less aggravatingly cheerful, and the hair on the back of his neck stood up as he sensed the familiar and terrible power of the things that lived underneath the castle.


  As Lord of Black Tower Castle, Timmy could call upon the power of the things that lived underneath the castle, provided he was close enough and used all of the correct rituals, which meant that as long as he was in the castle and had enough time to prepare, he had access to almost unlimited magic. Of course, he had to be careful. A mistake could very easily kill him – or drive him utterly insane before his soul was consumed by any number of thoroughly unpleasant trans-dimensional horrors of apocalyptic power. He frowned. He’d have to push Katie a tad harder. He was quite certain she would one day be able to handle more of their inhuman power than he could due to her affinity for darkness and shadows.


  He’d also have to research her magic’s ancestry even more to avoid any unfortunate… mistakes. What he knew of her magic was already fairly disturbing. Insanity and family killing seemed to be unusually common in people with her magic, but Katie hadn’t shown any signs of going down that road. No, any oddities she did have were quite normal for a necromancer-in-training. It was a good thing too. She was already diabolically clever. He’d have his work cut out for him if she turned out to be a homicidal maniac too. He might even have trouble making it through the year. There had even been one person with her magic who’d taken insane to a whole new level and tried to cast a spell that would permanently shroud the entire world in the darkness of the dead of night. Thankfully, one of Vicky’s ancestors had dealt with the fellow – a radiant lance of blessed light to the spine could fix so many problems.


  “You mentioned something about my castle being a shrine when you last visited,” Timmy said. “Can you tell me more?” He might as well find out. The records the castle had about its origins were incomplete. The intact records only went back two or three centuries. The older records were either missing or illegible due to being soaked in blood and some weird kind of goo that Sam believed originated from a different species of otherworldly monster, which did not bode well for his predecessors. It would not surprise him at all if some of the castle’s previous owners had ended up in the belly of some nightmarish horror.


  “I shall do my best to recall. Ah, yes. It would have been shortly after the formation of Everton when I was still a member of the Council.” Amanda’s tapped her lips with one finger. “Perhaps I should have taken Robert’s suggestion and written more things down since my memory is far from infallible unless I use my magic on myself. But even that is not without some risk since a mistake could leave me trapped in my own mind.” She chuckled. “Robert was a smart a man. I do miss him now and then.” She shook her head. “Where was I? Yes, Black Tower Castle was not actually a castle then. I was passing by when I noticed a shrine had been built on top of the outcrop. I decided to fly up there and investigate.”


  “You can fly?”


  “Flight is an ability that some ancient vampires acquire. I accomplished it earlier than most on account of my august bloodline. However, I am not as fast in the air as something like a wyvern or a dragon, which is why I am up here with you and not following in your wake.” Amanda’s brows furrowed. “The shrine had been built on the summit, but there were stairs leading deep into the rock itself. I found an elaborate cave system with vast caverns and lightless chasms that delved down into the very roots of the world. I would have explored more thoroughly, but I was accosted by cultists and… things for which the language of men has no name. I decided to retreat when the magic within the chasms stirred like a dragon awakening.”


  “The magic you sensed must have belonged to the things that live underneath the castle.” Timmy noticed Amanda’s curiosity and continued. “Ah, they’re basically trans-dimensional, god-like beings that are here to destroy the world, enslave humanity, and do a whole lot of other extremely unpleasant stuff. There are a few of them underneath the castle, well, bits and pieces of a few of them since nobody has been dumb enough to summon them completely into this world yet, and I certainly don’t plan to. Lesser members of their species also hang around the castle. My friend Sam is one of them. You’ll meet him if you ever venture down into the kitchens at night. He’s big on midnight snacks and cake.”


  “And that doesn’t bother you?” Amanda gestured at him with one hand. “You don’t mind being friends with… something like that?”


  “I don’t think you’re in a position to judge, considering the fact that you’re an ancient vampire who eats people.” Timmy laughed at the scowl she gave him. “Sam is fine. He’s not out to destroy the world. Most of them aren’t, actually. He likes cake too much, and most of his kind is happy enough devouring the occasional bandit or assassin. Besides, if I wasn’t using their power for necromancy, you can bet that somebody else would be using it for something far worse.” He thought back to Lord Taylor and the gigantic monstrosity he’d summoned. “The things that live underneath my castle might even have broken free by now if their power was allowed to build up too much. The way things are works well for everybody.”


  “What a remarkably blasé way to look at things, but perhaps it is for the best. The cultists I encountered were led by a most unusual man.” Amanda’s lips curled in distaste. “I do believe that he was thoroughly insane. He tried to attack me, and he sprouted several additional arms and legs. He also grew more eyes. It was… odd. His fellow cultists were not far behind in joining him in his altered state, and the creatures with them were even less human. I considered having the Council cleanse the place, but I was worried about what we might inadvertently unleash if we attacked directly. The last I had heard, and this was still very long ago, the cultists had wiped themselves out. I considered it a problem that had solved itself.”


  Timmy considered everything she’d said. He’d have to take another look through the castle’s records again. “It would definitely explain some of the things that I’ve seen in the basement.”


  “The basement?”


  “My castle was built on top of the cave system. There are several main passages that lead down into the basement, which is what we call the cave system. We’ve converted some of the caves for our use, but there are things down there that even I would be better off avoiding. There are a lot of ruins down there too. I might even be able to find the original stairs you followed if I look hard enough.” He shrugged. “I’ll ask Sam and his friends to search for it since they’re much safer in the deeps than we are.” He puffed up with pride. They were now close enough to the castle for Amanda to appreciate it. “Here we are. What do you think?”


  Amanda ran her eyes over the castle. Timmy smiled fondly. He’d used his own funds to restore the castle and bring its masonry and façade back up to standard. It had been glorious once – some of the pictures and descriptions in the old records were truly inspiring – and he wanted it to be glorious again. Sure, the bill was already astronomical, and it might have been cheaper to knock the whole thing down and start again, but this was where he’d grown up. For better or for worse, it was his home. He would find a way to get it done. It didn’t hurt that he had several lucrative investments to fall back on and his work for the Council had certainly paid off quite handsomely too. His improved relations with the Council also made it much easier for him to expand his investments into areas that would previously have been all but impossible for a wanted criminal. Whatever happened in the future, he would leave Black Tower Castle better than he’d found it. Then again, if that was the goal, he shouldn’t have let Avraniel decorate more than one courtyard. Oh well. Maybe people would appreciate carnivorous and poisonous plants more in the future.


  Amanda turned to him. “It is impressive. It’s not the most elegant castle I’ve ever seen, but it is impressive.”


  “It certainly is.” Timmy angled the zombie wyvern toward the main courtyard. “Time to land. We can discuss what happens next in the dining room since that’s where we always end up whenever something happens. I’ve already had Gerald contact James, so there should be a message waiting for us.”


  “You have caves, but do you have any bats?” Amanda murmured.


  Timmy was confused for a moment until he realised why she was asking. Vampires were famous for their ability to take on familiars – animals that heeded their commands and could serve as their eyes and ears. Although different bloodlines had affinities for different animals, the oldest of all vampire bloodlines, the one Amanda was proud to be a member of, was renowned for its bond with bats and wolves.


  “We do have a few bats but not many. They can’t roost in most of the caves due to the… uh… other things down there. But I can order some in if you like, and we could clear out a couple of caves for them with Sam’s help.” Timmy pointed off to the side. “Although if you’re interested in winged rodents…” One of the rats had leapt off the zombie wyvern. It was gliding to the ground using some kind of winged contraption, and the others were not far behind. “They’ve got you covered.”


  “My, my. Such ingenuity.”


  “They do come in handy. Sometimes, I wonder if they’re part dwarf, their ideas are that good. It’s a pity they think Katie’s in charge. I wonder how much time I’ve got before they decide to come after me.” He reached over and nudged Gerald who was devoting all of his energy to keeping his stomach under control. “Easy there, Gerald. You only need to last a little bit longer.”


  “Oh, thank the gods. I can’t wait to be on the ground again.”


  They landed easily enough although Katie’s landing was less graceful. His cute and cuddly apprentice was a genius, but she couldn’t handle her zombie wyvern with the same finesse as Timmy. A smooth landing was something he prided himself on, and he wasn’t about to botch it now that he had a visitor along for the ride. No Grand Necromancer worthy of the title would muck up a landing. He helped Gerald down – more like carried him down – and called some of the castle’s zombies over to help with everything else that needed doing.


  However, they hadn’t even been on the ground for more than a minute or two before one of the castle’s living servants, a stout woman who served as the head of the maids who saw to tasks that required a more human touch, bustled into the courtyard.


  “My lord!” she cried. “I apologise for not informing you earlier, but we have guests! They insisted on surprising you… and… and…”


  “Guests?” Timmy reached for his shovel. He didn’t often have guests, and it was even more unusual for them to come uninvited. He didn’t like the thought of being surprised either. Most of the surprises in his life had involved a reasonably high probability of ending in death. But since he’d left Sam and a few of his most trusted servants in charge of whom to allow in and out of the castle, these guests couldn’t be too bad. They wouldn’t have let in anyone who wanted to kill him. “And you let them in?”


  The woman gave him a helpless look and wrung her hands. “We couldn’t refuse – not… not them!” She turned and pointed to one of the doors that led out into the courtyard. “Oh, here they are now! I’ll leave them to you, my lord.” She gave him a quick bow and scurried off. Timmy sighed. Who could have unnerved the normally stalwart maid so badly? They had to be someone important, which was another way of saying they had to be someone troublesome.


  He was right.


  “Hello!” Vicky waved exuberantly and skipped toward him. “You’re finally back. I was wondering what was taking you so long.”


  Timmy stared. His eye twitched. He knew Vicky. She’d been his best friend during his academy days. All things considered, she was probably still his best friend. It helped a lot that she’d never tried to murder him, which was alarmingly common in the necromancer community. The constant murder attempts were also, in his humble opinion, why necromancers had never banded together to form their own country. They simply couldn’t trust each other.


  Vicky was the very image of a perfect big sister: long, chestnut hair with a hint of curl in it and hazel eyes that always lit up when she smiled. She was tall for a woman and although her robes did a good job of hiding it, she wasn’t slender so much as very athletically built. She had, after all, split her time in the Order of the Blessed Dawn between evangelising and smiting evil. There was also an air of warmth and kindness about her, one that put almost everyone she met at ease within moments. But Timmy knew better. Deep down inside, she was quite possibly the most diabolical person he knew.


  Vicky was an expert in political warfare and an absolute master of charming people and getting her way without people even realising that they’d agreed to all of her demands. Although she didn’t resort to skulduggery and treachery very often, she was frighteningly good at it when she bothered. The last person to mess with her politically had ended up counting tuna off the coast of a remote island at the very edge of Everton’s territory – an island that was also frequented by sharks of the large and hungry variety and giant squids of the larger and hungrier variety. Vicky had most likely used her authority to get into the castle before promptly taking over the place after charming everyone inside. Knowing her, she’d probably even brought cake to win Sam over.


  And that wasn’t even mentioning what Vicky could do in a fight. The woman had once confessed to him that as a child, she’d idolised the legendary heroes from the past, the ones who could take on entire armies alone. Vicky had become the same sort of terrifyingly powerful individual. In the entire world, there were likely less than a dozen people who could engage her in anything even remotely resembling a fair fight and not end up in a box – that was to say, a coffin – in less than a minute. It was widely believe that in terms of pure combat power, she was the strongest member of the Council. Timmy agreed. In terms of power, the Council was full of monsters, but Vicky was the monster all of the other monsters were afraid of.


  “Hi.” Timmy pointed his shovel at Vicky. “What are you doing here?”


  “Master!” Katie hissed in outrage. “Don’t be rude to the councillor.” Katie couldn’t help but smile as Vicky skipped over to them radiating warmth and affection before bestowing her most big sisterly smile on the girl. “She’s only trying to be nice.”


  Timmy had often wondered if Vicky had magic that allowed her to charm people. She didn’t. He’d tested it several times over the years, and she was actually just that charming. She’d managed to turn Katie against him, and it hadn’t even been two minutes, which had to be some kind of record. “If only you knew, Katie.” He lowered his shovel and rubbed his temple. He could already feel the headache coming on. “Vicky, not that I mind you visiting, but I’m pretty sure that you’re not here for coffee and cake.”


  Vicky’s smile was so bright that Timmy could have sworn she was using her magic to add a sparkle or two, but that only worried him more. She was usually quite affable, but when she went out of her way to be inhumanly cheerful like this, it meant trouble. “I happened to hear a few things about how a certain person organised an extremely dangerous mission into hostile territory using Council funds to pay a certain group of people to retrieve another certain person. It’s funny. Nobody said a word to me. It’s almost like a certain somebody didn’t want me to know they were deploying a certain group that I’m supposed to be in charge of without telling me.” Vicky’s smile went from sparkly to toothy. “So I just had to come here and see how everything went.”


  “You charmed someone on James’s staff into telling you about our mission, didn’t you? Since I’m betting none of his staff could tell you much, you probably broke into his office later and swiped the mission file, right?”


  “I can neither confirm nor deny anything, and there is certainly no evidence that can implicate me,” Vicky replied airily. Yes, Timmy thought. That was exactly what she’d done. If Vicky could use her magic to waltz through the castle’s magical defences, there was zero chance of James keeping her out of his office. “But I am here to learn more about the mission.” Her expression sobered, and she took a deep breath before yanking Timmy into a rough hug and patting him down for injuries. He had a feeling she would have turned him upside down and shaken him, but she was kind enough to spare him that extra bit of humiliation. “You’re really okay? The Nameless Citadel is no normal prison, Timmy. You’ve told me a bit about what happened when they captured you and your master. I… I would be very unhappy if something like that happened to you again.” She tightened her hug and pressed her face into his shoulder. “You’re not invincible, Timmy. I could definitely pummel you in a fight.”


  “I’m fine.” Timmy hugged her back for what he felt was an appropriate amount of time before trying to pull away. Chuckling softly, Vicky tightened her hold until he was forced to pry her off. “And you can pummel almost anyone in a fight.”


  Vicky gave him an impish smile. “You’d better not forget that the next time you decide to take such a dangerous mission without telling me.”


  “Yeah, yeah. But I’m fine. We’re all fine.” He glanced back at Amanda. “Especially her.”


  “So that’s her then.” Vicky peered at Amana, her hazel eyes inscrutable. “I’ll speak to her later. But first…” She raised her voice. “James!”


  James bustled over from the other side of the courtyard, and Timmy covered his face with his hands. What was going on? Was his castle turning into an inn? Obviously, he couldn’t blame his servants. They could hardly refuse admittance to two councillors, and Sam knew Vicky. Plus, trying to keep Vicky and James out without Timmy around to mastermind the castle’s defences would have been an expensive exercise in complete futility. But did they have to let James hang around? They should’ve sent him to stay at one of the villages or possibly in the lake – while wearing shoes made of stone. Oh well. If Vicky’s behaviour was anything to go by, she had not been pleased with James sending them off without her approval. And she would have made her displeasure known to James in very, very blunt fashion.


  James pointedly ignored Vicky – yep, she had definitely done something to him – and turned all of his attention to first Amanda and then Timmy. “Thank you. You did well even if your methods were… extreme.”


  “You’re welcome.” Timmy smirked. “Although I’m sure it must hurt terribly to say something nice to me.”


  “It’s excruciating,” James muttered. “But there’s no getting around it this time. You did good work. Even if they manage to trace you back to Everton, there is no way that they can link your actions directly to the Council. For all they know, you were after Amanda for your own nefarious purposes. You are, after all, a Grand Necromancer.”


  “My purposes are not nefarious, jerk.


  “They are to most people, idiot.”


  “So… you’re my descendant.” Amanda glided forward before their bickering could descend into further childishness. It was absolutely eerie how graceful the vampire was. She seemed to float more than walk as she crossed the distance between them. It had to be an ancient vampire thing. The other ancient vampires he’d met had all moved in a similar way. “Let me have a look at you. Yes, you remind me very much of my son although you are taller than he was if not quite as broad in the shoulders. You certainly have my eyes, and your hair colour has been in the family for centuries.”


  Timmy snickered as Amanda walked around James in a slow circle, studying him from different angles and taking careful note of his posture and his attire, which consisted of a less cumbersome version of the Council’s usually ornate robes, along with a tunic and trousers. Did James truly resemble her son so much? It was possible. The Arthurs bloodline tended to hold very true, and its members all shared a certain look.


  “Yes, you could very easily pass for my son’s brother. It is… amusing to see how truly our blood still runs despite how many years have passed.” Amanda straightened and a wistful smile crossed her lips as her voice turned teasing. “I understand that you are a councillor, quite an accomplished one, I hear.”


  “Ah… yes… my… lady.” James winced. Timmy almost laughed. The poor man didn’t know what form of address to use. Neither did Timmy, for that matter, but he’d never stood on ceremony as much as James had, and it wasn’t like Amanda was Timmy’s legendary ancestor.


  Amanda smiled again. For once, there was no hint of artifice in her expression. “It has been too long since I have been with family in lands that I can call my own. Call me Amanda, James. We shall speak more later – I presume that there is a great deal for me to catch up on. Right now, I believe the other councillor has words for me.” She stepped past James and stood in front of Vicky. “Timmy has told me a bit about you. He says that you are a member of the House of Winters, a member of the Council, and the Supreme Cleric of the Order of the Blessed Dawn. He also mentioned that you have a slew of other titles, but he neglected to tell me what those were.” She paused. “When last I left, your order was arguing over certain matters of doctrine involving necromancers, vampires, and werewolves.”


  Vicky wore the robes of her office, a flowing robe of white, silver, and gold. It would have been completely impractical to fight in, but Timmy had a strong suspicion that she was wearing something more practical underneath. The robe gave her an air of stately majesty to balance out the warm and fuzzy feelings that she normally inspired when she wasn’t carving a path of absolute destruction across the battlefield. “You are correct, but I am more than a member of the House of Winters. I am currently its head.”


  “Oh?” Amanda’s smile cracked. “Then I imagine that we have words to discuss and blows, perhaps, to exchange.”


  “Indeed.” Vicky stepped forward, and Timmy hurried to take a big step to the side. The others, except for Avraniel, did the same. Vicky wasn’t the sort of person to start a fight over a grudge that went back centuries, but there were certain matters of family honour that could not be ignored. And if she decided to fight, then he did not want to be in the way when she started throwing punches.


  “In the interests of saving time,” Amanda drawled. “Would it satisfy your House’s honour if you were allowed to strike me once? Perhaps then we could move on to more pressing matters. I understand that you need my assistance regarding Everton’s magical defences, so you can hardly kill me. However –”


  “I accept your offer!”


  Vicky struck so quickly that Timmy never even saw her move. What he did see, however, was her standing with her right arm extended in a perfect punch to where Amanda’s chest had been. Had been. The vampire herself was nowhere to be seen. A split-second later, there was a huge crunch as something tore a deep furrow in the cobblestones well behind Timmy before crashing into the far wall with enough force to crack the magically reinforced stone and send up a plume of dust. That something had been Amanda.


  Vicky straightened and lowered her fist. Small wisps of white light swirled around her arm for a moment before vanishing. “Hmm… she’s pretty tough. My punch would have pulped most ancient vampires, not that it would have mattered. Ancient vampires are notoriously hard to kill. You can crush them into pulp, and they’ll be up in a matter of minutes if they’re well fed.”


  Timmy ignored the way the others were gaping at Vicky. Clearly, they’d never seen what she could do when she really wanted to hurt someone. “What about my courtyard, Vicky? I just fixed it.”


  “Ah!” Vicky made a face. “Sorry about your courtyard. Don’t worry. I’ll pay to have it fixed even better than it was before. Those weren’t original cobblestones, were they?”


  “You’d better.” Timmy coughed. “And, no, those weren’t original cobblestones. I had the originals replaced because of how much blood had soaked into them over the years. It was horrible. They looked hideous, and you couldn’t walk three steps without slipping over. Anyway, are you going to hit Amanda again? If you are, could you please hit her somewhere else.”


  “No, I’m done.”


  “Thank goodness for that.” Amanda pulled herself out of the crater in the wall and dusted herself off. Although there were rips and tears in her clothing, Timmy could see that her flesh was already healing. Ancient vampires were incredibly difficult to injure, and they healed frighteningly quickly. “Gerald, could I trouble you for more clothes? These appear to have been damaged.”


  “Oh,” Vicky said. “You also owe my family a prize-winning goat.”


  Amanda stared for a moment before she threw her head back and laughed, all sense of elegance and propriety forgotten. She needed a few moments to compose herself. “Oh, you are too much. I like you. The Council could do a lot worse than to have someone like you around.”


  Vicky’s lips twitched. “Likewise. I can see why the old records speak of you so fondly.” She waved at Timmy. “Can we use your dining room again? We have some important matters to discuss.”


  “Go ahead. It’s what we were planning to do anyway.”


  “Oh, I also had a quick peek in one of your laboratories. It was horribly dusty in there. I don’t know how you can get any work done. I did a bit of cleaning, especially around your collection of shark jaws. Tell me, have you actually cleaned that shelf since you started your collection?”


  “What?” Timmy stopped mid-stride. “Tell me that you didn’t rearrange them!”


  “I may have.” He tried to grab her, but Vicky darted out of the way. “What? They were really dusty. They needed to be cleaned.”


  “It’s my collection!” Timmy grumbled. “You can’t just come into a man’s castle and rearrange his collection of shark jaws!”


  Katie grabbed him with her shadows and pulled him back. “Master, please. I’ve seen your collection of shark jaws. It needed to be cleaned. You can always fix it up later.”


  “How would you feel if someone rearranged your collection of armadillo skeletons?” Timmy asked.


  Katie gasped. “You wouldn’t!”


  “Of course not, but now you know how I feel.” Timmy glowered at Vicky. “You didn’t break any of them, did you?”


  Vicky shook her head. “Give me some credit, Timmy. They’re perfectly fine. If anything, they’re in even better condition than when you left.”


  * * *


  Katie tried not to cringe as her master and James quarrelled over an apple like a pair of schoolboys. She wasn’t particularly fond of the councillor either, but, really, it was an apple. Her master should have thrown it at James’s head and called it a day. It certainly didn’t bode well for Everton if this was how one of its councillors and one of its necromancers behaved. And then there was Vicky. Katie still wasn’t entirely sure what to make of her. She seemed to be a genuinely warm and affable person – but then she’d punched Amanda with enough force to flatten a hill without so much as breaking a sweat. Right now, she was amusing herself by using beams of light to cut up the apple that Katie’s master and James were arguing about – and had completely forgotten in the midst of their squabble. The councillor then used more flexible tendrils of light to feed pieces of the apple to some of the rats that had come along for the meeting. Vicky must have wonderful control over her magic.


  “I hope everything went well,” Vicky said to Katie once Timmy and James had ceased their bickering long enough to simply glare at each other.


  Gerald and Old Man were sitting next to Amanda and doing their best to explain the layout of the castle. Katie could sympathise. The castle was enormous and learning how to get around it had taken her a while. It was a good thing that one of the very first gifts her master had ever given her was a special map that would show her where she was in the castle. “I don’t entirely approve of you joining your master on his missions even if you are very talented for your age.”


  Katie shrugged and reached over to hand Rembrandt a grape. The rat liked them a lot, and it was more convenient than making him scamper onto the table. “I can handle it. My master went on far worse missions with his master when he was my age, and he turned out okay.” Vicky looked meaningfully over to where James was using his magic to hurl grapes at Timmy while Timmy readied an orange. “Well, mostly okay. I think Councillor Arthurs brings out the worst in him.”


  “You should have seen them when were in the academy together.” Vicky caught a stray grape out of the air between two of her fingers. Katie’s eyes narrowed. Vicky hadn’t even been looking. “Ah, but your master’s master was total lunatic. Has Timmy told you a lot about him?”


  Katie shook her head and leaned forward eagerly. “Can you tell me more? He hasn’t told me much.” It was true. Her master preferred not to speak about his master. In fact, he usually only brought him up as an example of what not to do. He also used his master as an example of what excessive drinking could do to even the most skilled and powerful of warriors and mages.


  “I’d be happy to.” Vicky turned her hand, and a bowl made out of light appeared. She dropped the grape she’d caught into it and calmly plucked another out of the air. “Your master’s master was named Malcolm Jared Grimm.”


  “Grim? Seriously?”


  “Not Grim – Grimm. But, yes, I do believe that he was quite proud of his name, and you have to admit, Grimm is a wonderfully atmospheric surname for a necromancer. I don’t know a lot about his early life – I suspect even Timmy’s doesn’t know much – but when I was younger, he was already an infamous Grand Necromancer. I’d even go so far as to say that he was the most infamous necromancer in the world. He was connected to the deaths of several prominent individuals both from Everton and from other nations. He was mercenary in his approach to life. He worked for whomever could afford the most money, and he had no qualms about killing anyone.” Vicky grimaced. “He was also not fond of villagers. He wiped out more than his fair share of them over the years to procure corpses, which may explain why the villagers are only now beginning to warm up to your master. They remember what his master was like.”


  Katie shuddered. He was the complete opposite of her master. Maybe that was why her master had turned out the way he had? No. She wasn’t giving him enough credit. She had a feeling he would have turned out the same way even if he’d been a bureaucrat or a carpenter. That was just the way he was. “He had a nickname, right?”


  “Yes.” Vicky’s smile was the definition of dry. “They called him the Soul Ripper.”


  “Soul Ripper?” Katie recoiled. That kind of nickname did not bode well. Heck, it was terrifying compared to her master’s nicknames. Other necromancers often referred to him as ‘Shovel Guy’ or ‘Shovel Man’ since he was the only necromancer in the world who walked around with a shovel all the time. It wasn’t exactly menacing, but it meant people tended to underestimate him, and she’d seen firsthand how good he was at taking advantage of little mistakes like that. It was easy to laugh at his shovel, but people usually didn’t laugh for long. A stout whack to the head or two had a way of changing people’s minds very quickly.


  Her master, who had evidently been listening despite his epic fruit battle against James, ducked under a grape and replied, “I might as well tell you. Otherwise Vicky is going to end up exaggerating everything.” Vicky stuck her tongue out. “You see my master’s primary form of magic was necromancy. But his secondary form of magic… it was a big part of what made him so dangerous. He had a very rare form of magic. He could manipulate and control people’s souls.”


  Katie gulped and reached for another grape for Rembrandt. The rat sensed her unease and nuzzled her cheek. She reached up to pat him on the back. She’d heard of people who could do things like that – there were rumours that Vicky’s secondary magic allowed her to do something similar – but the thought of that kind of magic in the hands of someone like her master’s master…


  “Souls contain a tremendous amount of energy, Katie. It’s why so many of the most powerful and darkest of rituals require living sacrifice.” Timmy began to peel the orange he’d been about to throw at James. “My master was only too happy to use souls to fuel his necromancy and other plans and experiments. Of course, the only way to get souls is from people, and people need their souls to live. If you go around ripping them out…”


  “They die,” Katie whispered.


  “Yes,” Timmy said quietly. “They do, and there is very, very little that most people can do to defend themselves against soul magic. It’s perfect for assassination although its distinctiveness is a drawback. The people with the best chance of holding their own are those whose magic is associated with life and death or those with astral magic. Necromancers, for example, are much harder to kill with soul magic, and Vicky would have been able to handle him. I also doubt that it would have done anything to Amanda since she doesn’t exactly have a soul.”


  The vampire chuckled and glanced up from the map of the castle that Gerald was showing her. “It is somewhat more complicated than that, but I am largely immune to magic that attacks the soul.”


  “Control over people’s souls also allows you to create more powerful zombies,” Timmy continued. “Because you can bind them to your will more easily, and you don’t have to worry about them rebelling as much. It takes a ridiculous amount of power and effort, but my master wasn’t above assassinating powerful mages and bringing them back as zombies.” He drummed his knuckles on the table. “I ended up learning a lot from some of them. A lot of them wanted me to kill him.”


  “That’s horrible,” Katie said. Not only was it extremely bad policy since the zombies would eventually rebel anyway but it was also unnecessarily cruel. The zombies she and her master made were regular zombies, not ones with most or all of their souls intact. They didn’t have much in the way of feelings or emotions. She only created zombies with feelings and emotions when she was certain they wouldn’t mind being that way, like her pet dog, Patches, who was still with her. It was a shame she had to leave him behind on missions, but he simply wasn’t sturdy enough to survive all of the fighting they got into. “But if your master made them into zombies… where are those mages now?”


  “I gave them a choice when I took over: I could let them move on to the afterlife, or they could stay. Almost all of them chose to move on, but a few of them stayed. Do you know the librarian?”


  The castle’s library was managed by a zombie scholar who was in immaculate condition for a zombie who had been around longer than Katie had been alive. The girl got along with him quite well, and she often dropped by to ask for recommendations and to discuss what she’d read. “Is he one of them?”


  “He was a renowned scholar. My master murdered him and forced him to care for the castle’s library. He ended up falling in love with the library, so after my master died, he asked if he could stay.” Her master finished peeling the orange and helped himself to a slice of it. “I told him that I was happy to have him around, but he’s free to head on to the afterlife whenever he wants. However, I have asked him to give me two weeks notice, so I can find a replacement. It’ll be a hassle when he goes – he’s excellent.”


  “Master,” Katie said, meaning every word. “Your master was a gigantic jerk. I think the world is a better place without him in it.”


  “Indeed, which is why nobody cared when he died. Oh, that’s not entirely true. I know of several places that have a festival to mark the day they found out. But, yes, nobody was particularly sad when he died. I even had his body completely destroyed to make sure that he could never – ever – be brought back. He is one problem I do not want to deal with again. I did keep most of his things, his sword included. They’re nasty, but they’re too valuable to throw away or sell, and the majority of them can’t be easily destroyed.”


  “His sword?” Katie made a mental note to ask if she could examine her master’s collection of his master’s things. She had already studied a lot of the artefacts that her master kept, but he hadn’t let her near most of his master’s things. He probably had a lot of good reasons, but she was curious. She also wasn’t a cat, so she didn’t have to worry about that particular adage coming true.


  “My master was a presumptuous fellow,” Timmy murmured. “He had a gigantic sword made by the dwarves. He gave it his own nickname, Soul Ripper. Almost anything it cuts deeply enough will have its soul ripped out. It is exceedingly unpleasant. I keep it somewhere safe, and, no, Katie, I won’t let you examine it or borrow it. I’d rather not have you accidentally kill yourself because you tripped over and cut your finger on a legendarily evil blade.”


  Katie nodded slowly. What kind of person asked for that kind of sword?


  “Anyway,” Timmy said. “Let’s move on. Vicky, I have a feeling you have some things that you want to discuss.”


  The cleric put down the banana she’d been about to peel. “I suppose I can get started now that we’ve concluded our trip down memory lane and you and James have settled your differences for the time being.” She cleared her throat and gestured for everyone to pay close attention. “First of all, the entire Council would like to extend its thanks to you for handling this matter. Of course, we weren’t able to share all of the details with everyone on the Council, but the relevant members have informed. They know how much you have done to help Everton.”


  “Yay,” Avraniel muttered, idly reaching down to scratch in between Spot’s wings. The dragon gave a rumble of contentment and shifted onto his side, so she could scratch the scales of his belly. “We’d better be getting paid what the jerk over there promised us.” She sneered and pointed at James. He retaliated with a grape, but she burnt it out of the air. “Try harder, you dickless loser.”


  “Yes, you will,” Vicky said before James could take Avraniel up on her offer. The last thing she needed was for him to get overenthusiastic. The table was covered in potential projectiles, and he could also launch the table itself at the elf. “The Council – myself included – are also curious as to how you took down the barrier around the Nameless Citadel. Gerald didn’t provide any specifics in his earlier communications. He was, however, careful to point out how impressive it was.”


  “It’s a trade secret – a necromancer thing,” Timmy said. “I’m sure you understand.”


  “Ah.” Vicky smiled secretively and inclined her head. “What a pity. Although I do hope you can tell me in private later. I understand that certain… details are best not shared with certain individuals.”


  Katie’s brows furrowed. Why wasn’t her master telling them, and why was Vicky letting him get away with it? Was he going to ask for more money before he told them? Oh – right. Not everyone on the Council liked her master, and the only reason that a few of them hadn’t attacked the castle themselves was because a powerful and complex barrier protected Black Tower Castle. Vicky, James, and Gerald had all managed to get in because her master hadn’t set the barrier protecting the castle to full power. Instead, he’d set it to detect anything within a particular radius of the castle while preventing teleportation and other similar forms of magic. Had he put the barrier on a war footing, the barrier would have fried Gerald before he’d managed to set foot into the castle, and it would have done its best to do the same to Vicky and James. If the castle truly came under threat – perhaps from a hostile member of the Council or an army – her master would not hesitate to turn the barrier up to its full strength, and he’d taught Katie and Sam how to do it in an emergency. There were even safety measures built into the barrier that would automatically increase its power if the castle came under sudden or unexpected attack.


  Katie sometimes wondered why they even bothered with patrols if they had the barrier, but her master had explained that no barrier was perfect. It cost a necromancer almost nothing to set up some zombie patrols, and it could easily save their lives if someone worked out how to either get around the barrier or bring it down. If her master had brought down the barrier around the Nameless Citadel, it was possible those techniques could also be used against their castle. He would never share that information unless there was no other choice. He didn’t like to reveal his weaknesses, and he always liked to have a backup plan for his backup plan.


  “Amanda,” Vicky said, her voice taking on an air of formality. “Welcome back to Everton. It is the Council’s sincerest hope that you will enjoy your return and provide us with aid during this difficult time.”


  “Ah, yes. Timmy mentioned something along those lines. Would you be able to explain in further detail? I must confess that I have spent the time since I faked my death with matters other than those of state. I have a reasonable knowledge of world politics, of course, but I suspect that you have access to far more thorough information than the general public.”


  Knowing vampires, Amanda most likely meant she had either spent her time indulging or sleeping since that was what vampires tended to do. It was like how most elves enjoyed pottery and gardening. There were exceptions, some bigger than others. Katie giggled. Avraniel’s approach to gardening involved cultivating plants that could kill people, and she didn’t have the patience for pottery unless she got to fill her pottery up with explosives afterward.


  “The short story is very simple,” Vicky said. “The Eternal Empire has been steadily increasing its military strength for generations. This goes over and above what you would expect given their political situation. There are signs they plan to use this strength against us, sooner rather than later. They finally have an emperor with the will and the political capital to resume open warfare with their neighbours and enemies, and we are very close to the top of their list, which is why we want you to lend us your aid. You are uniquely familiar with Everton’s magical defences, and your return will both bolster our ability to use those defences against our enemies and deny those enemies a chance to learn how they work by capturing you. We would also like you – and the others – to help us with a related matter.”


  “Another mission?” Timmy rubbed his chin. He hadn’t trimmed his facial hair during their jaunt into the desert, and Katie thought he looked a bit scruffy. “We only just got back.”


  Katie didn’t whine – she was in the presence of two councillors – but she was sorely tempted. Her master had a point, and she still had a crick in her neck from riding her zombie wyvern for so long. She wasn’t sure how her master managed to get so comfortable while flying on one. At one stage, he’d been laying down on his. She’d have to ask him later. It seemed like a handy skill to have.


  “It relates to Amanda.” Vicky gave them all an apologetic smile. “We wouldn’t even be talking about it if you hadn’t managed to bring her back. Are any of you familiar with the artefact known as the Eye of the Abyss.”


  Katie put her hand up – it was the polite thing to do – and waited for Vicky to nod in her direction before she replied. “The Eye of the Abyss is a powerful artefact that has traditionally been handed down through the imperial line of the Eternal Empire. According to legend, it was given to them by the Lord of the Abyss, who is one of several gods worshipped throughout the Eternal Empire. It is thus supposed to be an artefact of divine origin, not unlike the Empyreal Armour kept by the Order of the Blessed Dawn.”


  Vicky clapped briefly. “You know about the Empyreal Armour? You are certainly very well read, Katie.” Her lips twitched. “Timmy, you’ve managed to snag an extremely clever apprentice.”


  He smiled dryly. “Well, you can’t have her. She’s too good at doing my paperwork.”


  “Master…” Katie rolled her eyes and continued. “The Eye of the Abyss is supposed to be a powerful anti-magic artefact. According to some of the legends I’ve read about it, it is capable of completely consuming magic across an entire country and sending it to the Lord of the Abyss.” Katie shrugged. “But those are legends. Even if it exists, it hasn’t been used in centuries, and it sounds a bit too good to be true, even for a legendary artefact that was supposedly made by a god.”


  Amanda met the gazes of both Vicky and James. The two councillors nodded. “You are not that far from the truth, Katie. The Eye of the Abyss is real. I should know. I have seen it. The emperor planned to unleash it during Everton’s war of independence, but he never got the chance to use it because we were able to sabotage it. As you can imagine, such a powerful weapon takes a considerable amount of time to prepare, and the preparations involved are not easy to conceal. The Lord of the Abyss is said to be equal in power to the Lord of the Blessed Dawn, but the power he provides comes with a price. The Eye of the Abyss was not a weapon that could be used lightly.”


  “The Eye is what concerns us.” James folded his hands together on the table. Gone was the childishness he’d shown when bickering with Timmy. He was completely serious now. “Some of our spies have obtained information suggesting that the Eye is either being repaired or has already been repaired. Based on the records you and the others left from the war of independence, we know that the Eye can only be fired once a decade at most, and that doing so requires an absurd amount of power and preparation. However, if the Eye were to be aimed at Everton, it is conceivable that it would significantly damage our magical defences, perhaps even render them totally inoperable for the duration of the war that would surely follow such an attack.”


  “I do wish I had been able to steal the Eye on my way out,” Amanda said. She shook her head and poured herself some wine. “Alas, I was very nearly killed simply damaging it, and even then, I was unable to completely destroy it. Such a shame – the follies of the past have a way of returning at the most inopportune times.”


  “Indeed.” James scowled. “We have not been able to locate the Eye although we do know that it is no longer in the emperor’s personal possession. It is highly unlikely that he possesses the skills to repair it. This means it has most likely been moved to a secure location for repair and preparation, which narrows our list of possible location. The Eye would need… unique conditions to be repaired and operated. Once we have located it, we intend to draw the Eternal Empire’s attention away by stepping up the proxy warfare we are already involved in. This will, hopefully, draw at least some of their forces away from the Eye, providing us with an opportunity to either steal it or destroy it. If necessary, we may even commit some of our own troops to the field, whatever it takes, short of outright war, to draw their attention elsewhere.” He smiled thinly. “And, congratulations, you lot will either be leading the forces sent to attack the Eye or playing a crucial role.”


  “Us?” Timmy leaned away from the table. “If the Eye is as big a threat as you say, why not deploy the Council itself? Heck, send Vicky. I’m sure she can handle it.”


  “If only it were that easy.” Vicky waved one finger in the air, a ribbon of light trailing in its wake. “This is not a problem brute force alone can solve. The only person who understands the Eye outside of the emperor and his closest advisors and family is one of the people who helped make it in the first place. Unfortunately, all of those people are now dead.” Vicky put on an expression of mock surprise and then looked at Amanda. “Oh, wait. That’s not entirely true.”


  The vampire sighed wearily. “Yes, I was involved in making that obnoxious thing.” She caught Katie’s surprise and chuckled. “Oh, make no mistake, it was a gift from the Lord of the Abyss. The design itself came to the Eye’s creator in a dream given to him by the Lord of the Abyss himself. Naturally, it drove the poor fellow insane, so we were never able to replicate it, which was perhaps for the best. But he merely delivered the designs to us. We still had to build it ourselves. I was involved in certain… bloodier aspects of the Eye’s creation. It was why I was able to damage it before I left.” Crimson and violet bled into her blue eyes. “And the councillors are right. The Eye will be heavily protected. And if the Council has spies in the Eternal Empire, then you can be certain the emperor has spies in Everton. I am sure that the two councillors here were able to disguise the exact nature of their visit to this castle with some excuse or another, but going further and deploying the Council itself is not something you could hide from the Eternal Empire. Deploying the Council would mean war, and I am under the impression that you wish to delay such a conflict until you are more confident of victory.”


  “So there you have it.” Vicky picked up a grape and tossed it to Rembrandt, who was still on Katie’s shoulder. “Once we locate the Eye, which ought to take us anywhere from two weeks to two months, we need you to either bring it back to Everton or to blow it up. We can discuss the details more once we have more information, but that’s the gist of it. If war is to come, we cannot allow them to use the Eye against us. Disabling it would even the odds, and having it available to us would be a powerful deterrent.”


  Katie was good at analysing things. It was a quirk of hers, most likely from her master’s crazy approach to training. Katie, he would say, study this book and summarise it for me because I can’t be bothered reading it and you’re my apprentice. Katie, do my paperwork. Katie, explain the results of this experiment in your own words. Katie, come up with a better filing system for all of our bits and pieces. Katie, Katie, Katie! It was aggravating, but it was also extremely useful at times like this. She was good at thinking quickly and deeply because her master had made her think quickly and deeply from the start of her apprenticeship.


  The Eternal Empire had the largest amount of territory of any nation in the world and the largest military as well. The number of troops combined with the quality of those troops was particularly troublesome. Everton had better mages, but the Eternal Empire wasn’t far behind them. The Eternal Empire also had more mages, lots more mages. Everton’s main advantage was its geography. They were across the sea from the main body of the Eternal Empire’s territory, and the Eternal Empire’s navy had never been much good. It was certainly worse than Everton’s, which was not only better equipped but also far more battle tested due to the constant skirmishing over some of its island holdings and coastal areas.


  The Eternal Empire did have client kingdoms on the same continent as Everton, and Katie knew they had some forces stationed in those kingdoms. It was why Everton had tried to maintain buffer zones – nations that were either neutral or favourable toward them. They would slow down any potential attack and give Everton more time to respond.


  But if the Eternal Empire had the Eye, then they could force a decisive naval engagement on their terms because Everton could not allow the Eye to be used. And despite having a worse navy, being able to set the terms of what would be a defensive battle would undoubtedly bolster the Eternal Empire’s chances. They would be able to choose the best time and location and ensure that the navies of all of their allies were in attendance as well. Vicky and the others were right. The Eye had to be dealt with as soon as possible.


  Katie blinked and turned her attention back to the conversation going on around her.


  “We’ll let you know once we locate the Eye. In the meantime, get plenty of rest and have lots of fun.” Vicky gave them a thumb’s up. “And I hope you don’t mind, but we’ll be spending a few more days here. We have lots to talk about, and I’ve been meaning to take a break.”


  Timmy tossed a piece of his orange at Vicky. She caught it out of the air and put it in her mouth. “Of course, you have.”


  



Chapter Thirteen


  Katie reached over to pat the rat that was banging together a small pair of cymbals to wake her up. The rat in question had been giving his all to the task, and he stopped and squeaked a cheerful morning greeting as she opened her eyes and looked around. It was still dark outside, but it wouldn’t be long before dawn broke. Ugh. She yawned and stretched. She wasn’t a huge fan of waking up this early – as a necromancer she often worked late, which meant sleeping in was a regular occurrence – but she had asked for this. The rat stayed long enough to ensure that she wouldn’t simply roll over and go back to sleep before he scampered off.


  More rats came into her bedroom, each of them flashing her a quick salute as they replaced the ones that had guarded her chambers throughout the night. She had tried to explain to them that she didn’t need a guard while she was in the castle – she had zombies, and her rooms had runes, seals, and some nasty traps and surprises – but the rats had insisted. They’d even received her master’s backing too. If the rats wanted to guard her, he’d said, let them. It couldn’t hurt to have a bunch of super-loyal assassins standing guard while she slept.


  “Morning, guys.” Katie stumbled out of bed toward her bathroom. She rubbed at her eyes and used her shadows to make sure she didn’t bump into or trip over anything. After she’d used the bathroom, one of the rats made an appearance. He perched on her shoulder and gave her a quick summary of everything that had happened while she’d been asleep as she brushed her teeth and washed her face.


  “My master finally rearranged his collection of shark jaws the way he wanted?” Katie headed back to her bedroom to change. “It took him long enough, but I guess it makes sense. The councillors left a couple of days ago, so he doesn’t have to worry about Vicky moving things around.” It had become a game of sorts while the female councillor had been at the castle. Her master would arrange his shark jaws, and Vicky would wait until his back was turned before rearranging them and then pretending to be completely uninvolved.


  Council business had finally called James and Vicky back, but it had been an enlightening week since Katie and the others had returned from the desert. Vicky had been a constant presence around the castle, bustling about as she supervised various repairs and maintenance issues with Timmy and the workers who had been brought in. She was, Timmy insisted, a total busybody, but she was also a useful busybody. When she wasn’t teasing him, making sure he actually kept regular sleeping hours, and rearranging his stuff, Vicky knew exactly how he wanted the repairs and restoration of the castle to go, which let him spend more of his time on necromancy. Katie didn’t see how it made for much of a holiday, but Vicky insisted that it was a great deal more relaxing than running the massive bureaucracy of the Order of the Blessed Dawn and wrangling the Council into some semblance of order.


  Of course, Katie’s master didn’t actually get a lot of necromancy done. No, he and James ended up in a prank war that steadily escalated until her master had claimed victory by somehow managing to fit half a dozen chimeras into the councillor’s bedroom while making it appear to be an accident. Katie was happy to admit that although her master could seem, and often was, tremendously lazy, he was not someone who should be underestimated. And she had to know how he’d done it. The door to James’s bedroom wasn’t big enough to let even one of those chimeras in, never mind half a dozen. There had to be some trick to it.


  “Did my master perform any experiments while I was asleep?” Katie asked. She would normally have bathed before changing into her black robes, but she was about to do a fair bit of exercise, so it made more sense to bathe afterward. It still irked her that her master didn’t let her participate in all of his experiments. Admittedly, some of them were still too dangerous for her to be involved in, but he could at least tell her about them. One of these days, she’d be a Grand Necromancer too, and she’d see how he liked it when she conducted experiments in secret.


  The rat pulled out a small roll of parchment. Katie reached into her pocket, and offered the rodent a treat. The rats had excellent memories, so the experiment must have been quite complicated if the rat had been forced to take notes. The rat offered a carefully worded reply, and Katie frowned.


  “He tried something involving the things that live underneath the castle?” Katie pursed her lips. She wasn’t nearly as well versed in the lore of those things as her master, but it was unusual for him to try something new although it did explain why he hadn’t wanted her around. Sam was friendly – as were most of the ones they allowed to move around the castle and its surroundings – but there were others, creatures that were truly alien in both appearance and mentality. Those creatures could not be reasoned with. They had to be bound and commanded by the darkest and most ancient of rituals. Sam had, on more than one occasion, warned Katie to steer clear of certain places under the castle until she was stronger and knew more of the lore about his kind because not all of them would be so understanding toward a curious, little girl. “Amanda must have given him some ideas. She did mention she’d been here before, and if Sam managed to find that shrine…” The rat mentioned something else. “Oh? He used something that belonged to his master? I wonder what it was.”


  Katie would have to look into it later, but Amanda’s presence could easily explain the experiment. The ancient vampire had a wealth of arcane knowledge, much of it strange and esoteric. Her master had taken copious notes and asked plenty of questions. To help keep the vampire well fed, her master had brought in even more livestock – they had officially started raising their own cattle because of Spot, which Katie found immensely amusing – and he’d even started taking blood donations from nearby villages. The villagers were paid handsomely, and no one was particularly surprised when a necromancer needed blood. All in all, Amanda was happier and better fed, and she had settled into the castle rather nicely. Katie had asked Amanda plenty of questions herself, and the vampire had not hesitated to help her. She wondered if Amanda had known others who had wielded shadow magic like hers, but Katie wasn’t sure if she wanted to know. What little she had learned had not been pleasant at all. If she had learned one thing from necromancy and the things that lived underneath the castle, it was that sometimes it was better to not know.


  “Never mind.” Katie took a moment to brush her blonde hair, which currently resembled a hedgehog. “He can’t be trying too hard to keep it a secret if he let you watch. I’ll ask him about it later. Right now, I have to go meet Spot and the others.”


  Katie left her chambers and headed for one of the courtyards closest to the walls that faced the lake. Amanda was idly sipping from a bottle which Katie was fairly sure contained blood while Spot amused himself by chasing after a few of the demolition rats that had come along to enjoy a ride. The dragon gave a happy cry at her approach, and Katie barely managed to dodge when he threw himself at her like a small, scaly boulder.


  “Hey!” Katie kept him at bay with her shadows, but Spot was determined to get closer. “No jumping on me! You’re getting big now.” Spot huffed and hung his head, and Katie couldn’t help but laugh. He reminded her more of an overgrown puppy than the spawn of one of the deadliest dragons in history. “Oh, don’t mope. Fine. Come here.” She tugged the dragon over with her shadows and gave him a good scratch behind the chin and along his back. He flicked her gently with his tail, which had begun to look a little less stubby, and Katie wondered how much longer it would be before it took on the more serpentine appearance common to older dragons. As it was, both Spot’s tail and his neck had a way to go before they resembled those of an adult dragon.


  Not far away, Avraniel was watching Amanda carefully. Would she try to pick a fight with the vampire again? The elf had been trying to find out what Amanda was capable of for days – well, ever since she’d taken a hit from Vicky and not exploded – but the ancient vampire refused to take the bait. To be honest, Katie was morbidly curious to know who would win in a fight. Amanda had supernatural strength, speed, and healing, but vampires were naturally weak against fire, and Avraniel was basically an inferno on two legs.


  “You’re late, twerp.” Avraniel flicked a spark at Katie. “Get moving.”


  Katie batted the spark away with her shadows. “I am not late. You’re early – for once.”


  “Hey! I’ll have you know, I am perfectly punctual.”


  Amanda did her best to disguise her inelegant snort of laughter behind a cough.


  “What was that?” Avraniel growled. “Do you have something to say, people eater? You’ve only been around for a week, so you don’t get to complain about my punctuality.”


  “I would like to point out – again – that I do not eat people. I drink their blood, which is a subtle but important difference. Now, if I were a werewolf, then perhaps you would be correct in saying I eat people. And, yes, Avraniel, you do have a tendency to be late. I assume no one says anything because they would like to avoid incineration.”


  “You’re still a people eater,” Avraniel muttered. “And if I’m always late, then you two should be glad I turned up on time.” She beckoned Spot over and gave him a good rub down. How long would it be before he was too big for her to do that? Oh well. When that day came, she’d know they were one step closer to unleashing fiery vengeance upon all of her enemies. “Are you ready for another flight, Spot?”


  The dragon bared his teeth and hopped up and down in excitement. He crouched low to the ground and then took to the air with a powerful jump and several beats of his wings. Katie watched him go. He was still a bit awkward to watch when he was on the ground, but he’d already grown surprisingly graceful in the air. Perhaps there was something to the old legends that spoke of dragons as being born to fly. Spot certainly was.


  Katie gathered her magic and rose up to join him. Amanda followed after them. Much like Spot, the vampire seemed to enjoy chasing after Katie, and the girl sometimes wondered if she should be more worried about Amanda making a meal out of her than Spot. The dragon, at least, appeared to have classified her as something other than food, and he genuinely enjoyed her company. When he wasn’t with Avraniel or the demolition rats, he was either with her or her master while they went about their daily business. It was harder to tell what Amanda thought since most of the time she acted the part of a sophisticated, often coquettish, aristocrat. However, Katie had once seen her examining cattle with Spot. The two of them had been discussing which one looked the tastiest.


  Although her master had allowed Amanda to stay at the castle, he had also taken precautions in case Amanda became problematic. And it wasn’t like Katie was helpless. Her shadows could cut the flesh of even someone as sturdy as Amanda if she put enough magic into them, and necromancy could be used against vampires since they were members of the undead. Sure, necromancy wouldn’t be enough to kill Amanda, but in a castle full of zombies and ninja rats, all Katie had to do if Amanda attacked was buy time. She could even fly away since she was better in the air than the vampire although Amanda undoubtedly had some tricks up her sleeve. Of course, she didn’t think Amanda was likely to lash out. The former councillor appeared to be enjoying her time back in Everton, and she had already begun to redecorate her chambers in the castle to give them a more distinctive atmosphere.


  “Okay, Spot.” Katie flapped over to the dragon. These flights, which took place each morning, had proven to be quite helpful for both of them, and they had improved by learning from each other. “Time to stretch your wings.”


  The dragon roared as Katie folded her shadowy wings and dove, picking up speed before spreading them to climb back upward. Their flight began above the courtyard and took them around the castle. They weaved around, over, and under the castle’s towers, bridges, and other monuments. Katie had gained a new appreciation for the castle and its bizarre but strangely beautiful design. It seemed as though each of her master’s predecessors had added something to the castle, and none of them had been particularly concerned with making sure that what they added fit well with what was already there. Katie waved to a few of the workmen as they passed. The poor fellows had been shocked when Spot had first flown overhead, but they’d relaxed considerably once they realised Spot wasn’t about to eat any of them. With their warm up complete, Katie led Spot through another circuit around the castle, going much faster this time and cutting much closer to the obstacles in their path.


  One of the things that Katie had already changed about her wings as a result of these training sessions was their shape and angle. It was one thing to examine a dragon’s wings in an illustration or after they had been turned into a zombie. It was another thing altogether to see Spot use his wings with instinctive ease, adjusting their shape and angle on the fly for maximum speed and control. Katie was learning to do the same although she had a lot of practice ahead of her. She’d also added a tail with her shadows to go with her wings after seeing how Spot was able to use even his stubby tail to improve his stability and manoeuvrability in the air. She was amazed she hadn’t added a tail earlier. Birds had tails. Wyverns and drakes had tails. Even dragons had tails. Since she’d modelled her wings on those of a dragon, it made perfect sense to try mimicking the tail of a dragon as well.


  After their second time around the castle, they banked away. The wind rushed past them as they picked up speed and raced toward the forest. This was one of her favourite parts of training with Spot. She had to push herself to keep up with the young dragon although she doubted that she’d be able to keep up forever, no matter how skilled she became. There was probably nothing alive that could best the speed of an adult dragon in the air, but it was still thrilling to test her limits, to feel wind against her face and wonder how much faster she could go.


  They reached the forest, and Katie dove. This was where things got tricky. They had to manoeuvre back and forth through the trees. It was an even more difficult test of agility, and both she and Spot had run into trees before. Spot was already tough enough to shake off the impact with nothing more than an unhappy grunt and a few angry blasts of fire, and Katie’s shadows protected her from anything worse than some bruises. However, flying into a tree at full speed was still not pleasant, and they had both improved markedly over the past week.


  Spot wove in and out of the trees and scared a group of squirrels as he shot past them. His wings beat furiously as he turned and followed Katie out of the makeshift obstacle course and up into the open air above the forest. The dragon gave her a toothy grin, and the rats that had come along for a ride waved from their positions on Spot’s back. They were all wearing goggles, and they had somehow managed to cling onto the dragon’s scales tightly enough to avoid falling off. Katie smiled back and angled toward the lake. This was the part she definitely had to practice more. Flying was something she was already familiar with. Moving through the water? Not so much.


  Katie wrapped some shadows around herself to form a thin layer of armour around her entire body. Another shadow formed into a sphere to capture some air, and she folded her wings and dove down into the chilly waters of the lake. Spot was right behind her, and his body speared through the surface of the lake with barely a ripple.


  One of Spot’s biggest advantages was how good his eyesight was. He had no problems seeing in the dark, and the waters of the lake didn’t trouble him either. By the time he was an adult, his eyesight would be even better, surpassing the vision of all but the most gifted of elves. Katie struggled to keep up with him as he darted through the water, using his wings to propel him as he twisted and turned through the large rings that her master’s zombies had set up inside the lake. That was the nice thing about top-class zombies. Not only was drowning not a problem but they could also swim and dive.


  Once both of them had gone through the course, which spanned the breadth and depth of the lake, they burst out of the water and did a slow circuit of the shore. Spot nodded at something, and Katie followed his gaze. She couldn’t quite make out the figure next to the lake, but as they got closer, she realised it was Old Man. He was fishing, and Rembrandt and a few other rats were preparing a fire in anticipation of a fish or two for an early breakfast. Katie smiled and waved as Spot breathed a jet of fire into the air. It was nice to see Old Man and Rembrandt getting along, and fishing was a nice way to start the day. There were even some locals further along the shore, and they waved back nervously as Katie and Spot flew past. They did another two laps of the lake before Amanda finally caught up to them. The vampire wasn’t as fast in the air as Katie or Spot, but it was hard to see how she could be. Amanda didn’t have wings or a tail. She simply floated in the air courtesy of her vampiric powers.


  “That was certainly enjoyable.” Amanda drifted over to Katie. In the interests of practicality, she had forgone a dress in favour of a finely made, black blouse trimmed with crimson and a pair of tight-fitting trousers of the same design. She also wore a pair of dark brown boots and a black belt with a silver buckle in the shape of a griffin. It was most likely a tribute to the House of Arthurs since they were well known for raising good war griffins, and their coat of arms also featured the mighty animal. “Your master definitely knows how to set up a challenging obstacle course. I do wish I had been given the benefit of such training when I was first learning to fly.”


  Katie jerked backward as Spot nudged her with his head. He was getting bigger, all right. “I think it’s more that he doesn’t want Avraniel to set up her own training course. If she did it, there would be way more fire and explosions. I’m not sure the castle would survive.”


  “Indeed.” Amanda glanced down at the lake. “Did you enjoy your time in the water?”


  Katie shrugged. “It’s okay. You’re welcome to give the underwater course a try if you want.”


  Amanda’s expression turned slightly pained. “Alas, vampires and water do not get along particularly well. I am sure you have heard of the effect that living water is supposed to have on us.” Katie nodded. Some of the old legends spoke of how living water – water found in streams, rivers, lakes, and the sea – could not be crossed by vampires. “The legends are not entirely correct. We can cross living water. However, being fully immersed in it is not a pleasant experience. As an ancient vampire of considerable power, it is no more than an inconvenience to me, but it is an inconvenience I would prefer to avoid.” She sighed. “But I suppose I shall give it a try tomorrow. It is foolish to run from our weaknesses since a skilled opponent will most assuredly use them against us.” Her lips curved, baring her elongated canines. “Would you like to see something interesting?”


  “It depends.” Katie had learned the hard way to always ask for clarification first. Sometimes, her master asked her to do something interesting – only to foist more of his paperwork on her. “What do you have in mind?”


  “I believe you are familiar with the legends regarding the gaseous form that some vampires can take.”


  Katie laughed as Spot stopped flapping his wings and draped himself over her, so he could rummage through her pockets. She’d forgotten about the pouch full of nuts she’d left there yesterday, and the dragon prodded her with his head until she opened the pouch and tipped the nuts into his mouth. “Do you have a gaseous form?”


  Amanda’s blue eyes turned crimson and violet. “Give me a moment. Because of… certain things that were done to me in the Nameless Citadel, I am only now regaining my full power.” Her lips curved up into a wicked smirk. “I shall have to thank your master for all of the excellent… nourishment he has organised for me.” She closed her eyes. “Watch.”


  Katie gasped as Amanda’s body dissolved into a cloud of crimson and violet gas. The cloud shifted with the breeze for a moment before it shot off like a comet. It moved much faster than Amanda had been able to fly. It stopped and then moved back and forth before racing off again.


  Spot’s eyes were drawn to the cloud. Katie wondered what he saw with the enhanced vision that came courtesy of his being part astral dragon. Chase?


  “It does seem like we’re supposed to chase her.” Katie flapped her wings. “Okay. Let’s see if we can catch her.”


  It turned out that although Amanda was much faster in her gaseous form, her manoeuvrability was much worse. The vampire could move very swiftly in a straight line. However, turning was a lot more difficult, and she slowed down considerably. In contrast, she’d been able to bank and turn far more sharply without losing speed when she was flying normally. It took them about ten minutes to catch the vampire, and Katie laughed as Amanda returned to her corporeal form just in time for Spot to tackle her in mid-air. The force of the impact would likely have broken half the bones in Katie’s body, but Spot had already learned to moderate the force he used when interacting with others. When playing around with Katie, he was far gentler since he’d realised that she was far more fragile than either Amanda or Avraniel. It was the same with the rats. When Spot played with his tiny friends, chasing after them and grabbing them in his claws, he was always careful not to hurt them. He’d even developed enough control to pick up the rats with his mouth without harming them with his razor-sharp teeth. Amanda was a different story. He’d learned that she was incredibly durable, so he didn’t have to hold back.


  “Careful there, little dragon.” Amanda chuckled as Spot nuzzled against her cheek. The dragon was puzzled by how cool her flesh was compared to the others, but she was the first vampire he’d met. “And please be careful around my clothes. I cannot simply keep buying new ones since I find myself somewhat lacking in funds…” It went unsaid that everything Amanda had with her had been seized when she’d been captured. Fortunately, she hadn’t had anything too important with her, and she was entitled to several accounts she’d established under pseudonyms before she had faked her death. The banks responsible for those accounts had survived into the present day, and the accounts had accrued a considerable amount of interest over the centuries. Unfortunately, it would take some time to develop a plan that allowed her to access those accounts without giving away her identity. The Council wanted to keep her return a secret as long as possible.


  “And you should conserve your energy, Spot. Unless I am mistaken, you still have some training to do.” Amanda pointed at the castle. “Perhaps we should go and finish the rest of your training now.”


  The three of them flew back to the castle and circled it. Targets had been set up. It was something Katie’s master wasn’t enthusiastic about, but Avraniel had insisted, pointing out that if they ever had to besiege anything, Spot could prove to be very useful, especially once he got bigger. The targets, not unlike those used for archery, were set up in parts of the castle that had been specially prepared with runes and seals to ensure the castle remained unharmed. Only once Spot had demonstrated that he was accurate enough to consistently hit targets at a reasonable distance on the testing field the demolition rats used was he given the go ahead to aim for the targets scattered around the castle. And when it came to blasting large areas with his fire, Spot still had to use the field. Normal fire couldn’t burn the castle down, but Spot’s fire was a different story.


  “Go on, Spot.” Katie urged him on. “Go for it.”


  “Burn them all!” Avraniel bellowed from the walls, waving her arms around like a madman. “Come on, Spot! Show these dorks what a real dragon can do!”


  Spot needed no further encouragement. The dragon lanced forward like a bolt from a crossbow. He unleashed a jagged tongue of flame at the first target. The attack hit cleanly, and the wooden target dissolved into a pyre of black flame. But Spot barely noticed since he had never stopped moving, his keen eyes picking out the targets. Timmy and Avraniel moved them each time – or rather they told some zombies to move them – and Spot hardly skipped a beat before belching out three bursts of flame, one after the other.


  It was impressive, Katie thought. Spot’s accuracy had already been good, and he was becoming increasingly skilled at attacking from long range and at waiting until the very last moment to attack. Both skills would serve him well in combat, and Katie had helped her master dig up as many accounts of dragon attacks as they could to try to identify the best ways for Spot to use his fire. He still wasn’t as agile in the air while he was breathing his fire as when he wasn’t, but he should improve with time and practice. It was actually a little scary. Katie had never understood how dragons, even young ones, could be so ferocious, but she understood now. There was something instinctive – something primal in their blood and their very nature – that pushed dragons to fight and test their abilities. Spot had already gotten into several scuffles with some of the larger zombies, and her master had encouraged him to try his luck against them on a regular basis. Short of finding another dragon for Spot to wrestle with, it was the best way for him to learn how to fight.


  Spot finished off the last of the targets and landed beside Avraniel. The elf immediately lavished him with praise, and the pair ambled off for his morning feeding. Of course, Katie’s master had come up with a way to make even feeding fun and educational for the dragon. Katie and Amanda both landed as some zombies lurched out of the castle with a cage full of pigeons and a large container of what Katie strongly suspected had once been a cow. The zombies opened the cage, and the pigeons hurried off.


  “Give them a second,” Avraniel chided as she held Spot back. “It’s too easy if you go after them right away. Give them a head start. It’ll be more fun if you give them a chance.” She waited a moment longer and then cackled. “All right. Get them, Spot!”


  Katie winced as Spot made short work of the pigeons. She couldn’t help but feel a bit bad for the birds. They simply weren’t fast enough to avoid a hungry dragon that could use fire too. The pigeons weren’t very filling, but they were fun to chase, and they gave Spot practice at hitting small moving targets. There was more fun in store for the dragon as the zombies tossed chunks of cow over the side of the wall. Spot dove after each chunk, gleefully snatching them up in his jaws. Once he’d eaten his fill, he headed back to the courtyard where there was some rock and ore waiting for him. A few blasts of fire would ensure that he had some molten rock and molten metal to eat.


  “It is truly remarkable how much he has improved in only the past week.” Amanda took another sip from the gourd at her waist. It was definitely blood. She caught Katie staring and moved to offer some before realising what she’d done. “Ah, my apologies. Amongst vampires, it is customary to offer a companion a sip of whatever blood you might have on hand at a time like this.” She paused as Avraniel and Spot lobbed fire at each other before the dragon settled down to enjoy the rest of his breakfast. “I have been meaning to ask, but is this normal? When I was last in Everton, the poor fools who were trying to train dragons ended up in their stomachs.”


  “To be honest,” Katie said. “We’re making things up as we go along. It’s something my master is good at, now that I think about it. Everyone else who has tried to raise dragons has been, well, eaten or burned to death. Sometimes both. I think the only reason Spot didn’t come after us after he hatched is because we’ve got Avraniel. She meets all of the criteria baby dragons have for who their parents are. Spot thinks Avraniel is his mother and, for all intents and purposes, she is.” Katie’s gaze drifted over to where Avraniel had begun to melt some of the rock for Spot, showing the dragon how to melt the rock without creating a mess.


  “I can see that.” Amanda wore an oddly gentle expression as Avraniel melted a lump of ore and kept it at just the right temperature while Spot drank some of the molten rock. The dragon stopped drinking to watch when the elf wove her flames into a net that surrounded the lump of ore, preserving its shape despite the massive increase in temperature. The dragon tried to do the same with his fire, only to fail as the lump he’d aimed at melted into a puddle on the ground. He made a disappointed sound, and the elf grinned and poked him on the snout before gently taking control of Spot’s fire and showing him what to do. “Avraniel does not strike me as a gentle person,” Amanda murmured. “But she is gentle with Spot.” The vampire stared for a moment longer and then shook herself. Katie got the impression she was thinking of something – or someone – she hadn’t thought about in a long time. Amanda cleared her throat. “I understand that breakfast shall be served in this courtyard soon.”


  “That’s right.” They’d started eating breakfast in the courtyard after Spot had begun to train outside. Besides, her master had finally finished remodelling this courtyard, and he wanted to enjoy it since he’d designed the changes himself. Spot also needed to be properly socialised, not unlike a dog, while he was still young. It wouldn’t do any good to wait until he was a hundred feet long before they tried to socialise him. Vicky had also said that Timmy needed more sun, but Katie disagreed. He spent a fair bit of time outside since he was working on the castle, and helping the workers with his magic kept costs down and sped things along. “What are you having for breakfast?”


  Amanda raised one eyebrow and bared her fangs.


  “Ah, right. Vampire. So… blood again?”


  “Yes, I believe so.”


  * * *


  Timmy rubbed his temple as he examined the image in the air in front of him. Gerald had used his scrying sphere to contact Vicky and James, and the news they’d shared had not done a lot for his mood. He’d already had to scrap his plans to procure a kraken corpse since hunting this season had apparently resulted only in a lot of sunken ships but no krakens. Now, he had to deal with this too.


  “So the village we saved got blown up?” Timmy made a disgusted sound. “Come on! We went to all that trouble to save it, and someone just blew it up? Tell me the villagers at least managed to get away.”


  “Fortunately, the villagers were able to escape. However, their village has been blown up.” Vicky was floating above the ruins of the aforementioned village in her astral form. One of the reasons Timmy and the others had been sent in the first place was because Vicky hadn’t wanted the Council or Everton to act directly lest they escalate the situation with the Eternal Empire. Her presence there meant that something must have changed. “The villagers fled when they saw who they were up against.” Her eyes narrowed ominously, and her glow intensified. “The village and the other settlements in this area were attacked by enemies of their clan, along with members of the Eternal Empire’s military.” She forced her glow to dim before it became blinding. “We have no choice but to deploy our own troops over the border now that the Eternal Empire has chosen to so blatantly increase the scale of this conflict.” She paused. “The villagers are certain they saw several Lords of Magic during the attack.”


  Timmy stopped rubbing his temple. This was going to be way worse than a headache. This was shaping up to be a full-blown migraine. The Lords of Magic were amongst the most powerful mages in the Eternal Empire, and they answered directly to the emperor himself. They handled the majority of the Eternal Empire’s most important magical affairs, from combat and security to research and development.


  “I can tell you that they were right because two Lords of Magic spotted me near the village and attacked.” Vicky’s lips curled. Timmy could understand their reasoning. Eliminating a member of the Council would have been a tremendous victory, but they’d picked the worst possible councillor to attack. “That was a mistake. I would have preferred to capture them for questioning. However, that wasn’t possible although they won’t be troubling us again.” Timmy caught a hint of the steel that made her so dangerous in both politics and battle, the steel that she normally kept carefully hidden beneath her big sisterly demeanour. Those two Lords of Magic must have given their lives in a desperate bid to kill Vicky after realising how outmatched they were. “I doubt that they planned to go after me. If they really wanted to kill me, they would have sent a lot more than two Lords of Magic. They certainly wouldn’t have attacked if they had realised I was only present in my astral form.”


  Timmy shuddered. Even though they were communicating via scrying sphere, he could all but feel the power rolling off his best friend. Vicky was monstrously strong. Even James who could wipe out hundreds of regular soldiers without breaking a sweat wouldn’t last long against her. That was also why he was worried. The Council wouldn’t have asked her to take the field unless they wanted to make a big impression on their enemies. “It looks like the Eternal Empire is trying to goad us into declaring war.”


  “Yes, they do seem to be looking for a fight, but it won’t work. We’re not ready yet. They could also have been testing us to see if we were willing to go to the aid of those we have formed alliances with, however informal those alliances might be. And if they intend to attack us directly, we should still have a few months to prepare. A war machine as large as theirs is difficult to stop once it is in motion, but it also takes some time to get going. Our spies in the Eternal Empire’s territory have not seen the kind of build up we would expect in the lead up to a full-blown offensive although you can never be sure when it comes to spies. They might have been deceived, and the emperor is a clever and cunning man.”


  “So the proxy wars will drag on then?” Timmy rubbed the bridge of his nose. There was a reason he’d done his best to avoid politics until now – it was a horrible pain to deal with. “Remind me again, why did I get involved in all of this?”


  “Because you need a pardon and because you think that the Eternal Empire is run by a jerk.”


  “There is that,” Timmy muttered. “The emperor might be one of the most powerful mages in the world, but he is still a jerk. Everton has been its own nation for centuries. They need to get over losing and move on.” He dragged in a deep breath. He’d been in his laboratory trying to come up with another plan for acquiring a kraken corpse when Gerald had burst in. “So do you have any good news? If I had wanted to be depressed, I’d have asked Gerald to contact James.”


  “Possibly.” Vicky’s magic swept out, bathing the area in blinding light, as she checked to see if they were being spied upon. “I believe that we will soon have the location of the artefact we discussed at your castle, possibly inside of a week. Once we get it, I’ll deliver the news personally since we can’t afford to have this knowledge slip out.”


  “If they know that we’ve found it, they’ll move it.” Timmy reached for a jug of water and then winced. He’d picked up a jug of… bits and pieces. He needed to be more careful about drinking anything since he was still in his lab. He peered around. Ah, the water was over there. “I’ll talk to you later then. Something has come up.” His attention shifted to one of the large cages that lined the edge of this lab. “Wait… I don’t suppose you know anyone who could catch me a kraken before this year’s hunting season is over, do you?”


  Vicky laughed. “I’m afraid not.” She pointed behind him. “I can see what’s come up. I’ll leave you to it. See you later.”


  “See you later.”


  Timmy waited for the scrying sphere to deactivate before he turned back to the cage. One of his recalcitrant zombies had broken out of its cage. It thundered toward him. Hmm. In retrospect, he should have dealt with it immediately instead of shoving it into a cage, but he’d been hopeful that it wasn’t disobedient so much as angry. He could work with angry. Oh well. He stretched his shoulders and lifted his shovel. Pummelling a rebellious zombie lion-bear-griffin into submission was not going to be easy. At least he’d get his daily dose of exercise out of the way.


  “Okay.” Timmy pointed his shovel at the zombie. “Let’s get on with it.” He stopped when he realised Gerald was still there. The bureaucrat had stayed in case there was anything Vicky wanted to say to him, but nothing had come up. “Ah, Gerald.” The older man trembled and pointed at the zombie looming over them. “Um… see those shelves over there? You should go hide behind them. This won’t take too long.”


  Gerald nodded once and then grabbed his scrying sphere before he made a beeline for the shelves Timmy had pointed at. “Should I call for help?”


  “Get Katie here if you can,” Timmy replied as he ducked under the zombie’s claws and severed one of its arms with his shovel. Odd. Cutting its arm off had been a little too easy. He must not have put the zombie together as well as he thought he had. Then again, this zombie did have eight limbs, so it could afford to lose a couple. “I doubt that she’ll arrive in time to help me fight, but she should get here in time to help me clean up.”


  It turned out to be another week and a half before Timmy called everyone back into the dining room. He’d had it reinforced with every rune, seal, and enchantment that he could think of to ward off eavesdropping and other forms of intrusion. Vicky had arrived to deliver the news in person. Well, not exactly. She had come in her astral form – as a woman made of light.


  “Would you perhaps be able to tone that down?” Amanda asked. Katie reached out with her shadows to provide the vampire with some shade from the holy light Vicky emitted. “I am an ancient vampire, so the light you’re radiating cannot kill me. It is, however, rather unpleasant.”


  “My apologies.” Vicky dimmed her glow as Spot toddled forward and poked her with one claw. He recoiled in surprise. She didn’t feel like a person, nor did she smell like one.


  Timmy reached for a bowl of cereal and some milk. It was almost time for lunch, but he might as well eat something while he was here, and cereal sounded good. The others also helped themselves to some food. For once, Spot was the only one who wasn’t eating as he tried to puzzle out what was different about Vicky. It must have been very confusing for him since Timmy knew that the dragon’s eyes could perceive things like magic – and astral beings like Vicky – much more keenly than the eyes of normal people.


  “As you are already aware,” Vicky said. “We have been searching for the Eye. Thanks to the efforts of our spies and other operatives in conjunction with the magic of a certain councillor, we believe we have found it. Avraniel, I’m sure you know the councillor I’m talking about. His name is Eltaros.”


  The elf snorted, and the apple she was holding turned into ash. “That bastard tried to imprison me fifty years ago. He almost succeeded too. But I got the last laugh. I kicked his ass and set his ass on fire. It’s a pity that a limp-dicked bastard like him survived. Normally, when I set someone on fire they die.” Avraniel reached for another apple. “Although that might have been for the best. There’s no damn way you’d be willing to give me a pardon if I’d roasted one of your precious fellow councillors.”


  “Yes,” Vicky said. “It would have been difficult to issue you with a pardon if you’d succeeded in doing more than hurting his pride. As it is, if anyone asks, say that you weren’t trying to set him on fire. You were merely escaping, and he happened to be in the way.” She coughed. “Anyway, his magic is very good at finding things, especially if he knows what to look for.” Vicky smirked, and Timmy couldn’t help but smile. She’d never admit it, but Vicky enjoyed this game of cat and mouse with the Eternal Empire. He’d never seen her lose a game like this, and he was hoping the trend would continue. “Thanks to a few suggestions from Amanda, we were able to try a few things that we wouldn’t have thought of to help locate the Eye.”


  “The Eye is enormously powerful.” Amanda rolled the stem of her wine glass between her fingers. “When I damaged it, I was trying to destroy it. I failed, but repairing the Eye would require a very specific set of circumstances – which ought to narrow down the possible locations quite substantially. And although they can try to conceal it, if someone with powerful enough magic knew where to look and what to look for, hiding it would be all but impossible.”


  “Indeed. We have a location.” Vicky waved one hand, and a glowing map of the world appeared over the dining table. Spot eyed the map suspiciously and bobbed his head up and down in question. “It’s an illusion, Spot,” Vicky explained. “Well, not exactly. It’s a construct of semi-solid light created by magic, but illusion is close enough.” She patted Spot on the head and walked through the table to better point at a specific location. It never ceased to amaze Timmy how drastically she could alter her tangibility in this form.


  The location she pointed to was between the main continents. It was an isolated location, not particularly close to any of them. It was in the middle of nowhere, really. Was there even an island there? If there was, Timmy had never heard of it before. “This is where we believe the Eye is being kept. We think that the Eternal Empire created an island here that sits atop several powerful currents of magic. The island may have been created as long as two decades ago. They could use those currents, along with several other unique properties of the area, to repair and maintain an artefact as powerful as the Eye.” She frowned. “It is also possible that they could activate the Eye and still hit Everton if the Eye is at full strength.”


  “That’s crazy,” Katie whispered. “How can it reach so far?”


  Amanda grimaced. “The Eye’s design was a gift from the Lord of the Abyss, Katie, and the finest mages and artificers in the Eternal Empire helped built it. It is, without a doubt, one of the most powerful weapons in the world. In retrospect, I should never have agreed to help in its construction. The Lord of the Abyss is truly mighty, but his gifts always demand a terrible price.”


  “Our main advantage,” Vicky continued. “Is that they do not know we have located the Eye. As far as we can tell, they believe that no one – including nations besides our own – knows about the island.”


  “I’m guessing you want us to head over there and do our thing.” Avraniel snapped her fingers. A tongue of flame leapt toward the ceiling. “We can do that, and I’ve been looking forward to cutting loose again.”


  “That’s the idea. However, this will be far trickier than any of your previous missions. None of you have ever been to the island, and we have no one who has. That means that we do not know what defences the island has. We do know that it is protected by anti-scrying magic, so any attempt to do more than simply divine its location will give us away. For all we know, they could have an entire army camped there with a full fleet anchored off the island.”


  “We can’t take on those odds,” Timmy said. “Even with Avraniel throwing fire everywhere.”


  “I’ll have you know that I’ve burned a fleet to the waterline before,” the elf growled. “Stupid pirate bastards thought they could interrupt my holiday. Jerks. I showed them, all right.”


  Timmy winced and made a mental note to never interrupt Avraniel when she was on holiday. “I’m going to assume you have a plan, Vicky.”


  “Yes, I do, although I am open to suggestions.” Vicky’s smile was distinctly toothy. It was a little too similar to Avraniel’s for his liking, and it did not ease his worries at all when he glanced over to find the same expression mirrored on the elf’s face. “The Eternal Empire has begun to flex its naval muscle off the coast of one of our allies. They wish to improve the experience and quality of their navy before staring their war. We intend to send a fleet of our own. I doubt that they’ll be foolish enough to engage, but they won’t want to appear weak. I expect them to posture for battle a short distance beyond the border. I plan to give them a scare and return the favour by posturing for an attack of our own. They might believe we are desperate enough to actually commit to it. With any luck, they’ll call for reinforcements. We’ll maintain the pressure there – and elsewhere – until they reposition their fleets, which will give you the best possible chance of reaching the island.”


  “Lovely.” Timmy had a spoonful of his cereal. “Send the Council to handle this.”


  “The Council’s movements are impossible to conceal for long. We’re simply too prominent. If we move to attack ourselves, they will evacuate the island and take the Eye with them. Who knows how long it will take us to find it again? However, if we attack with a smaller force of people less likely to be under surveillance, then we have a higher chance of succeeding. Don’t worry. You won’t be going on this mission alone. You’ll have a handpicked taskforce to help you this time. You’ll be meeting them in Chesterton once we think an opportunity to attack has arisen. You’ll have several ships at your disposal.”


  Timmy studied the map intently. “Do you still confiscate pirate ships?” he asked.


  “Yes, we do. What do you have in mind?”


  He pointed to an island between Chesterton and the island where the Eye was being kept. “Bring some confiscated pirate ships to this island. If we’re going to do this, we might need to sacrifice a few ships on the way in and on the way out. I can have my zombies crew those ships. This island is also a whaling port. I’ll contact some… friends of mine and see if I can reserve some whale corpses. I have an idea.”


  “I see. I’ll do that, and please let me know if any of you think of anything else.” Vicky floated back above the table. “There is a possibility that the naval posturing will develop into an actual battle. It wouldn’t be the first time that plans like this have gone wrong. To ensure we are not outmatched, James and I will be with the fleet. I imagine the Eternal Empire will be deploying several Lords of Magic as well.”


  “Good idea.” Timmy looked down at his cereal. Damn. He’d spent too long talking. It was getting soggy. Never mind. He could always feed it to Spot. “Things are going to get very interesting.”


  Old Man caught Timmy’s gaze and reached over to pass his bowl of cereal to Spot. The dragon devoured it – including the bowl. “This reminds me of something an old friend of mine used to say to me: may you live in interesting times.”


  “What happened to your friend?” Vicky asked.


  “He was a monk. The last I had heard, he had become a chef. As he said, interesting times.” Old Man peered at the glowing map in front of them. “And bloody times too, perhaps.”


  



Chapter Fourteen


  Timmy savoured the hustle and bustle of Chesterton. The city was built right on the sea, and it was famous throughout the world for its wide, deep harbour that was sheltered from bad weather by a combination of fortuitous geography and powerful magic. It had been a while since he’d last been here. He wasn’t averse to water, but his earth magic was simply less effective in the middle of the ocean than it was on land. Even if he could reach the rock, stone, and sand that made up the ocean floor – which was by no means guaranteed – it would take forever to bring them into battle. Zombies also tended to be less effective since only the better ones could swim although he could always use his necromancy to reanimate aquatic creatures. However, there was one thing he was definitely looking forward to: having his own fleet of ships crewed by zombies. It had been a dream of his, and if he had a chance to tick one more thing off his to-do list while earning his pardon and saving Everton, then he wasn’t going to complain.


  They’d arrived in the city yesterday, and he’d already spoken with the leader of the task force that had been assigned to help them. It had been grim stuff. If they were captured, Everton would disavow them. There would be no rescue attempt or even acknowledgement from the Council. But the task force was also made up of some of the finest sailors, warriors, and mages that Everton could spare. Timmy wasn’t certain they could get it done, but they would definitely have a decent shot at it. The leader of the group had listened to his ideas, and the two of them had settled on a rough plan they could amend as they learned more.


  They would take the ships they already had and make their way to the island where Timmy had asked Vicky to bring some captured pirate ships. Timmy would use his zombies to crew those ships, and the entire fleet would then sail to the island where the Eye was being kept. His plan was to use those ships as diversions and weapons to clear a path if there was a strong naval presence around the island. His zombies were largely expendable, but the men and women who were helping him were irreplaceable. In the meantime, while they waited for the Council to give the order to proceed, he and the others were free to wander the city. And since Chesterton was one of Everton’s busiest ports, there was plenty to see and do.


  Timmy was happy to roam the marketplace with Katie. His precocious apprentice had not had the most normal upbringing – necromancers seldom did – and it wasn’t often that she got to visit such a large marketplace without having to worry about being arrested or otherwise pursued. He was content to let Gerald handle Avraniel and Amanda, both of whom were eager to explore the city. Old Man was keen to walk through the seaside gardens Chesterton was famous for with Spot and some of the rats. They’d have to stop here on their way back, so Old Man could buy some of the plants he was interested in. Yes, Timmy thought. That was a good idea. He could even let Old Man decorate the other courtyards in the castle, and he was confident the swordsman could handle whatever Avraniel threw his way when she found out. After all, teleportation was one of the best answers to ridiculous amounts of fire.


  “Remember to haggle, Katie,” Timmy said as the two of them walked through the marketplace.


  In typical fashion, the girl went straight for the area that specialised in magical artefacts and other knickknacks of a magical nature. If there was anything good about Everton compared to Kargahd, it was that they didn’t have to worry about petty crime too much in this marketplace since law enforcement took their duties very seriously here. Law enforcement mages were second only to the mages of the Everton Tax Enforcement Agency in their zeal. They’d also been heavily pressed for time in Kargahd. They could adopt a more leisurely pace here.


  Unfortunately, Katie was unlikely to find anything impressive here. There certainly wouldn’t be anything here to match the artefacts and relics they kept in the castle. However, Katie liked to collect things and take them apart to see how they worked. It was a hobby he encouraged because it reduced the time she spent plotting against him and the time she spent sewing bright pink and purple jackets for the rats. Admittedly, it was hard for the rats to look fearsome and intimidating, but those jackets did not help.


  Tinkering was also a useful hobby for Katie to have. Consider something like magical lighting. Magical lighting had been, by and large, the same for the past century or so. Any advances had been incremental in nature – a minute tweaking of the runes and seals here, a small shift in the composition of the crystals involved there – but what if his ingenious apprentice stumbled across a major improvement? Well, given how much magical lighting they used since the castle was far too big for standard lighting to be affordable, it would mean substantial savings and the possibility of massive profits if they were able to commercialise the discovery. They could then reinvest those profits into necromancy and general malevolence.


  “Look at this, master.” Katie pointed to a small stall that sold crystals that had been enchanted to provide heat when held or placed near the body. He’d seen many similar crystals over the years. “Hmm…” She went forward and picked one up carefully before setting it down again.


  “Do you know how it works?” Timmy asked as the merchant at the stall shot them a glare. Few merchants enjoyed having the inner workings of their wares explained. This one was in for some tough luck. Timmy had faced far sterner glares from far more dangerous people.


  Katie pursed her lips. “It feels like the crystal is designed to absorb magic and then release it slowly over a long period of time.” Her brows furrowed. Rembrandt, who was perched on her shoulder, looked distinctly unhappy as he too examined the crystal. “But I don’t see any runes or seals on it, and this type of crystal isn’t very high in quality…”


  “Correct. And what does that tell you?” Timmy continued to ignore the merchant’s glaring. The man needed to be careful. He might give himself a stroke if he kept this up, and his eye had begun to twitch quite alarmingly, so it might already be too late.


  “It won’t work for very long,” Katie replied. “The magic will leak out. If you want it to work for longer, then you need either a higher-quality crystal, or you need to use runes and seals to keep the magic intact. You could also design it to absorb magical energy from its surroundings, I guess, but it would be a lot harder, so it would have to cost more.”


  “Ah.” Timmy held up one finger. “Not bad, my young apprentice. But you’re forgetting something very important.”


  “What?” Katie huffed. The irate merchant looked like he was about to lunge over the stall at them, but Rembrandt vanished in a blur of motion and reappeared on the merchant’s shoulder with his sword drawn. Needless to say, the merchant decided that discretion was the better part of valour. Rat or not, Rembrandt’s sword was clearly very sharp.


  He poked her forehead. “Not everybody is as fortunate as you. Someone without a lot of magic won’t be able to fuel the runes and seals you would need to use, and not all areas have a lot of magic freely available. Someone who could afford a high-quality crystal or the other things you mentioned wouldn’t spend their money on something like this. They would get something more sophisticated. This crystal is a cheaper product aimed at those who simply need help keeping warm, and the magic it contains is simple enough that almost any village should have at least one mage skilled enough to restore it for a reasonable fee.”


  The merchant had finally had enough. “Are you actually going to buy anything?” He gulped. “And… tell your… rat to put its sword away before I do something about it.”


  “I’d like to see you try. That rat would drop you before you even got halfway through your quickest spell.” Timmy tossed the merchant a few coins. “But we’ll take two, so stop complaining.”


  As they walked away with their purchase, Katie nudged him. He was usually careful with money, so she was probably curious about why he’d bought two of the crystals. “Why did you buy those?”


  “Yes, why did I buy those?” He laughed at her scowl. “The truth is that these crystals can be quite useful if you know how to use them. Because they’re low quality, they can become highly unstable if they have to hold a lot of magic. If you put too much magic into them, especially if that magic is naturally volatile, you basically have a grenade that sends bits of pointy crystal flying everywhere.”


  “And we’ve got Avraniel and the demolition rats,” Katie murmured as understanding dawned on her.


  “Exactly. I’ll let our favourite pyromaniac charge these up and have Gerald keep them. If worse comes to worst, I’ll be happier knowing he’s got something he can throw at whoever is trying to murder him. He can always run away afterward, or he can pull out one of those shields of his.”


  “He is good at running,” Katie observed before she tugged on his sleeve. “Come on, master. You’re walking too slowly. We still have lots to see here, and then we have to go look at what the rare-book sellers have. It would have been great if we could have picked up some books while we were in the desert. I bet they had a great library.”


  Timmy strongly suspected that the Nameless Citadel did indeed have a great library, but they’d been somewhat preoccupied with rescuing Amanda. Freeing the ancient vampire and robbing the citadel’s library would have been asking for too much, even for them. “And how do you expect to pay for all of this? I hope you don’t expect me to pay for everything. If I recall correctly, you have your own funds – funds that I’ve encouraged you to cultivate and manage carefully.”


  Timmy had learned the hard way that sound financial management was an essential skill for a necromancer to have. Gone were the days when a powerful necromancer could simply extort tribute from terrified villagers and weakened kingdoms, and the number of tombs worth robbing had declined alarmingly over the past century due to a lack of wealthy rulers dying and a vast increase in the number of people robbing tombs. The only tombs worth robbing nowadays were truly ancient tombs from long-forgotten kingdoms. Unfortunately, those tombs also had a tendency to be filled with all sorts of magical traps, legendary monsters, and a host of other things that could very easily kill even a skilled tomb robber. Taking out a loan was also not a good option. Most reputable banks hesitated to deal with necromancers, and many of the people who were willing to lend money to necromancers were not the sort of people Timmy wanted Katie to associate with. Pirates and bandits were one thing, but loan sharks and shady banks were another story. More than one kingdom had fallen after going into debt with the wrong people, and it wasn’t a coincidence that most loan sharks and shady banks had strong links to various mercenary groups and assassin guilds.


  Nowadays, it wasn’t uncommon for necromancers – particularly the ones who weren’t considered very dangerous – to rent zombies out for manual labour. Timmy had tried it years ago, but the local villagers had been too terrified of him for it to be profitable. Trust his master to continue making life hard for him even after he was dead. On the upside, things had begun to change.


  Perhaps Vicky had put in a good word for him, or perhaps the villagers were grateful for the lake that was now within easy travelling distance. It could also be that actually employing living servants and paying them very generously was beginning to change people’s minds since most of those servants had come from local villages, and he treated them well too. Or perhaps the villagers had finally realised that the only reason they didn’t have to worry about bandits, monsters, or the occasional rogue mage messing up their lives was because Timmy dealt with all of those threats before they could become problems. To be fair, Avraniel also helped. The only thing that pleased the elf more than setting someone on fire was being told she’d get paid handsomely to do it. It was also possible that Gerald’s outreach campaign, which largely consisted of him writing letters of recommendation to every village official in the area, had begun to pay off.


  Whatever it was, Timmy had recently gotten several inquiries from locals about renting zombies to do onerous tasks, like digging ditches, carrying heavy loads, or dredging out irrigation canals. The zombies wouldn’t be paid as much as normal people – the whole point of using them was that they didn’t complain and were much cheaper to use – but it cost Timmy virtually nothing to deploy them. If things went well, the castle’s finances would only continue to improve. And if access to more labour allowed the villagers to become more productive, then they would be even happier to hire more zombies, which would in turn lead to even greater productivity. It would be one big, happy circle, with Timmy pocketing a handsome profit.


  “Well…” Katie began, fiddling with her cloak. “I might have spent a lot of my discretionary funds recently.”


  “Is that so?” Timmy allowed Katie a lot of freedom when it came to ordering things. It was the only way she’d ever learn, and she was very clever. She rarely made the same mistake twice. Of course, he’d also laid down some simple but important rules. She couldn’t order anything that she couldn’t kill if it turned against her. She also couldn’t order anything that might damage the castle’s magical defences or cause property damage exceeding one year of her estimated income since he wanted her to be responsible. Even if he occasionally made mistakes that damaged the castle, he always paid for the repairs out of his own pocket. “What exactly did you spend your money on?”


  Katie fidgeted again. He’d have to warn her about that later. She was a horrible poker player because of her tells. In fact, if the rats didn’t let her win a few games whenever they played, she’d probably never win at all. It was just good fortune that the rats were only interested in playing for fun. They’d learned through their years of wandering and hardship that betting food or money never ended well. “You know how the kraken hunt this season failed?” Timmy nodded. “Well, I heard about an expedition that was heading out to somewhere near the Isles of Tears.”


  The Isles of Tears was an archipelago that was famous for the ferocity of the sea life that made its home in the nearby waters. Almost everything that lived there was enormous, possessed a taste for human flesh, or both. There were also constant storms, which had led to countless shipwrecks. That was actually how the place had gotten its name. He’d only been there once. His ship had been attacked by three krakens and several tribes of man-eating merfolk, not to mention several sea serpents and some other oceanic monstrosities that had felt the urge to join the fun. He’d gone through four shovels on that trip. Four. And he’d still barely managed to make it out of there alive. If he ever went back there, he’d make sure to bring Vicky along.


  “Go on,” Timmy said.


  “I have a few contacts amongst the sailors who led the expedition.” Timmy smiled fondly. Ah, his apprentice was already building her own network. How adorable – and useful. Although most of Timmy’s contacts had no problems dealing with Katie, he doubted that all of them would remain loyal once he retired, was deposed, or otherwise left Katie to her own devices. “They told me something very interesting. They found a giant shark. It was much, much bigger than any shark they’d ever seen. They weren’t even sure it was a shark until they hauled it in.”


  “How big is this shark?”


  “Fifty feet long.”


  Timmy stopped mid-stride. “That… is a big shark. No, it’s a giant shark.”


  “I know, right? And the best thing is that they found it washed up on a reef near one of the islands, and it was completely intact! They were going to carve it up for food since they’ve been struggling to make ends meet, but then they remembered I was looking for something to turn into an aquatic zombie. They sent me a message after using magic to preserve the shark. They wanted to know if I’d buy it. The price they wanted was quite high, but I’ve never heard of someone catching such a big shark before. Plus, it was fresh and intact –”


  “Tell me you bought the shark.” Timmy almost rubbed his hands together in glee before simply giving in and adding a cackle for good measure. He could already imagine it: a giant shark with magical armour terrorising his enemies while they were at sea. “Please, tell me you bought the shark.”


  “I bought the shark!” Katie nodded quickly. “With such a big shark…” She cackled too, and the people next to them tripped over in shock. It was a truly menacing cackle for a ten-year-old girl. “There’s no telling what kind of modifications we could do. We could have a zombie shark-hydra, a zombie shark-drake, or –”


  He ruffled her hair. “We could do a lot of things. Good work. You made the right call. Sometimes, you have to spend money to make money, and I’ve never heard of anyone catching a shark that big before. Still… they wouldn’t lie to you, would they?”


  Katie shook her head. “No, master. I’ve done good business with them before. If they lied to me, they would be losing out on a repeat customer who would be willing to buy from them for years.” She paused, and her shadows stirred ominously. “They also know that lying to a necromancer is a very bad idea, especially when that necromancer has loyal ninja rats who are experts in sabotage.” She reached up and stroked Rembrandt’s fur. “It would be a pity if something happened to the rigging of their ship or to their supplies.”


  “That’s the spirit.” Lashing out was rarely a good first option, but people needed to take Katie seriously and honour their agreements with her. “I’ll help you out with the cost this time since that shark isn’t something we can pass up, and you do deserve a reward for developing some useful contacts. But next time –”


  “Yes, master. I know.” She tugged on his sleeve, more insistently this time. “Come on, hurry up.”


  “Yes, yes,” Timmy replied as he let his apprentice tug him along. He’d once tried to dig his heels in, but Katie had simply used her shadows to continue dragging him along. “And about your contacts with the giant shark, can you reach them with magic?”


  Katie tightened her grip on his sleeve. “They have a scrying sphere.”


  “Good. Ask them how long it would take them to reach the island where we’ll be picking up the pirates ships.” His lips curved up into a smirk. “We don’t know how long we’ll be waiting, and if they can meet us there with the giant shark, we might be able to put it to immediate use.”


  Katie stopped and a matching smirk crossed her lips. She cackled again. “That is a great idea, master.”


  An hour later, Timmy found himself tasked with carrying an inordinate number of bits and pieces, to say nothing of all of the books Katie had bought. He honestly had no idea how he’d ended up carrying everything. It would have been easier for Katie to carry everything with her shadows. In fact, if they’d waited, they could have brought Gerald along. The older man could easily have stored everything with his magic. Of course, there had to be some kind of limit to how much Gerald could store, but Timmy had yet to see it. Gerald had managed to store a zombie titan, after all, an actual zombie titan.


  Perhaps his present situation was caused by how adorable his apprentice was when she was pouting and glaring at him. Despite being a Grand Necromancer, he had yet to develop full immunity to Katie’s cuteness. It was like watching a kitten pretending to be a man-eating tiger – utterly adorable. It wasn’t like he’d encountered adorable children on a regular basis during his younger days. Most of his time as a child had been spent around Sam, who couldn’t really pull off a good pout due to his inhuman physiology, and his master, who was far more likely to torture him than pout. Oh, well. Such was life. Their last stop for the day – he hoped it was, anyway – was a menacing bookshop in a part of the city that could be politely described as an extremely unpleasant place peopled by individuals of a morally dubious nature. In other words, it was the rough part of town that every large port had.


  Indeed, some of those individuals of a morally dubious nature tried to rob them as they crossed the street to reach the bookshop. What was the world coming to when common thieves weren’t smart enough to steer clear of a necromancer and his apprentice? It certainly didn’t bode well for their criminal careers. He’d have to tell Gerald too. A rough atmosphere was tolerable in a place like this, but open thievery was not something Chesterton’s zealous officers of the law would overlook.


  Timmy snapped his shovel out to the side as he juggled the packages he was carrying. The sharpened edge of the weapon came to a rest against one would-be thief’s throat. “You know, you should always make sure that the person you’re trying to rob isn’t someone scary.”


  The thief, who was such a walking criminal stereotype with his scruffy hair, shabby clothing, and rusty knife that Timmy almost laughed, brandished his knife in what he most likely thought was an intimidating manner. Timmy, who had faced far better warriors with far better weapons, merely sighed.


  “Scary?” the thief growled. “You want to talk about scary? Do you know who I am?” The thief nodded at the alley he’d emerged from. There were half a dozen men there, and they looked every bit as scruffy as he did. “I own this street. If you want to cross it, then you’ve got to pay the toll.”


  “I see.” Timmy glanced at Katie. The girl took everything from him with her shadows and stepped back with a roll of her eyes at what she undoubtedly saw as a total waste of time. If someone was going to threaten her master, they were going to need a lot more than a rusty knife that they probably didn’t even know how to use properly. “You do realise that the practice you’re referring to usually only applies to bridges, and it’s usually trolls that are responsible. And let me ask you a question. Do you know who I am?”


  All he received in reply was some more knife waving and general cursing.


  “It seems that you don’t. Allow me to enlighten you. Are you familiar with Black Tower Castle?” The scruffy fellow nodded. Good. Timmy’s castle was rather famous, and it would save them all some time if the thief knew what it was. “I am the Lord of Black Tower Castle.”


  The thief stared and then threw his head back and laughed, despite the fact that Timmy still had his shovel at his throat. Really, he should be more careful. Timmy had been forced to move his shovel a few times when the thief had started waving his knife around to avoid cutting the man’s throat open. “Where are your black robes and your zombies? You’re not a necromancer. You’re a fool.”


  “My apprentice over there is wearing her black robes. I, however, prefer more practical attire. You may have also noticed the evil-looking shadows she’s using to hold our things. As for my zombies, I thought I’d leave them out of sight while I’m shopping since nothing makes shopping at the marketplace harder than a zombie-induced riot.” Timmy sighed dramatically and whacked the thief across the shoulder with his shovel. The thief dropped his knife from his suddenly numb hand and staggered backward with a wild curse. The others stepped out of the alley. “But if you require a demonstration, I would be happy to oblige.”


  Timmy reached out with his magic. There was an unfortunate squirrel nearby, which had been run over by a wagon. It couldn’t have happened too long ago – his necromancy could give him a rough estimate of how long ago something had died – so it was trivially easy to reanimate it. Had it been larger, the extensive damage it had suffered might have been problematic, but it was easy enough to use necromancy to reverse the damage since the squirrel was so small. With nothing more than a thought, he ordered the zombie squirrel to attack. The zombie squirrel lurched to its feet and then leapt at the leader of the thieves. The man screamed, clawing at the zombie squirrel, and turned to run. Timmy reanimated several dead rats from a nearby sewer and sent them after the thief’s fellows.


  “If you run fast enough,” Timmy drawled. “They won’t rip out your throats, so you’d better get going.”


  He cackled as the thieves fled the main road for the back alleys. Night wasn’t far away, so he decided to pull his zombies back. He would have them stand sentry outside in case the thieves – or anyone else – were foolish enough to come around and make more trouble. Not far off, his apprentice was shaking her head.


  “Zombie squirrels and zombie rats, master? That wasn’t very mature.” On Katie’s shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked his agreement. He’d been in favour of simply gutting the thieves. Ah, the rat could be so ruthless when it came to people who he felt had threatened Katie.


  “Maybe not. I could have beaten them up with my shovel or tossed some cobblestones at them, but there’s something fun about tiny zombies.” He chuckled. They’d run away so quickly. “My master would have killed the lot of them and used their souls to summon a demon or something. They should consider themselves lucky.”


  “That’s one way to look at it.” Katie practically threw the stuff back at him. It was only thanks to his excellent reflexes that he managed to catch all of it. “Let’s go inside.”


  Timmy put their things down near the counter at the front of the bookshop. He couldn’t afford to bump into anything in here since most places like this had a policy of whoever broke something bought it. He tossed a quick glance at the old man running the shop. He definitely had magic, and it felt vaguely like necromancy. It would explain why he owned a bookshop full of books that were either heavily frowned upon or less than legal to possess. Necromancy was likewise heavily frowned upon, if not outright illegal, in most countries, but necromancers were always in high demand whenever a war rolled around. The ability to bring the dead back to continue fighting was simply too powerful to ignore.


  He leaned on the counter. “Necromancer?”


  The old man cackled, and Timmy immediately knew what his response would be. Only a necromancer could have such an inspiring cackle. “I’m retired now, but I do practice every now and then. It never hurts to have a few tricks up my sleeve. What about you? Are you looking to retire? You’re strong, I can tell that much, and the girl… she must be your apprentice.”


  “I’m a Grand Necromancer,” Timmy replied. There was a code amongst necromancers – even retired ones – to never reveal each other’s identities to those who would persecute them. A necromancer would rather die at the hands of a rival or an errant creation than call in help from the authorities to handle their rivals or their errant creations. The only help a necromancer would take in a battle against another necromancer would be from yet another necromancer. “They call me Timmy.”


  “Ah.” Recognition filled the old man’s eyes. “The Lord of Black Tower Castle.” His lips curved up into a smile. “That would explain the show outside. It was nicely done – the squirrel and those rats.”


  “A man has to stand his ground now and then.” Timmy peered at some of the books behind the counter. They were the most dangerous ones – the ones that normal customers were not allowed to peruse lest they harm themselves or others. He had most of them already, but there was one he didn’t recognise. His eyes widened as he read the title. “Is that…?”


  The old man followed his gaze and put his hands on his hips, posturing proudly. “Ah, yes. You are indeed looking at a copy of A History of the Ancient Cults and Forbidden Societies of the Eternal Empire by Lord Alfred Jeremy Barrington.”


  It was most likely a second edition. There had only been two editions before the Eternal Empire had caught the people responsible for the book’s publication and burned the lot of them as heretics and seditionists, which meant it had to be centuries old. Timmy had never managed to get a copy since trade between the Eternal Empire and Everton was, for obvious reasons, less than stellar. It wasn’t easy to find people who were willing to risk carrying such books across the border since the punishment for smuggling them in could range from simple imprisonment to hard labour and even death. He had no idea how this old man had managed to get one, but he knew that he wanted it.


  “How much?” Timmy asked. There was no point beating around the bush. The old man knew what he had, and Timmy doubted that he’d be fool enough to try to cheat him if he knew who Timmy was. The old man rubbed his long, grey beard for a moment and then named his price. It was a tad on the high side, but it was still a reasonable price for such a rare book. “I’ll take it.”


  Katie came back to the counter with a book about the life cycles of different breeds of basilisk and a book about alternate methods of putting together composite zombies, but she almost dropped both her books when she saw what he had. “What? They have that? Lend me some money, so I can buy it, master!”


  “Nope.” Timmy lifted the book out of her reach. “I’ve already bought it. It’s mine. Now, hurry up. We need to head back. If you’re good, I’ll even let you read it when I’m done.” He turned back to the old man. “I have a feeling this isn’t the only interesting book you can get your hands on. If anything else happens to cross your path, send a message to Black Tower Castle. I’ll make it worth your while.”


  The old man nodded and settled Katie’s purchases. Timmy whistled a happy tune on his way out as he ordered his newly made zombie squirrel and zombie rats to follow them. He’d keep them around. He might even bring them along when they set sail. Who knew when they’d come in handy? Katie waited until she thought he was distracted before she made a grab for the book he’d bought. He let her get within a hair’s breadth of grabbing it before he twisted away. She growled in frustration. Ah, his adorable apprentice still had a lot to learn.


  



Chapter Fifteen


  Timmy marched up the gangplank onto one of the galleons the Council had dispatched for this mission. They were finally ready to move after two weeks in Chesterton. There were two smaller vessels moored alongside the galleon that would also take part in the mission, and Vicky had told him that they’d managed to secure half a dozen pirate ships of various sizes for his zombies to crew. Of course, they’d have to stop at an island along the way to pick them up, but if they were still seaworthy, it wouldn’t take long to integrate them into the makeshift fleet. He was hoping the pirate ships still had their flags because if they did, he’d be able to tick off another one of the things he’d dreamed of doing as a child – command a fleet of zombie pirates.


  “Captain Travers.” Timmy waved at the stout, middle-aged man who was the captain of the galleon and the leader of the men and women the Council had sent. Technically, Timmy would be his superior on this mission, but Timmy wasn’t planning on bossing him around too much. Timmy had heard of Travers from Vicky. He had a long history of success despite taking on dozens of difficult missions, and he hadn’t been bothered by Avraniel’s pyromania, Amanda’s vampirism, or Spot being a dragon. In fact, he’d been rather pleased by all of those things since if they were going to sail right into the teeth of the Eternal Empire, then he preferred to do so with as much power on his side as possible. “Are we almost ready to cast off?”


  “It shouldn’t be long now.” Travers turned to bark some orders before he continued. “We’re making sure we’ve got all of our supplies loaded. Gerald said your zombies wouldn’t need anything. Is he telling the truth?”


  Timmy nodded. “My magic is all they need, and they won’t even need it for a while since Gerald has them stored away with his magic.”


  “He’s a handy fellow to have around,” Travers said. “If I wasn’t certain he’s going to be seasick, I’d ask the Council to let me borrow him whenever I have a mission. He makes loading and unloading a breeze.”


  “He is very handy.” Gerald had done almost half of the loading and unloading himself by storing the heavier and bulkier items with his magic and then summoning them into the correct storage areas. “He’s not the best man in a fight, but he’s no coward. He’ll scream a lot, and he’s not good with a sword, but if you give orders, he’ll do his best to follow them. He is handy with a tower though. If you ever need something squashed flat, he’s your man.”


  Travers laughed. It was a big, booming sound that matched his bulky frame. “Well, I’ll keep him in mind. Personally, I’d rather have the elf with me in a fight. I’d bet there isn’t much her fire can’t kill.” He snarled at one a man who was lollygagging instead of working. The other man yelped and bustled into action. “I’ll have someone show you where you’ll be sleeping. It’s not exactly comfortable, but it’ll have to do. Space is at a premium on a ship.” He looked over to where Avraniel had already staked out a sunny patch of the deck with Spot. “We’re not going to have any trouble with her, are we? I know she’ll be handy in a fight, but…”


  “It’ll be fine. She won’t set the ship on fire, especially not when she’s on it, and Spot knows you aren’t food. The time to worry is when all of the fighting starts. She might get a bit overenthusiastic then.”


  “I don’t mind if she’s overenthusiastic, as long as it’s in the direction of the enemy. What about the vampire?” Travers made a face. To his credit he wasn’t worried about Amanda turning on them, but this could be the first time that he’d ever seen a vampire old and powerful enough to walk in the sun. It had to be disconcerting, but he was mostly worried about practical matters. “I’ve had some space cleared out for her below decks, but I doubt there will be too many volunteers for giving blood.”


  “We’ve got it covered.” Timmy had made sure to stock up on blood before leaving the castle, and magic was being used to preserve it. Amanda said it didn’t taste quite as good as fresh blood, but it was better than nothing. Besides, she’d have plenty to drink once the battle started, and Gerald had some emergency blood stored away just in case. “And don’t worry about carrying her coffin. I don’t know why she insisted on bringing one, but she can definitely carry it herself.”


  “Yes, she can.” The captain pointed behind Timmy. The necromancer moved out of the way to let Amanda pass.


  The vampire was striding up the gangplank with her coffin held casually above her head with one hand. Timmy had been there when she’d bought the coffin, which had been made in classic Everton style, all dark, polished wood and gleaming silver. It was far too heavy for a normal person to lift alone. It would have taken four strong men to carry it, and it wouldn’t have been easy for them either. Amanda had picked it because not only was it stylish but it was also designed to withstand fire, flood, and a host of other unpleasant things. With the coffin and her magic, Amanda could rest in peace and security.


  “Good morning, gentlemen. It is a truly lovely day, is it not?” Timmy tried not to roll his eyes as several people nearby swooned. Amanda had chosen to wear a fashionable dress of blood-red fabric that brought out the blue of her eyes and the paleness of her skin. Everyone knew she was a vampire – although they didn’t know she was James’s ancestor – but there was no denying her unearthly beauty. “Where shall I put this?”


  Travers blinked several times before he got over his surprise. He’d heard that Amanda was strong, but this was the first time that she’d demonstrated her strength. “You!” he pointed to a sailor. “Show her the place below deck we talked about.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Amanda smiled and allowed the sailor to take her free arm. “Lead on, good sir.”


  Travers chuckled. “She certainly makes an impression. We’ll be stopping at that island for those ships you wanted before we continue toward our final destination. It should take us about a fortnight and a half to get there, maybe longer since we won’t be able to rely too heavily on magic once we get close.”


  Timmy shared the captain’s expression of distaste. Sailors were a superstitious bunch, and they had adopted the use of magic more quickly than any other branch of the military. They used it to speed their ships along and to weather storms, and they also used it to attack their enemies from a distance, long before boarding became an issue. However, the island where the Eye was being kept would be certain to have spells in place to detect the use of magic nearby. A ship travelling by sail alone would be far more likely to evade notice until they were ready to commit to an attack. A ship that used a lot of magic would stick out like a sore thumb.


  “That sounds fine. My zombies should be able to match the pace you set once I have a better feel for the ships they have to crew. I may also bring in a few more zombies to pull the ships.”


  “Pull the ships?” Travers growled at a soldier who seemed more interested in flirting with one of the healers who had come aboard than in working. “What do you mean?”


  “The island we’ll be stopping at is often frequented by whalers. If I can procure some corpses, we can use zombie whales to pull our ships. It should increase our speed, and the magic involved is subtle enough to avoid detection until we are much closer to our destination.” It was one of the main advantages of necromancy: it was difficult to detect from long range unless there were a lot of zombies involved or the zombies involved were extremely powerful.


  Travers nodded crisply. “Very well. If we can increase our speed without increasing our odds of being detected, we should do it.”


  “All right then.” Timmy saluted the captain. “Excuse me, but I want to speak with some of the other officers too. I like to know who I’m working with.”


  “Fair enough.” The captain waited until Timmy lowered his hand and then tugged him into a handshake. His grip was like iron. “They all know who you and the others are. They won’t give you any problems. They’re good men and women – trustworthy and reliable – but they’ve not worked with your like before. I imagine they’ll warm up once they see how handy your zombies can be and once they realise that you have no interest in turning us into zombies.”


  “They definitely don’t have to worry about being turned into zombies,” Timmy said. “I’ve got enough zombies as it is.”


  Five hours later, they had left the harbour far behind and were making good time across the open sea. Timmy had picked out a nice spot on the deck to enjoy the sea breeze. Oh, he’d help out – there wasn’t room on the ship for people who wouldn’t help – but he’d enjoy this for a little bit longer first.


  One of the only downsides of living in a nigh-impregnable fortress atop a huge outcrop of rock was that the winds he usually encountered were more like tearing gales than breezes, and they didn’t come with the fresh smell of the ocean either. To make better use of his time on deck, he read through the book he’d acquired. As he’d suspected from some comments that Amanda had made, there was some suggestion that the cult responsible for the original shrine leading into the chasms below Black Tower Castle had been a variant – possibly even a successor – of a cult that had once flourished in the Eternal Empire more than a thousand years ago before being wiped out in a series of purges after they’d nearly brought about the end of the world.


  Timmy generally wasn’t in favour of purging people, but trying to bring about the end of the world hadn’t really given the authorities much of a choice. It was also exceedingly stupid. What was the point of ending the world? It wasn’t perfect, but it was pretty decent. A better plan would have been for the cult to use all of its power to claim a nice patch of territory to rule. It was what his predecessors had done with Black Tower Castle, and Timmy was more than happy with the results.


  He wasn’t the only one enjoying his time at sea.


  “This takes me back.” Old Man was up in the rigging. The sailors had been wary of him at first. They were experienced warriors and mages, but not all of them had seen through his feigned frailty. Once he had demonstrated that he was willing and more than able to pitch in, they’d accepted him readily. Indeed, Old Man was more limber and agile than almost any of them as he scampered up the rigging. “I remember doing this when I was a boy. Our ships were different, of course, but many of the tasks were similar.”


  “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Timmy shouted as Old Man followed one of the sailors who was showing him how to handle the rigging. “Were you a sailor before?”


  “Amongst other things, and in another life.” Old Man didn’t shout his reply. Instead, he murmured it almost too softly for Timmy to hear. In fact, if Timmy hadn’t been able to read lips, he might have missed it entirely. “But you know what they say. A rolling stone gathers no moss, and I am a stone that has been rolling for quite some time. Perhaps I will tell you more another day. But for now, I am simply enjoying the chance to do something I used to take great pride in.”


  Timmy smiled. It was nice to see Old Man so lively, and he’d even left his bonsai tree next to Timmy to make sure it didn’t come to harm. “Don’t push yourself too hard. We’ll need you when the fighting starts.”


  Amanda was below decks, sleeping the day away. Timmy was surprised that it had taken her so long to fall back into this particular vampiric habit. Sure, she was an ancient vampire, so sunlight wouldn’t kill her, but it was simply far more convenient for her to be out and about during the night. Having Amanda more active at night also meant they wouldn’t have to worry about anything happening in the dead of night when sentries were at their most tired. However, not everyone was pleased. Amanda had proven to be quite popular amongst the crew for her charm, poise, and wit. Timmy wondered how much of her behaviour was genuine and how much of it was an act. She seemed to find her effect on people inordinately amusing.


  That left Katie, Gerald, Avraniel, and Spot.


  Gerald had taken to sailing about as well as he’d taken to flying, which was a kind way of saying that he hadn’t taken to it at all. The poor fellow had been horribly seasick almost from the start, and the only thing keeping him on his feet was the potion he’d chugged down not long after they’d cast off. Hopefully, he had enough to get him through the rest of the trip. It helped that he had something to occupy his mind. Gerald had discovered that the captain’s paperwork was not in order, which simply could not be allowed. In a stunning display of strength and bravery, Gerald had dragged Travers off to get the paperwork done properly. The burly captain had been utterly taken aback, but he wasn’t about to turn down a free chance to have someone help him with his paperwork, especially when that someone was a Council bureaucrat. Gerald had set a swift pace as he slogged through the paperwork. He also kept a bucket close by in case his seasickness got the better of him.


  Avraniel and Katie were at the bow of the ship arguing about… something. It didn’t surprise him. His apprentice and the elf both had strong opinions, and neither of them liked to lose. The only surprise was that Avraniel hadn’t threatened to set Katie on fire yet. Clearly, they were getting along better than before. From the sound of it, they were arguing about the best way to kill a hydra without ruining the corpse. Katie advocated the use of a specially brewed, hydra-specific poison whereas Avraniel’s suggestion was to burn it, but not too much.


  And then there was Spot. The dragon was still little by draconic standards, but he’d grown to almost five feet long. He’d picked the sunniest spot on the deck to nap in. He snored quietly, and his black scales gleamed in the sun. Every now and then, his wings would stir before he settled them into a more comfortable position. The sailors had started off by giving him a wide berth, but their curiosity had eventually gotten the better of them. None of them had ever gotten the chance to see a dragon up close before without worrying about being eaten, so Spot fascinated them. A few particularly brave men and women had even volunteered to give Spot a good scratch on the back when he’d been awake earlier.


  All in all, it was quite peaceful, and Timmy was glad for a bit of peace and quiet. Once the fighting started, things would get very nasty very quickly. Until then, they should try to relax and gather their strength. Naturally, things couldn’t stay peaceful forever. A day after leaving Chesterton, a little after lunch, a cry rang out from the crow’s nest.


  “Pirates!” someone bellowed from the crow’s nest. “We’ve got pirates off the port bow!”


  “Pirates?” Travers threw his head back and laughed. A distinctly toothy smile crossed his lips as he and Timmy made their way up to the quarterdeck to take command of the situation. “They couldn’t have picked a worse ship to attack.” He raised his voice. “How long until they get here?”


  “If we hold to our present speed and course, another half an hour, captain!” There was a pause, most likely so whoever was up there could cast a scrying spell. “They’ve got a big ship, captain. It looks like a dreadnought.”


  “A dreadnought? That is big, but we should be able to handle it.” Travers nodded to himself. “All right!” he shouted, his voice booming across the ship. “Sound the call to arms. I want all soldiers and mages in their assigned positions. They have a dreadnought, so I want all of you to be ready to fire from long range. They might have a bigger ship than us, but there’s no way they’ve got a better crew. The rest of you, get ready. If we end up needing to do any healing or repairs, I don’t want there to be any delay. Remember, we belong to the greatest navy in the world. We’re going to give these pirate bastards hell!”


  “Does this happen often?” Timmy asked as cheers rang out, and the crew moved into their positions. “We’re not even two days from Everton.”


  “It’s been unruly for a couple of years now.” Travers’s expression sobered. “There have been lean times along many coasts, so they turn to piracy. The route we’re taking isn’t one of the busier ones, so they must have jumped at the chance to attack us. After all, we’ve got a galleon and two smaller vessels, and we’re using magic to conceal our full strength. A fully-crewed dreadnought would have no problems with those odds under normal circumstances.” He glanced over to where Avraniel and Spot were both napping in the sun. “Do you think you could wake those two up? We shouldn’t need her help, but I don’t think she’d be pleased to wake up in the middle of a fight.”


  “Can’t someone else do it?” Timmy grumbled. “Is there someone you don’t like on board? We could order them to do it.”


  Travers laughed and slapped him over the back. “Someone else could do it, but I doubt that she’d let them live.”


  “Fair enough.” Timmy crept over to Avraniel. Gingerly, he poked her with the blunt side of his shovel – and found himself scrambling back as she leapt to her feet, flame and daggers at the ready. Spot was right behind her, his teeth bared and black fire kindling in his jaws.


  “Hey!” Timmy waved his shovel around. “Relax. It’s me.”


  “You better have a good reason for poking me with your shovel, idiot. We’re in the middle of the ocean. I’m tempted to throw you in.”


  “Pirates,” Timmy replied. “Over there. I don’t think you’ll have to fight but –”


  “Pirates!” Avraniel rushed over to the side of the deck. “Where?”


  Timmy bit back a smile. Of course, she’d be happy to hear about pirates. She was probably bored out of her mind already. A good fight would certainly cheer her up, and Spot had a hungry look about him. They might have to let him jump overboard, so he could get something to eat. He was big enough now that he should be able to kill anything he ran into, and fish might be a nice change from the cattle that Gerald had stored away with his magic. Besides, Spot wasn’t averse to sharing what he caught when he was reasonably full, and Timmy could really go for some fresh tuna right now. Having Spot share what he caught should also help the crew warm up to him.


  The elf turned away from the railing. “Are you sure those are pirates, idiot?”


  ‘What do you mean?” Timmy moved to stand beside her. Where was Gerald? He could use a spyglass about now. “Does anyone have a spyglass?” Timmy shouted. A nearby sailor handed him one. Even with the spyglass, Timmy could only make out the general size and shape of the pirate ship. “Can you really see them from this far away?”


  “I’m an elf. Of course, I can see them.” Avraniel scowled. “But I’m telling you, they don’t look like pirates. Yeah, they’ve got a damn pirate flag up, but their dreadnought looks like it’s seen better days, and there are children on deck, at least a dozen of them. Since when do pirates have children on deck?”


  Timmy’s brows furrowed. Avraniel didn’t go all out against children. She had even taken it easy on Katie when they’d first attacked her. He bit his lip and poured more of his magic into the runes and seals on the spyglass to try to get a better look at the pirate ship. The spyglass thrummed in his hand, on the verge of breaking, but he finally got a good look at the pirate ship. Avraniel was right. There were children on board, and they didn’t look like slaves either. In fact, while the adults on board looked a bit on the thin side, the children looked much better fed, which didn’t make any sense. What kind of pirate crew would feed the children before the adults who did all of the fighting? “This doesn’t make sense…” He pursed his lips. “Come with me,” he said to Avraniel. “We need to speak to the captain.”


  They made their way back up to the quarterdeck.


  “They’ll be within range of some of our mages soon,” Travers said. “We can sink them from a distance without worrying about being boarded. I don’t think they have anyone who can match the mages we have.”


  “Wait,” Timmy said. “We spotted children on board. They look well fed, but the pirates don’t. The dreadnought isn’t in the greatest of shape either. There might be something else going on here. Why don’t we have a chat with them before we sink them?”


  “Are you joking? They’re pirates.”


  “Yes,” Timmy replied. “And their dreadnought is clearly from the Eternal Empire. If they’re deserters or if they’ve stolen a ship from the imperial navy, then they might be able to tell us more about what the Eternal Empire’s navy is up to. If we could interrogate them…”


  “We might learn something useful. Yes, it’s possible that they’ve come from the direction we’re going in.” Travers took the spyglass from Timmy and peered at the pirate ship. “You’re right. Their ship has definitely seen better days, and those pirates are a scruffy bunch although the kids are well fed.” He drummed his fingers on the side of the spyglass. “Sinking a ship with so many children on it isn’t why I joined the navy. We can try talking to them, but I will sink them if I think we’re at risk.”


  “Fine,” Timmy said. “If you think we’re in danger, do what you have to do. But let’s talk to them first.”


  “Agreed.” Travers raised his voice to address the rest of the crew. “Listen up! Do not attack. I repeat: do not attack. Defensive magic only! Defensive magic only! We are going to parley with these pirates, see if we can’t learn anything useful.” There were a few cries of disagreement, but Travers silenced them with a hard glare. “Don’t worry. If they want to pick a fight, we’ll give them a fight and then some, but they might know a thing or two that we can use, understand? Even pirates can be useful.”


  Timmy was familiar with the basic principles of piracy. It was something his master had indulged in during his younger days, and he’d often talked fondly of it once he was well into his cups. It was hardly a surprise to Timmy that his master had enjoyed murder, looting, and general wickedness – he’d indulged in all three as a necromancer. Timmy had also spent his fair share of time around pirates. They were some of the best sources of exotic marine corpses, and most pirates were happy to hand over whatever strange, dead animal they’d come across in exchange for some gold. Pirates were also great at smuggling certain… illegal books and artefacts past customs.


  What did surprise Timmy was how close these pirates were to Everton. They must have been desperate. He raised the spyglass back to his eye. Now that the pirates were closer, he could get an even better look at them. They didn’t have any magic going other than the most basic of concealment magic, so the view the spyglass offered was barely hampered at all. In contrast, Timmy knew that the pirates would be struggling to get a good look at the galleon and its two escorts. He could feel the magic thrumming in and around the galleon to conceal it from prying eyes and protect it from incoming attacks.


  The dreadnought was perhaps twice the length of the galleon, but it wasn’t in anything close to perfect condition. The magical armour that lined the hulls of most ships that size was badly cracked in many places and completely missing in others. The sails were a bit tattered too, and even the ropes were beginning to fray. This ship hadn’t had a proper chance to resupply and repair in months, maybe even years. Of particular interest to him was the dreadnought’s armament. Most dreadnoughts relied on a combination of standard projectile weapons – catapults, ballistae, and archers – and magic. The majority of a ship’s mages and magical weaponry were usually housed in the lower decks, so they could fire from the relative safety offered by the portholes in the side of the ship. However, based on the number of people on deck and the number of portholes that appeared to be manned, the dreadnought didn’t have even half of its usual armament.


  Timmy shifted the spyglass to a child who had managed to creep back onto the deck. She was a girl about Katie’s age, and she clung tightly to the waist of a man who appeared to be the captain of the vessel. Yes, there was definitely something strange going on here. But before he could find out what it was, they’d have to go through the usual routine: the pirates would fire a warning shot, their ships would ignore it, and things would go from there. The pirates would most likely try to flee once they realised how badly outmatched they were, but they wouldn’t get far unless Travers let them. The galleon had several mages who specialised in attacking across distances that were impossible for conventional weaponry and most other mages.


  “Mages ready!” Travers roared. “And brace for impact! They’re firing a warning shot!”


  The warning shot came from a magical cannon on the deck of the dreadnought. Timmy recognised the design. It was an old one that the Eternal Empire had recently begun to phase out. It mimicked the effects of fire magic by drawing off the magic of the person manning the cannon and converting it using an intricate array of runes and seals. The blast hit the water about ten yards from the bow of the galleon. It sent up a plume of steam and water. When the galleon made no move to stop, the pirates fired a second shot and then a third. Finally, the galleon stopped.


  “Can I borrow that?” Timmy asked Travers, nodding at the cone-shaped device the captain could use to amplify his voice if he wanted to. He turned to the pirates and raised the device to his lips. Magic rustled through it. “You have ten seconds to surrender and submit to our questioning. Fail to comply, and we will be forced to open fire.”


  He didn’t even need to look through a spyglass to know the pirates were laughing. Indeed, a few more attacks came their way, this time in the form of lightning that dissipated harmlessly against the galleon’s magical defences.


  “I don’t think they’re impressed.” Travers laughed. “Shall we fire a warning shot of our own?”


  “No.” Timmy shook his head. “I want to speak to them, but I’m worried they’ll fight if they think they can win. We need to get them to surrender, and the only way we’ll do that is with overwhelming force.” He turned to Avraniel. “Fire a warning shot – but try not to sink their ship. We can’t talk to them if they’re all dead.” He paused. “Well, technically, we could since Katie and I are both necromancers, but you get the idea.”


  The elf cracked her knuckles. “I’ve been waiting for a chance like this all day.”


  Timmy nudged Travers with his elbow. “Prepare to be impressed. I don’t think there is a single fire mage in the entire world more powerful than her.”


  A split-second later, Avraniel’s magic roared to life. A bolt of flame rocketed from her hands and struck the water about fifty yards from the dreadnought. The resulting explosion created a geyser of water hundreds of feet high and sent a wave thundering into the dreadnought that almost knocked it over. As the water thrown up by the blast began to descend, it was almost like it was raining. Travers and the rest of his crew stopped and stared.


  Timmy shouted to the pirates again, “Okay, I don’t know if that was exactly ten seconds, but I think I’ve made my point. This is your last chance to surrender. If you want to live, then I strongly suggest you raise the white flag and draw level with us. If you try anything funny, we will sink you, and it will not be pleasant. Think fiery death, lots of fiery death.”


  The white flag was up almost before he had even finished speaking. It was really quite impressive. Avraniel, however, appeared to be vaguely disappointed. Perhaps she’d wanted to fire another warning shot, one that was a tad closer to the pirate ship.


  “Okay,” Timmy said. “Let’s go talk to some pirates.”


  Travers grinned and addressed his crew, “You heard the man! They’ll be pulling up alongside. I doubt that they’ll try anything after what they just saw, but I want all of you ready in case they do try something. If they try anything, we’re sinking them. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Timmy stood at the railing of the quarterdeck as the two ships drew level with one another. The pirates were a motley bunch – a mix of both men and women of wildly different ages. Some of them were in the prime of their lives while others were clearly much closer to the ends of theirs. It was yet another sign that something strange was going on. What kind of pirates brought octogenarians on board? The children were also nowhere to be seen, and the general shabbiness of the ship was easy to see from up close. It was a fine vessel – or it had been once – but it was in desperate need of maintenance.


  The captain of the pirates came forward. He was older than Timmy by several years, and he had a hard, grizzled look about him. He was tall and lean, and a scar ran the length of his face from his hairline to his chin, barely missing his right eye. The parrot on his shoulder had a matching scar, and Timmy had to bite back a smile. It was amazing that both the man and the bird had survived that kind of injury, and what were the odds of the two running into each other? The pirate leaned across the railing of his deck. They couldn’t be more than ten yards apart.


  “What are your terms?” the pirate captain asked.


  “We’ll get to those,” Timmy replied. They’d made a deliberate show of force, but it was now time to soften the blow, so to speak. He tossed a glance at Katie, and his apprentice gave him a questioning look before using her shadows to glide up onto the deck beside him. The pirate’s gaze flicked over to Katie for a moment before settling back on Timmy. “My name is Timmy.”


  The pirate captain looked at Katie again, probably wondering why a child was on board. “My name is Jake, but you have us at a disadvantage, Timmy.” He gestured at the people standing behind Timmy and at the two other vessels nearby. “You have us outnumbered three to one in ships, and I’m not fool enough to think you can’t overpower us as well. Those are siege mages behind you.” Siege mages were mages whose magic allowed them to specialise in siege warfare, either at land or at sea. Technically, Timmy could be classified as a siege mage since his earth magic was ideal for bringing down walls and hurling large amounts of rock and stone at things. “But you’re mistaken if you think we’ll turn ourselves over without a fight. My crew and I have no interest in being hanged.”


  Timmy leaned on his shovel. Technically, the punishment for piracy depended on the type of piracy someone had engaged in, and it went all the way from a simple fine to hanging. Exceptions were also made all the time. Governments all around the world found pirates useful for certain dealings, and Everton was no different. He looked at Travers, and the captain met his gaze before nodding. Travers was the captain, but Timmy was the one in overall command of the mission. The Council had given him almost complete authority to do whatever he felt was necessary to complete this mission. There was something about the pirate’s voice and the situation that made Timmy certain he could turn this to their advantage. Besides, the pirates wouldn’t be much use to anyone if they were dead, and he didn’t think they’d make good zombies.


  “Let me ask you a question, Jake. Do you normally engage in piracy in these waters? You’re a bit close to Everton. Tell me the truth. I will know if you lie.”


  Jake took a long time to reply. The expression on his face was that of a man with very little left to lose. “We were privateers once. We worked for the Eternal Empire. They needed ships and sailors, and they even set us up with a galleon of our own. There were more of us then – a lot more – but they turned on us. They didn’t need privateers anymore, and they didn’t want any lose ends. We stole this dreadnought and ran. We plied our trade in their waters for a while, getting revenge where we could, but it got too dangerous. The Eternal Empire’s navy has begun to stir.” He sighed. “You’re actually the first ship we’ve attacked since sailing into these waters.”


  Timmy would have to check Jake’s story using magic later, but he hadn’t seen any signs of lying. “Then you’re in luck, Jake. We’re no friends of the Eternal Empire.” There were a few grim chuckles from behind him. “In fact, you could say we’re their worst nightmare, or we will be soon. If you’re familiar with the waters between here and the Eternal Empire, you might come in handy.”


  Never one to miss an opportunity, Jake nodded slowly. “How handy?”


  “I’m sure that you’re aware of the tensions between Everton and the Eternal Empire.” Jake snorted. It was common knowledge. “A man of your former employment could prove to be very useful to Everton, and unlike the Eternal Empire, Everton looks after her friends.” Timmy spotted the girl from before. She must have snuck back out from wherever the children had hidden. “I’m guessing she’s your daughter. A pirate ship with no safe port to turn to is no place for a girl to grow up.”


  Jake turned and scowled at the girl before turning to face Timmy again. “Is that why you didn’t attack earlier? Did you see the other children?” Timmy nodded. “When the Eternal Empire turned on us, they ordered our home towns to turn us over or face punishment. They refused, and the Eternal Empire burned them to the ground. The only ones who survived – old or young – were the ones we managed to bring aboard. No port in the Eternal Empire would take us in. Is that what you’re offering, friendly ports and safe harbour?”


  Timmy paused. This was the moment of truth. He was normally good at reading people. It was one of the things that had let him survive this long. He knew how to make alliances when he had to. The desperation in Jake’s eyes and voice was real, and he could see it mirrored in the eyes of the rest of Jake’s crew. This man wanted – needed – a way out, and Timmy could give him one if he was willing to work for it. “You wouldn’t be working for Everton. The Council could never have someone like you on the books officially. You’d be working for me instead.”


  “A man named Timmy?” Jake’s lips curled. “If I’m to bet the life of my crew – of the only family I’ve got left – on your word, I’ll need more than your first name.”


  “Fair enough.” Timmy straightened his posture and slung his shovel over his shoulder. It was at times like this that he kind of wished that he’d practiced posing in front of a mirror like he’d caught Katie doing several times. “My full name is Timothy Walter Bolton. I am the Lord of Black Tower Castle. I’m sure you’ve heard of the place: bottomless pits of lightless woe and endless despair filled with creatures from beyond this world that want to murder us all. Oh, and I’m a Grand Necromancer too.”


  Jake was taken aback, but he quickly regathered his wits. He folded his arms across his chest. “Prove it.”


  “Gerald.” Timmy lifted one hand. “Get me the thing.” He paused. “Oh, and everyone else, brace yourself. The ship might tilt a little.”


  Gerald hurried up onto the quarterdeck. The space beside Timmy shimmered as one of his zombie hydra-griffins appeared in all of its acid-spewing, poison-blooded glory. Its seven heads hissed and swayed back and forth as its great wings beat the air. Timmy reached out with one hand, and the zombie hydra-griffin obediently lowered one of its heads for him to pat. The creature’s eyes narrowed, and it hissed menacingly at the dreadnought, acid leaking from its jaws to sizzle in the water between the two ships. The rest of the crew had scrambled back to get clear. None of them had expected something quite like this. Ah, this was one of the great joys of being a necromancer. Nobody ever expected much from him and then – bam! Zombie hydra-griffin!


  “I could have asked Gerald to get something bigger, but I thought this little guy would be enough to prove my point.” Timmy smiled thinly as Gerald put the zombie hydra-griffin away. “Let me be blunt. I’m very selective about my employees. I don’t care if you quit at some point, but I expect at least two weeks notice, and you can’t spill any secrets that you may have learned. If you do, I may have to introduce you to my zombie griffin-basilisk-salamander-dragon.”


  Jake blinked slowly. “Does something like that even exist?”


  “I can assure you that it does exist, and it is terrifying. Think of a griffin with a basilisk head that can turn people into stone mixed with a salamander and a dragon, so it’s largely invulnerable to fire and can shoot fire from its mouth and its skin. It’s a lot harder to make than the zombie hydra-griffin I showed you earlier, but it is exactly the kind of thing to give my enemies nightmares.”


  “Right…”


  “If you work for me,” Timmy continued. “I’ll see to it that you get fair wages and then some. I believe in rewarding good work with good pay.” Timmy dangled the next part of his offer in front of Jake – the part he was sure would seal the deal. “I have agreements with certain officials. You would be covered under those agreements.” Timmy had checked the fine print of his agreements with the Council. If he and Katie earned a pardon, any and all of their employees would also receive a pardon provided they had been employed for at least six months and had helped in significant fashion without committing any further crimes severe enough to merit having to earn an individual pardon. Furthermore, the protection granted to Timmy and Katie by the Council while they earned their pardons extended to their employees as well, provided they were acting in the interest of Everton and the Council. “In the meantime, you would be allowed to act as a privateer for Everton, and you know what that means.”


  Jake knew. Oh, he knew. He looked like he wanted to accept the offer right away, but he was wary and cunning enough to hold back. A privateer would be able to find safe harbour in any of Everton’s ports, provided they were discrete.


  “How can we trust you or Everton? We trusted the Eternal Empire and look where it got us.”


  “It’s a reasonable concern to have. But you can trust me, and even if you can’t, then trust this: you haven’t got a chance without my help. Let me be frank. My friends on this galleon would be more than happy to arrest the lot of you or sink your ship with you on it. Pirates, I’m afraid, are not the most popular people in the world with the authorities. I imagine that you’ll put up quite a fight, but you have to realise that you can’t win. My elf friend there could set your entire ship on fire and sink it in about five seconds.”


  “You have a point.” Jake rubbed his chin. “Can I have five minutes to discuss this with my crew?”


  “Take your time. I’ll even give you fifteen minutes.”


  As the pirates hurried out of sight to confer, Travers approached Timmy. Thankfully, the big man didn’t look too upset. Timmy was fairly sure that he could handle Travers, but that would only turn the crew against him. “Was that wise, Timmy?”


  Timmy lowered his voice, so only they could hear each other. “I know some pirates. I’ve heard about the privateer program Jake mentioned, and they are definitely on an Eternal Empire dreadnought. The privateer program was stopped a while ago, but I was never able to find out why. It seemed strange. The pirates I know haven’t seen any of the privateers either, and you’d think they’d see at least a few of them around. It’s like they vanished off the face of the earth. Jake’s story makes sense, and we can confirm it with mind magic later if we need to. And look at their clothes and equipment. Those are all from the Eternal Empire. It fits. It all fits, and I don’t think he’d lie about his daughter. I’m worried about if the Council will authorise my offer. I know they gave me authority, but…”


  Travers chuckled. “You should have thought about that before making the offer.” He clapped Timmy over the shoulder. Damn, he was strong. “For what it’s worth, I think they’ll agree. We need all the information we can get about the Eternal Empire’s fleet, and a former privateer who continued to sail in their waters should know more than most. If he speaks the truth, and he has never preyed on Everton ships before, then the Council should have no problem with him. And if he knows about the island we need to reach, they won’t even think twice about handing him his papers and making him a privateer.”


  “That was the idea.” Timmy twirled his shovel. He was always a bit nervous out on the open sea. There wasn’t a lot of dirt or rock around for him to use. Katie, of course, had no such worries. She could use the shadows around her and even create her own if she was willing to use more of her power. “At the very least, he should know where the Eternal Empire’s ships are because he’s had to either attack them or avoid them.” He smirked. “And I’m sick of paying extra to get things brought in via sea. Having my own pirates on my payroll would make things so much easier.”


  Beside him, Katie nodded. “Considering how much we pay to have things transported, especially some of the stranger things, they could pay for themselves in a year or two if we repair their ship, shore up their crew, and let them take side jobs.”


  “Do I need to be concerned about you building your own fleet?” Travers asked half seriously.


  “Not really. I don’t want to be a warlord or anything. I just want to have my own castle without worrying about people trying to assassinate or arrest me. Plus, I want to get the things I want in a timely and affordable manner.”


  “Well, at the rate you’re going, the Council might end up making you the official administrator of the area around Black Tower Castle.” Travers sniggered. “Who knows? They might even offer you a seat on the Council.”


  Timmy shuddered. “I wouldn’t mind being the administrator of the area around my castle. I’ve got a lot of ideas about how to improve things. But a seat on the Council? Even if they offered me one, I’d never take it. I’d have to deal with them on a regular basis. If I didn’t end up killing some of them, some of them would definitely end up killing me.” There was a commotion from the pirate ship, and Jake went over to the railing again. “Have you come to a decision?”


  Jake nodded firmly. “We’ll take the deal.”


  “Good,” Timmy replied. “We’ll need you to come aboard. We have some more things to discuss, and we do need to confirm your story.”


  * * *


  Once upon a time, Jake had been a privateer working for the Eternal Empire. It had been an easy job for him. He’d been born and raised on one of the many islands that dotted the seas around the mainland, and he’d worked on the sea his whole life, like his father and his father before him. When the Eternal Empire had come around looking for people to lead privateering crews, Jake had agreed. He and a whole bunch of men and even some women from his town had signed up. He’d been given his own ship and the trust of his superiors.


  Those had been good times.


  The Eternal Empire’s navy spent most of its time quelling insurgencies and fighting off raids from its neighbours and pirates. Oh, he’d heard a lot of talk about Everton, but he’d never given much thought to it. Everton was across the sea, and the two nations hadn’t had much to do with each other in centuries other than some proxy warfare, sabre-rattling, and tough talking. The odds of a real war, he’d thought, were close to nil.


  Everything had changed a few years ago. The Eternal Empire had begun to ramp up its military spending. Whispers of war turned into open talk of aggression. And the privateers who had worked so loyally for the Eternal Empire were no longer needed. They’d participated in too many missions that their superiors did not want to acknowledge – or could not afford to acknowledge. They’d done all of the dirty work, so they were loose ends that had to be tied up.


  All of them had become expendable. Some of them had tried to fight – Jake could remember a harbour filled with burning ships that had been crewed by his friends and colleagues as the Eternal Empire’s navy bombarded them with conventional weaponry and magic. Only three ships had made it out, and he hadn’t heard from the other two since then. He and his crew had managed to make it back to their town, only to find it under attack from a dreadnought. It had been too late for Jake’s wife and many of the people he’d grown up with – but not too late for everyone. They’d stormed the dreadnought and managed to take control of it, but they’d lost their own vessel in the process. With no other options, they’d loaded all of the surviving townsfolk onto the dreadnought and fled. They’d stopped at several other towns and villages, places where some of his crew had come from, and the story had been much the same.


  In a way, it made an awful kind of sense. The islands had given rise to several major rebellions over the years. What better way to make sure nothing like that happened during a war against Everton than to get rid of all of the experienced sailors from the islands? It was a cunning plan, and the years he and his fellows had worked as privateers had only fooled them into believing that the old grudges had been forgotten or at least forgiven. He should have known better. The emperors of the Eternal Empire never forgot a grudge, and they certainly never forgave one.


  Their lives since then had been hard. They’d eked out a living for a time as pirates, striking back at the Eternal Empire when they could. The sheer size and power a dreadnought implied meant that most ships were happy to surrender and send over their valuables without a fight. Heck, the only people Jake had actually killed since becoming a pirate were other pirates who’d tried to rob him and members of the navy responsible for destroying his town and killing his wife. His daughter, Jane, had been with him ever since they’d gotten the dreadnought, as had the other children. It wasn’t how he wanted her to live, but what other choice did he have? The Eternal Empire had spies everywhere. He’d never be able to make a fresh start somewhere else, and no nation would risk taking him in lest it provoke hostilities with the Eternal Empire.


  When they’d attacked Timmy’s galleon, he’d honestly thought they were all about to die. The firepower that one of the mages on board possessed – the elf, from what Timmy had said – was unreal. All of his fire mages put together wouldn’t have been able to muster even half as much power for a single attack. If something like that hit the dreadnought, they wouldn’t last more than a minute or two. He’d accepted Timmy’s offer not only because he was desperate for a way out of his situation but also because refusing would have meant death for him and everyone else on board.


  Jake took a deep breath to regain his composure. He’d never been afraid to bet his life in battle, but he hated betting the lives of others. If this went wrong – no – he’d make it work somehow. He could humble himself if it meant everyone else got to live, and he’d do whatever he had to in order to ensure the safety of the others.


  “Stay here.” Jake wrapped his daughter up in a crushing hug and met the eyes of the rest of his crew. “I have to talk to them.” Jane gave him a pleading look and refused to let go until he gently, but firmly, eased her arms away. “It’ll be okay. If they wanted to kill us, we’d already be dead. You saw what one of their mages did. If it’s any consolation, they’re definitely not with the Eternal Empire.” He ruffled Jane’s hair. “And I’ve heard of this Timmy fellow. I honestly thought he’d be taller, maybe broader around the shoulders too. He’s odd, even for a necromancer, but he’s supposed to be honourable enough. I’ve met a few pirates who’ve had dealings with him, and they were treated well and paid fairly. He’s not supposed to give his word easily, but they say he keeps it when he does give it. You all saw that zombie thing of his… he means business.”


  Jake looked at his crew – his family – one last time and then made the short trip over to the other ship. To his surprise, they didn’t immediately surround him with soldiers. Instead, they led him to what must have been the captain’s quarters to discuss things around a table stocked with the finest food he’d seen in months. He had to fight to keep from drooling. It smelled so good, and he and his crew had been getting by on so little for so long.


  “You’re welcome to take any leftovers to your crew,” Timmy said. It didn’t escape Jake’s notice that he sat at the head of the table, not the man who had the bearing and demeanour of a ship’s captain. Timmy had been the one to speak to him earlier as well. Did the captain work for Timmy? No. They didn’t seem familiar enough with each other. “It’s not like we’ll run out. Gerald is incredibly useful in situations like this. It’s like having a mobile pantry or ten.” Jake did his best not to stare at Gerald. He had to be a bureaucrat because only a bureaucrat would be writing everything down in a notebook like his life depended on it. He was also very twitchy despite the fact that Jake was clearly outnumbered and outmatched. “We’ve got cake too. I’m sure your daughter and the other children would appreciate some.” Timmy shook his head fondly. “Why do you even have cake stored away with your magic, Gerald?”


  “I… uh… honestly don’t know. But since we have a guest…”


  “Well, I’m not complaining. Cake is good.” Timmy chuckled. “But don’t let Sam know you’ve got cake stored away. Otherwise, he’ll follow you everywhere.”


  Jake cleared his throat. This whole thing was surreal. “Thank you. I – I don’t understand. Why make this offer at all?” He studied the other people at the table. The power rolling off them was incredible – and was that a young dragon in the corner arguing with an eye-patch-wearing rat with a sword? What kind of ship was this?


  Timmy had a sip of water and took a bite out of an apple. “I suppose you’re right to be curious. It wouldn’t have taken us a lot of effort to sink your ship and kill the lot of you.” He inclined his head at the elf nearby who was radiating a nauseatingly huge amount of magic. Her amber gaze flicked over to the young dragon, and the winged reptile gave a high-pitched trill and practically flew into her arms. It was too big to easily fit into her lap, but that didn’t stop it from trying.


  “Avraniel there could have sunk you on her own without breaking a sweat, and that’s not even counting Amanda.” Jake’s attention shifted to the beguiling, dark-haired woman nursing a glass of red fluid. Was she drinking wine or blood? There was something almost inhuman about her beauty. As Jake met her gaze, her vivid blue eyes were suddenly tinged with crimson and violet. She bared her teeth. She was a vampire – an incredibly powerful one. By all the gods, what kind of place had he stumbled into?


  “Even Katie here could have given you a run for your money, especially if Gerald brought her zombies out.” Jake wasn’t sure what to think. Timmy was staring at the girl in black robes who’d joined him on the galleon’s quarterdeck earlier. The rat with a sword was now perched on her shoulder. “She is my apprentice, after all.” Jake stared. His apprentice? The girl wearing pink glasses and with a rat on her shoulder was his apprentice? What kind of apprentice was she? And what sort of power must she have to earn a place at Timmy’s side? “But I’ve never believed in killing people simply because I can. My master believed that. I cannot express in words how little I want to end up like him, so I often find myself disagreeing with him on general principle. I meant what I said earlier, Jake. You could be very useful to me, which means we can help each other out.”


  Jake murmured his agreement and fought to regain his composure. This whole thing was a wise move on Timmy’s part. He was showing Jake the overwhelming difference in their strength, so he wouldn’t try anything foolish, all while dangling the carrot of good food and a privateering arrangement with Everton in front of him. This was also familiar ground. He could make a deal here, a good one, but he had to stop thinking about how monstrously powerful some of the people in this room were. “I understand that much, and I’ll admit that your offer is a good one, but I’d like to know more.”


  “Good. I’d be worried if you agreed without wanting to know more.” Timmy gestured for Jake to eat, and he unrolled a map on an unoccupied part of the table as Jake helped himself to some food. Gods, it was good. He’d have to bring some back for his crew afterward. Timmy continued munching on his apple while the others took some food for themselves. There was something soothing about eating as they talked, and it had been a long time since Jake had enjoyed a meal this good. “Do you know about an island in this area?”


  Jake finished chewing, swallowed, and then replied. “I’ve never been there myself, but I do know a bit about it. It’s heavily restricted. The Eternal Empire never let any ship without clearance dock there, not even a privateer and not even for emergency repairs. They didn’t even like anyone sailing too close.”


  “So you could guide us to it? Do you know what they have defending it?”


  “I could get you within sight of it, but that’s it. Like I said, I’ve never docked there before although I’m fairly sure the main port is on the southern side.” Jake took a sip of juice. It was cool and refreshing. “I can’t tell you what they’ve got around it either. They had concealment spells to stop people seeing more than a rough outline of the island, but I can tell you this. I spent a couple of months in the area hunting smugglers for the Eternal Empire, and I counted at least ten ships of good size that went in but never came out.”


  “Ten ships?” Timmy tapped the map. “We can handle that. Now, what can you tell us about the state of the Eternal Empire’s fleet? Anything would help.”


  Jake wiped his mouth with a napkin. He’d given out some information for free, but it was time to get down to business. “I’ll be happy to tell you everything I know once I have a deal confirmed with the terms spelled out clearly in writing.”


  Timmy grinned. “Smart man. Gerald, show him the contract.”


  Jake read through the contract. This Gerald fellow must be incredible with paperwork because nobody carried privateering contracts around, and it was incredibly thorough. The contract was similar in many ways to the privateering contract most countries used. It said that Jake would act as a privateer for Everton through Timmy, and in exchange for sharing all of his knowledge about the Eternal Empire and anything else that might prove useful or beneficial to Everton, he and his crew would receive the standard benefits afforded to privateers, such as safe harbour, informal support, and so on. The document itself went on for quite a while, but Jake was a quick reader. What stood out the most was that Jake would be taking orders from Timmy.


  “I’ll agree to this,” Jake said softly. “It’s a good offer. I’d be a fool to refuse.”


  “Excellent.” Timmy smiled warmly. “Now, before you agree, we have to make sure you’re not lying.”


  Jake had to force himself to stay calm. Timmy was probably referring to mind magic. He’d experienced it a handful of times in the past, but none of those encounters had been pleasant.


  “Easy there.” Timmy put up both hands, palms open, in a peaceful gesture. “Amanda here is an expert in illusions and mind magic. All she needs is to have a tiny drink, and we’ll be able to confirm you’re telling the truth.”


  “Drink?” Jake asked before he remembered that Amanda was a vampire. “I don’t –”


  Amanda was suddenly at his side. He hadn’t even seen her move. “I assure you, sir, a small sip is all I shall require. Your life shall not be in even the slightest danger.” Her smile was so warm and understanding that he couldn’t quite remember why he’d been protesting in the first place.


  “I… uh… okay.” It was hard to feel threatened when Amanda was so close. She was utterly enchanting, and her hands were very gentle as they tilted his head to one side.


  “Close your eyes and count to ten,” Amanda whispered as she lowered her lips to his throat. “You won’t feel a thing.”


  He didn’t.


  In fact, he only realised that Amanda was finished when the room came back into focus. He swallowed thickly as the vampire pulled away. She gave him an amused smirk as her tongue darted out to lick a drop of his blood off her full, red lips.


  “You are genuinely delicious,” Amanda drawled. “If you ever wish to rid yourself of a little blood, do let me know. I shall be more than happy to assist you.”


  Jake shook himself. He was still dazed, but there was a lingering feeling of pleasure, like a pleasant dream he couldn’t quite grab onto. A few seconds later, he was himself again. “So… do you believe me?”


  “Most assuredly,” Amanda replied. “You were telling the truth. It is possible – albeit exceedingly difficult – to hide things from my mind magic when I use it normally. However, I have yet to meet someone who can hide anything from me when I enter their mind while indulging in a little drink.” She paused. “I saw what happened to your town. It was… most cruelly done by them.”


  “Imperial bastards,” the captain beside Timmy muttered.


  “What do you expect?” The elf snorted. “The Eternal Empire is run by the world’s most limp-dicked, cowardly, son of a bitch loser.”


  Jake’s jaw dropped. “What?”


  “Don’t mind her. It’s how she always is.” Timmy pushed the contract toward Jake. “Now that we’ve got all of the unpleasantness out of the way, all you have to do is sign.”


  Jake signed.


  “Great. Now, let’s finish dinner. We can keep talking while we eat, and we’ll be sure to have some more food prepared for the rest of your crew. They look like they could use it.” Timmy pointed at the map. “You’ll have to come with us to the island although we will be making a stop along the way. You’ll be paid, of course. You work for me now. You’ll also have a chance to help yourself to anything worth stealing when we hit the island, with a few exceptions.”


  “Are you sure?” Jake didn’t know what was on the island, but it had to be valuable if it was so heavily defended.


  “Yes, I am although you will have to compete with Avraniel. She likes to line her pockets on these missions.” The elf smiled toothily. “As for the stop we’ll be making, you should inform your crew.”


  “Are we meeting with someone else?”


  “I’ll be picking up some captured pirate ships. I plan on adding them to our fleet, along with some zombie whales. My apprentice also has something of her own to collect.”


  “I… I see.”


  When Jake finally made his way back to his ship, he was accompanied by several soldiers carrying food and supplies. His crew swarmed around him anxiously, but he allayed their concerns as quickly as he could.


  “I took their offer.” He paused as the men from the galleon departed. “I’ll let you read through a copy of the contract, but it’s a good one. I doubt that we’ll ever get a better chance than this. They’re giving us some supplies to help tide us over until we make landfall. There is an island about a week from here. We’ll be stopping there with them and then helping them out with a little errand.”


  They were anxious about the contract, but they were not anxious about the food. As he watched his crew – his family – enjoy good, wholesome food for the first time in months, Jake prayed to the gods that he’d made the right decision. Somehow, he was certain that he had. The group he’d met was simply too quirky and weird to be held together by anything except for genuine friendship and loyalty.


  



Chapter Sixteen


  Timmy tried not to sigh in exasperation as Katie skipped down the gangplank onto the dock. The girl had been happy enough on the galleon, but the prospect of helping him set up a fleet of zombie pirates, not to mention her giant shark, had her in quite a happy mood. The other ships were moored nearby, and space at the docks had been cleared to make room for Jake’s dreadnought. He waited for Jake to disembark and fall into step beside him and Travers.


  “So, what’s the plan?” Jake asked.


  “Timmy and Katie here have some necromancer business to attend to,” Travers replied. The gruff man had taken a liking to Jake after seeing how the younger man took care of his crew. More than once on the journey to the island, Travers had invited Jake and some of his crew onto the galleon to discuss naval tactics and events in the Eternal Empire. Timmy hadn’t had a chance to review all of the information yet, but Travers was immensely pleased by what he had learned so far. “The rest of us are here to resupply and see to any repairs. We plan to cast off in a day or two at the most. You can use that time to get some repairs in on your dreadnought – I’ll lend you some of my mages and carpenters to help you get back up to speed.”


  Jake inclined his head. “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.”


  Timmy left the two sailors behind to talk as he and Katie made their way over to another part of the docks with Avraniel, Spot, and Gerald. Amanda and Old Man had gone into town to pick up some supplies, and he had a feeling that Amanda might enjoy a criminal or two for a snack. The pirate ships Timmy had asked for were moored at the far end of the island’s harbour, away from prying eyes. There was a group of men there, all dressed in normal clothing although he would have gladly bet his shovel on them being members of Everton’s military who worked directly for the Council. Vicky wouldn’t have trusted anyone else except her own personal attendants from the Order of the Blessed Dawn for something like this.


  “Here to pick up the ships?” the leader of the men asked. His gaze swept over Timmy, most likely comparing him to the pictures and description that he would have been given earlier.


  Timmy nodded. “Gerald, give him the paperwork.”


  Once all of the paperwork had been sorted out, Timmy asked Gerald to summon his zombies. He had hundreds of them ready and waiting to crew the ships, and they piled on. He let Katie take control of some of them – it would help if she ever needed to crew a ship with her own zombies – as he directed the zombies through a thorough sweep of each ship. He checked every inch of each ship, every nook and cranny. He even had a few zombies crawl under the ships and cling to the hull to make sure everything there was in good order.


  It took him a little less than half an hour. One of the best things about being able to control zombies like he could was the ability to see through all of their eyes at once. It was a skill that Katie was still doing her best to learn. Of the six ships he’d been given, four were in good condition. One of the others was seaworthy but in need of some light repairs while the other was in need of heavy repairs. Oh, well. He could handle some repairs. He sent one of his zombies to call Jake and Travers over, so he could explain the situation. In the meantime, he sent Gerald and some of the men who’d been guarding the ships to go procure the materials they needed for repairs.


  “I can see why you’re a Grand Necromancer,” Jake murmured.


  “Well, if nothing else goes right during this mission, I can honestly say that I am fulfilling one of the dreams that every necromancer has – zombie pirates.”


  Travers and Jake laughed.


  “Can your zombies carry out repairs?” Travers asked.


  “These are high-quality zombies, so they can do things most zombies can’t. My master is also better at controlling them than most necromancers, especially when there are only this many to worry about,” Katie said. “But they’ll only be able to do some of the repairs. We’ll have to leave the more intricate repairs to people.”


  “These zombies can even swim,” Timmy added.


  “What is the world coming to,” Travers muttered. “Swimming zombies? I’m glad you’re on our side.”


  “Thanks to my connection with my zombies, if I know how to do something, they should know how to do it too.”


  “That’s why you’ve been watching so closely while we were sailing,” Travers said. “And asking all of those questions.”


  Timmy grinned. “It’s been a while since I’ve sailed a ship, so I wanted to refresh my memory. Thanks to your help, my zombies should be able to keep up when we cast off. When the time comes, I plan to have them draw as much attention from the enemy as possible.”


  “Incredible.” Jake’s eyes were glued to the zombies working in perfect unison to scrub the decks and ready the ships for sailing.


  “My master might be a bit lazy most of the time,” Katie said. “But he’s no slouch when he actually tries.”


  “I’m not sure whether to be pleased or insulted by what you just said.”


  Jake stared as Katie took a swipe at Timmy with one of her shadows. He’d seen Katie slice through wood like it was paper with those shadows, but Timmy merely dodged and continued to talk like it was something that happened every day. The necromancer pulled Katie into a headlock and ruffled her hair.


  “Hah! You’re going to have to practice a lot more before you can even think of hitting me with something so pedestrian.” He nodded at Jake and Travers. “I’ll give you two command over the zombies here. Can you check in on them from time to time? If you see them doing something wrong, tell them what to do instead, and they’ll do it. Katie and I have some other business to attend to.”


  Katie did her best to put on a serious expression, but it swiftly gave way to cackling as she punched the air. “Giant shark time!”


  Travers chuckled. “We’ll handle things here, but do I even want to know what ‘giant shark time’ means?”


  “You’ll find out.” Timmy cackled too. “Believe me, you’ll find out.” He and Katie ambled along the docks. “Are we going to walk all of the way there, or can you fly us there?”


  Katie snickered. “Who would have thought that my magic would be so handy?”


  “Katie, you can make a giant hand out of your shadows to squash things. The handiness of your magic has never been in doubt.”


  “Very funny, master.” Katie summoned her wings, complete with the tail she’d added more recently. “Now, hold on.”


  “I’m more worried about you dropping me. Unlike you, I can’t actually fly.”


  “As if I’d drop you, master.” Katie poked him in the side with one of her shadows. “You still have plenty to teach me, and you have your shovel. You can always break your fall with a geyser of mud or something.”


  “It’s nice to know that you’ve thought so much about this.”


  Katie snickered again, and the two of them soared up into the air.


  Her contacts had arranged to meet them in a more secluded part of the island – a cove where most of the smugglers and other people engaged in less than legal business handled their affairs. It was far away from the main docks, and the authorities turned something of a blind eye to anything going on there, provided it wasn’t too troublesome. Technically, the hunting that Katie’s contacts engaged in was legal, but he was certain they did some smuggling on the side that was distinctly illegal.


  “That’s the ship,” Katie said, pointing down at one particular vessel.


  “Yes, I think the giant shark floating beside it gave it away.”


  Katie scowled, and Timmy had to bite back a smile. “Maybe.”


  They landed on the beach and made their way over to where a group of men were waiting. The shark itself was tethered to the back of their ship. It was most likely protected by magic to prevent it rotting away or being eaten while they transported it. The shark was absolutely enormous. It was easily fifty feet long, and its bulk made for a truly menacing shadow in the water. Timmy couldn’t wait to get his hands on it. The men waved as they approached, and Timmy signalled to the rats that they’d brought along. To be safe, they’d brought five of the rodents, and the invisible ninja rats swiftly fanned out to check for any traps or signs of an ambush. Timmy was confident it wouldn’t come to that, but it didn’t hurt to be careful.


  “Katherine!” the man at the front of the group shouted. He was a tall man but whipcord lean. He wasn’t wearing a shirt or tunic, so they had no trouble seeing all of the scars on his arms and chest. Despite his appearance, however, his smile was warm enough. “We saw you flying in. It’s a useful ability to have.”


  “It has its moments,” Katie replied. Timmy would let her handle this to see how she went. “I’m sure that you’ve heard of my master.”


  The hunter nodded. “The Lord of Black Tower Castle. It is an honour to meet you.”


  “Thank you. And you are?”


  The man puffed up his chest. He might even have posed a little. “I am John Seaton V.”


  “John Seaton V?” Timmy pursed his lips. “Wait… wasn’t your grandfather –”


  “John Seaton II!” John cried. “The legendary slayer of the great kraken that terrorised the western seas for more than a decade. Yes, hunting beasties is a family business. My oldest brother is more interested in hunting things on land, but the sea is where my heart is.”


  “It’s been a lean season this year, hasn’t it?” Katie asked. “You haven’t been able to land any krakens, not even a small one.”


  John made a disgusted sound, and the men behind him cursed. “You would not believe how poor our luck has been. Twice we had a bigger kraken steal the kraken we had caught. Another time, a sea serpent escaped us when a dragon attacked. We were lucky to avoid being sunk.” He gestured at the giant shark, and two of his companions sprang into action, using their magic to slowly, but surely, haul the shark toward the shore, so Timmy and Katie could get a better look at it. “But then we came across the shark. I have no idea how it died, but I knew you’d want it.”


  “You were right.” Katie nodded firmly. “We discussed the price beforehand, I believe.”


  “Yes, we did.” Jake’s brows furrowed. “But there have been some… complications.”


  Timmy listened intently as John continued his tale of suffering and woe. It wasn’t uncommon for a hunter to bump up the price a bit, especially when he’d been forced to go to extra trouble to bring something to the client, like John had in this case. But to his immense pride, Katie held her ground. In the end, Katie did pay a bit more for the giant shark than she had planned – although still within her budged – but she had also secured first-offer rights for John’s next expedition. If everything went out well, the extra cost would be nothing compared to having priority on buying whatever John caught.


  After the exchange had concluded and John had agreed to haul the shark to their ships, Timmy asked the question that had been on his mind for some time.


  “How do you two know each other?” Timmy asked. “I don’t think we’ve met before although I have done business with both your father and your grandfather. Oh, do say hello to them for me, by the way.


  “I will.” John’s lips curved up into a smile. “It’s a funny story. I am not my father’s oldest son. That would be my brother, John Seaton IV.”


  “Your family really likes naming people John, don’t they?”


  “It’s a good name,” John replied. “Actually, I am the youngest son in my family. My brothers are all hunters of one kind or another, and when I wanted to become one too, my father said I should apprentice under him or one of them. I did that for a while, but eventually, I knew that I was ready to have my own crew, to do things my way. I didn’t exactly have the money to strike out on my own, so I decided to look for funding elsewhere. I was able to put an advertisement in a necromancer trading magazine.”


  “Ah, I see.” Given their unique needs, necromancers had several trading magazines where it was possible to put out help-wanted advertisements or to sell certain goods and services. Timmy had subscriptions to several such magazines, as did Katie.


  “Katherine was looking for someone who could get a few things for her. They weren’t hard to get, but they weren’t the most profitable to retrieve either, so no one could be bothered getting them.”


  Katie huffed indignantly. “It’s a common problem. Hunters focus on the big money makers, like krakens. I was only seven-years-old when I contacted John for the first time, so I couldn’t afford any of the major hunting groups. I needed to start somewhere small.”


  “I would have turned her request down, but Katie offered to advance the payment after threatening me in some extremely impressive language if I betrayed her.” John shook his head and laughed. “At the time, I assumed that she was a fully-fledged necromancer, so I didn’t even think of trying to cheat her.”


  “A seven-year-old scared you.” Timmy smirked. “If it was any other seven-year-old, I’d be surprised. But it’s Katie, so it makes perfect sense.”


  “I used the advance payment to secure a small ship and crew, and we got the things she wanted. We did some more jobs for her, small stuff, and once people saw that we were reliable and earning a decent living with our skills, they began to contact us for bigger jobs. And, well, here we are. It’s one of the reasons I still deal with Katie even though I now know that she is actually a child.”


  “She helped you get started.” Timmy would have to keep a closer eye on his apprentice. Was she involved in anything else from a business standpoint? He glanced at Katie. She was subtly signalling to him with her shadows. It took him a moment to understand what she wanted. “Ah, given how well you’ve done for yourself, John, my apprentice would like to sponsor you more formally – as in to invest to own a stake in your enterprise. There would be more funding available, and you would have our backing – the backing of Black Tower Castle itself – as well, which is why I’m making the offer instead of her.”


  “Is that so?” John grinned. “Get a contract written up, and we’ll see.”


  “We can do that. In fact, we should discuss it over a meal once you’ve towed the giant shark to our ship. We’ll be around for a day or two.”


  As the hunters went back to their ship, Katie tugged on his sleeve. “Thank you, master.”


  “Don’t thank me,” Timmy said. “You chose well. Being the youngest son has given him even more motivation to succeed. I think you’ll be making a handy profit for years to come. Besides, it’s wise to invest when you find a good opportunity. Remember, I have stakes in several trading companies.” None of them were directly related to necromancy, but all of them were profitable although not enough to pay for the castle and everything else on their own. However, he would certainly be able to live well if he ever decided to abandon the castle and quit being a necromancer. When he got his pardon, he could use the money to finish renovating the castle and to develop the land around it. He might even build some nice, little cottages by the lake, perhaps even put up an inn.


  * * *


  Katie giggled as Spot nudged the corpse of the giant shark with his snout. “No, Spot, you can’t eat it.”


  The dragon trilled plaintively and gave Katie his cutest pout, which was unbelievably cute considering that Spot had grown to almost five and a half feet in length and had begun to take on the more menacing, stream-lined look that he would one day have as a full-grown dragon. Only a little.


  “Spot, you can’t eat it, even if it’s only a little. We need the whole thing for what we’re planning to do.” Katie patted the dragon’s head comfortingly. She couldn’t blame him. He was growing quickly, which meant he was always hungry. He went through a cow and a half a day now, and they’d only managed to keep him fed thanks to Gerald’s magic and the occasional impromptu fishing trip. “If you want a shark, you could always go hunt one down.”


  Spot turned to face her master. He’d learned that when he needed approval for doing something, it usually came from either Avraniel or Timmy. And since Avraniel was busy keeping watch – her remarkable vision made her ideally suited for the task – it was up to Katie’s master to make the decision.


  He was busy walking around the giant shark, inspecting it for any flaws or imperfections. They had managed to get it up onto the deck of one of the ships crewed by his zombies, but it hadn’t been easy due to the giant shark’s weight and bulk. “You can go hunting for a shark if you want, Spot. Just make sure not to lose sight of us. Avraniel will throw a fit and set us on fire if you get left behind.”


  Spot gave a happy cry and launched himself into the air. They’d only left the island yesterday, so they didn’t have to worry about coming under attack from anyone but a daring band of pirates, which they could definitely handle. Spot would most likely try to find a shark from above before diving down to put his teeth and flame to work. Given how deadly he’d become, Katie wouldn’t be surprised if he came back with something twice as big as he was.


  “What do you think, master?” she asked. She had a few ideas, but she wanted to know what was on his mind. Experience was invaluable when putting together more complicated zombies. “Can we get a zombie shark-hydra-griffin to work?”


  “I’m not sure,” her master replied. “The hydra should fit onto the shark without any problems. We’ll have to be careful when attaching the heads, and we’ll have to transplant some additional organs too, but it should be fine. We’ve done harder things, and we’ll be working together. However, I don’t know if the griffin part will work. You do want this thing to fly, right?”


  Katie nodded seriously. She had thought long and hard about what kind of zombie she wanted, and a giant shark that could fly and had some hydra heads to spew acid was definitely the zombie that she wanted. “I thought griffin wings could work since you have that zombie hydra-griffin. Griffins have strong wings, and I thought we could add some griffin legs too, so it could walk on land.”


  “Griffins do have strong wings, but they don’t get as large as this shark. My zombie hydra-griffin can only fly for short periods of time because of how big it is, but I’m sure you want a zombie that can spend a lot of time in the air. For something as big as this shark, you’d need multiple sets of griffin wings. I can tell you, from past experience, that adding multiple sets of griffin wings never goes well.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. I’m not entirely sure why, but whenever I add multiple sets of griffin wings to a zombie, they never last long. I suppose it’s something about the innately holy nature of griffins that makes them rot faster when used in zombies, especially composite zombies, and adding more griffin parts just makes it worse. It would be different if we could balance the holy nature out with something unholy, but I didn’t have anything like that laying around when I asked Gerald to store some parts for this trip.” He frowned. “I could also be overthinking this. It could be that they don’t handle the joining process well. Magic doesn’t flow through a griffin’s body the same way as it does in a shark or a hydra, and the difference is quite large. It’s why my zombie hydra-dragon-bear took so long to make. I was working on it part time, and the dragon parts did weird things because of how magical dragons are.”


  “What about drake wings?” Katie asked. She didn’t mind if she couldn’t have griffin wings. She just wanted her zombie to fly. “Gerald has some of those stored away, right? Drakes also get much larger than griffins, and we’ve made zombies with multiple sets of drake wings before without having any problems.” She bit her lip as she paced around the giant shark. “We’d need more than two legs though. We’d need a solid six or eight – no, I think we’d definitely need eight to support the weight of the giant shark and the hydra heads.”


  Her master waved one hand. “It’s nothing we can’t handle. I mean we’ll have to do some creative anatomical rearrangement, but we’re necromancers. This is right up our alley.”


  Katie hummed in agreement. Like most necromancers, her knowledge of anatomy was impressive. It simply wasn’t possible to build a good composite zombie without knowing how to properly attach all of the organs and various other bits and pieces correctly. “So… we’re going to make a zombie shark-hydra-drake with, say, six drake wings and eight drake legs?”


  “That sounds about right,” her master said. “You could – maybe – get away with only four drake wings if they were big enough, but having six is a good insurance policy.” He prodded the giant shark’s side. The flesh was still in almost perfect condition because of the magic that had been used to preserve it. John and his crew had done good work. “Do you remember those golems we got a while back?”


  “Do you mean the ones we salvaged from the mission with the giant golem that tore its way out of a mountain and fought our zombie titan?” Katie had loved the zombie titan, even if it hadn’t been around for long. She couldn’t wait to make another one. Unfortunately, suitably large corpses were hard to find, especially frost giant corpses.


  “Those are the ones.”


  “What about them, master?”


  “It occurs to me that if we were to add an extra two wings and bring the total up to eight, we could melt down some of those golems and use them for armour plating. They stood up to magic pretty well, and magic is the only thing that will have any luck against this zombie, short of a catapult or a ballista landing a direct hit.”


  Katie’s eyes widened. “Great idea! It’ll be able to fight right through a lot of lesser magic with the right armour!” She could remember having to put more effort into her shadows to cut through those golems. Her zombie would laugh at most weaker forms of magic. “And since it’s a shark, we could even add a battering ram to its head to let it ram ships!”


  Her master threw one arm over her shoulders. “And that kind of thinking, Katie, is why you are my apprentice.”


  Katie cackled. Her master cackled. The rats that had come along cackled. Everyone else on the ships nearby shivered – except for Avraniel. The elf might have cackled too.


  “All right,” her master said. “Let’s go grab Gerald. It’s a good thing I had him store all of those zombie parts with his magic.”


  “He is very handy to have around,” Katie agreed. “We should let him set up his own library in the castle. He’s definitely earned it.”


  Her master patted the giant shark. “I’ll talk to him about it. Avraniel’s already made herself at home, and it’s about time Gerald did the same. He likes books, so we could help him set up a personal library, maybe even get him some of the rare books he wants.”


  An hour later, she and her master were standing next to their giant shark and six hydra heads. They’d considered adding a seventh, but they’d both agreed that the lack of symmetry would be bothersome from both an aesthetic perspective and a flight perspective. The first step to adding the hydra heads was to prepare the sites on the shark where the heads would be attached. It would require a combination of necromancy, manual labour, and creativity. Once they’d done that, they’d have to make sure that all of the necessary organs had been added or removed before they could link the hydra heads to the shark and use necromancy to ensure that the two sets of body parts effectively became one. Only once they’d done everything else could they even think about adding the legs and the wings. It would probably take them a week and a half to get the whole thing done, and it would take them about two weeks to reach the island with the Eye at their current speed. They’d be cutting it close, but they both agreed that this zombie could be devastatingly effective when they attacked the island, particularly against the enemy fleet. If it couldn’t ram a hole in a ship’s hull, then its acid could easily do the same thing, and it would likely outpace even the fastest ship in the water by a considerable margin.


  They worked until they were interrupted by a shrill cry and the sound of wings beating furiously. Katie wiped some sweat off her brow with her shadows and went over to the side of the deck. So far they’d yet to finish preparing all of the sites for the hydra heads, so there was still plenty of work to do. Spot was there. The dragon had a toothy grin on his face and a dead shark that was, indeed, roughly twice his size clutched in his claws.


  Help.


  Katie used her shadows to help haul the dead shark onto the deck. Spot had already taken a few bites out of it, and he pushed it toward Katie.


  Want some?


  Katie considered the question. “Now that you mention it… I am hungry.”


  Timmy nodded. “I could use something to eat too. We’ll need to cook it, but I’m sure you can handle it, right, Spot?”


  The dragon’s eyes lit up. He’d gotten a lot better at controlling his fire, and he was looking forward to showing off a bit.


  Fifteen minutes later, the three of them were enjoying grilled shark with some of the rats. Katie thought it tasted rather good. Spot ate his fill and gave a low rumble of contentment before he settled down in a patch of sunshine on the deck to nap.


  “Okay,” her master said. “We need to get back to work.”


  Katie got back to her feet. “If we work hard enough, we might be able to finish preparing all of the sites for the hydra heads today.”


  Her master stretched his shoulders and back. “We already know what runes and seals we want to use to help reanimate this thing, so we can prepare those as we go along too. It’ll save us a lot of time in the long run.”


  Katie imagined what her zombie would look like when it was finished, and a smirk crossed her lips. It would be glorious, absolutely glorious. She could hardly wait to see it in action.


  * * *


  Timmy climbed up the rigging and settled into the crow’s nest beside Avraniel. The elf had decided to contribute by taking lookout duty on a regular basis. It was a good task for her. There was no one who could match her sight, even with magical enhancement. Not even Spot’s vision was as keen as hers. And her keen vision could prove to be crucial. They were almost halfway to the island with the Eye and getting closer by the day. These waters were technically neutral, but Timmy wasn’t stupid enough to think that the Eternal Empire didn’t have ships crawling around. Already, they’d avoided two patrols thanks to early warnings from the elf.


  “Any trouble?”


  Avraniel rolled her eyes. “It’s the same as usual, idiot. Not a thing. Sometimes, I wish you and that burly bastard Travers would let us run into a patrol or two. It’s been a while since I’ve had a good fight. I’d go hunting with Spot, but he doesn’t have to worry about getting wet. I, on the other hand, do not enjoy getting soaking wet.” Her amber eyes gleamed, almost golden in the darkness. “But we are getting closer. I can feel it.”


  “Oh?”


  “Come on, idiot. You should know what I’m talking about. Elves are more sensitive to the magic in their surroundings than humans. The Eternal Empire has concealment magic and detection magic running in this area. They won’t be able to notice us – our own concealment magic is too good thanks to the old people eater we’ve got on board. It’s nice to know she’s good for something other than drinking blood. But I can sense magic on the horizon – hell, I can see it.”


  Timmy bit back a chuckle. Avraniel still hadn’t managed to egg Amanda into a fight, nor did she think she would ever be able to. Amanda wasn’t one to lose her temper easily, nor was she one to fight needlessly. And the vampire’s concealment magic was powerful indeed. It was clear to him that becoming a vampire had only accentuated a pre-existing gift for illusions and mind magic. “So… basically, you’re bored.”


  “Very bored.” Avraniel snarled. “I can’t wait for us to get there, so I can kick the crap out of those stupid imperial bastards.”


  “You never did explain your problem with them,” Timmy said. In all honesty, he was surprised that she didn’t like them at all. She’d never struck him as much of a patriot.


  “Oh, don’t get me wrong. The elves are bastards. The Council are damn bastards. The whole of Everton is full of bastards, but the Eternal Empire is worse. At least, the people of Everton are only making trouble where they live. Sure, I don’t like most of the jerks who live in Everton, but I understand why they’re there. It’s where they’re from. It’s their home. But the Eternal Empire? They want to sail across the stupid ocean to make war on a country they lost centuries ago. It’s the kind of thing that only a complete and utter bastard who is trying to make up for not having a dick could come up with to win back their pride. They’re still angry about how badly we kicked their ass all those years ago. They should know they won’t win against us, or if they do, it’ll be over a pile of corpses so big they’ll be crushed under all of the bodies.”


  “That’s one way to put it.” Timmy turned away to hide a smile. Everton was full of bastards, but in a way, they were her bastards. He also had a feeling that Avraniel like living in the castle with her gardens full of carnivorous plants, her demolition rats, and Spot. And she really, really, really didn’t like people trying to take her stuff or make trouble for her. She burned those people.


  “Do you have a plan, idiot? You always have a plan, and this won’t be as easy as those other missions.” The elf’s eyes narrowed, and he was reminded again of the fact that this was someone who’d survived centuries of being at the top of the elves’ hit list. She was no fool, even if she often fought with what appeared to be reckless abandon. “I’m not dying because you were too dumb or lazy to come up with a strategy.”


  “To be honest,” Timmy admitted. “We’re going to have to improvise a lot during this mission. I’ve never been to the island – none of us have – and we can’t use scrying magic without letting them know we’re coming, which would be a disaster. Basically, we’re going to have to handle things your way – get in there and blow the crap out of them while trying to steal the Eye because there is no way we’ll get past the island’s fleet without being noticed.”


  Avraniel’s lips curled. “Sounds like fun. Tell me more.”


  “Our first task will be to bust through their fleet. We’ll use the zombie pirates and the zombie that Katie and I have been making.” Timmy smiled thinly. The zombie shark-hydra-drake was almost complete. Soon, they would have a flying, swimming, acid-spewing monstrosity the likes of which the world had never seen. “We might have to level the place to avoid being caught. I’m sure we can leave that up to you.”


  The elf sniggered. “You’d better. Plus, Spot is a growing dragon. He could use some extra meat and metal once we get there.”


  “Speaking of Spot,” Timmy said. “Could you ask him to hunt down some fish for me? I’ve already got zombie whales ready to pull the zombie ships, but I need something a little smaller. Tell him not to eat them. I need them as intact as possible.”


  “What for?”


  “I’m going to make some zombie fish. But the bigger and more complicated a zombie is, the more magic it takes, which makes it easier to detect.”


  “So, you’re going to use zombie fish to scout ahead?”


  “That’s the idea. I’ll need several of them since some are bound to get eaten or attacked by things along the way. But if we’re lucky, I can sneak around the island with a zombie tuna or something and get a better idea of their forces and the island. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing. Even if they have another necromancer around, I should be able to get a decent look around before they notice it. I don’t know how much it will help, but it will give us a better shot at coming up with a proper plan.”


  Avraniel gave him a thoughtful look. “You know, you’re not a total idiot. You’re only an idiot most of the time.”


  “Thank you – I think.”


  Avraniel was about to reply when her gaze snapped over to something in the water ahead of them. Timmy couldn’t see a thing, but the elf’s keen eyes could see far better than his. Even in the dead of night, with barely any moonlight to help her, Avraniel could still see clearly.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s a giant squid.” Avraniel grinned evilly. “It’s headed straight toward us, and it’s about to breach the surface.” She raised her voice. “Giant squid ahead! Giant squid ahead! Prepare for battle!”


  There were cries of shock and alarm as the crew hastened to prepare themselves. Mages swarmed onto the deck while others rushed to grab more mundane weaponry. A crossbow wouldn’t be much help against a giant squid, but no one wanted to fight such a beast unarmed. As Timmy prepared to climb down to the deck, Avraniel simply vaulted out of the crow’s nest. The fall would have broken both of Timmy’s legs, but Avraniel barely even broke her stride as she landed on the deck and then hurried to the bow to ensure that she would be the first person to fight the sea beast.


  “Come on, Spot!” she bellowed. “We have a giant squid to kill! If it goes well, we can all have some calamari for a midnight snack!”


  Tentacles burst out of the water as the giant squid gave a deep groan and latched onto the galleon. Avraniel laughed, long and loud. The battle was on. One enormous tentacle thundered down to crush Avraniel and to tear a gaping hole in the ship. The elf blew it clean off the squid’s body with a blast of searing, blindingly bright flame.


  “Come on you tentacle-waving jerk!” Avraniel shouted. “Is that all you’ve got?”


  Half an hour – and a lot of fire – later, and the first servings of freshly caught calamari were being cooked out on the deck. Even the crew were enjoying the meal. Over the past week or so, they’d learned that Spot was quite a hunter, and he didn’t mind sharing his food if people asked nicely. Of course, sharing often meant having to catch more food, but Spot was only too happy to flex his fire and his wings.


  “I was kind of hoping to use the giant squid,” Timmy grumbled. It had been a nice specimen, right up to the point that Avraniel had immolated its brain and a decent portion of its head.


  The elf scoffed. “You and Katie have the zombie shark… thing to play with. Spot was hungry, and I’ve been wanting some calamari for days now.”


  “You’re probably right.” Timmy glanced over to where Katie and the rats were enjoying some calamari of their own. Nearby, Old Man and Amanda were comparing the way it had been cooked to the way it had been cooked in their nation and their era, respectively. “And this is nice.” Seeing Avraniel in action against the giant squid had definitely boosted the spirits of Travers’s troops. The elf was a force of nature, one that could slaughter a giant squid as if it was nothing more than an overgrown cow, and she was on their side.


  The elf must have caught the seriousness in his voice. “You worry too much. If it were up to just you and the twerp, you’d have your work cut out for you. But you’ve got a whole bunch of idiots following you – and there’s me and Spot too.”


  “I feel so relieved.”


  “You should.” Avraniel snorted. “We’re going to burn the damn island to the ground, steal the stupid Eye, and run off with as much treasure as we can carry.”


  



Chapter Seventeen


  Timmy couldn’t stop the feeling of unease that crept through him. He was always like this before a big battle. He’d been in too many of those to think that everything would go according to plan. At some point, something was going to go wrong. He didn’t know when it would happen or what it would be, so he could only hope he’d find a way out of it. If he screwed up, he was okay with paying the price. It was how the world was. But he didn’t want anyone else getting caught up in it. Maybe it was because of how little his master had cared about anyone else, but he’d gotten quite attached to his precocious apprentice and all of the people who’d moved into his castle. They were weird, sure, but they were his kind of weird. He took a deep breath and slung his shovel over his shoulder. There was no point in worrying too much about anything now. They were as ready as they could be.


  Earlier that morning, Jake had warned them that they were closing in on the island. The pirate reckoned they’d breach the magical barrier around the island a little after lunch. The zombie fish Timmy had sent ahead had only confirmed Jake’s words. They were lucky that the barrier wasn’t like the one around the Nameless Citadel. The citadel’s barrier had likely taken a master a lifetime to create, and it had covered a much smaller area. The size of the barrier around this island combined with the fact that his zombie fish had been able to swim through it suggested that it was designed primarily to conceal the island and detect anyone approaching the island.


  So far, they’d managed to avoid detection thanks to a combination of simply avoiding any ships on patrol and concealment magic that had been cast by Amanda and the other mages in the fleet. But not even Amanda’s magic would be able to hide them from the barrier. Oh, the vampire’s magic would make it difficult for the barrier to get an exact read on them, but the island would know they were coming. There was an inner barrier too, one which covered the docks and the key buildings on the island. He’d sacrificed a few of his zombie fish to get an idea of how strong it was. Unlike the outer barrier, it was designed to both repel intruders and zap anything that tried to force its way through. There was no time to come up with an elegant solution. They’d have to brute force their way through. Thankfully, it wasn’t as powerful as the barrier around the Nameless Citadel, which wasn’t surprising. The island hadn’t been around anywhere near as long as the Nameless Citadel. According to the information that the Council had managed to obtain, the Eternal Empire had only been using this island to repair the Eye for two decades at the longest. Given more time, they would surely have set up something sturdier. Right now, however, he was reasonably sure they break through it with the firepower they had available.


  He wouldn’t have been worried if all they’d been up against were a couple of barriers. Barriers were mostly defensive in nature. If barriers were all that the island had, they could have anchored off the coast and bombarded the place with magic at their leisure. No, he was worried about the fleet anchored in the harbour. There were a dozen ships in the fleet: four dreadnoughts and eight galleons. His zombie fish had managed to get close enough to the ships to get a feel for the magic on each of them. Those ships were fully crewed, or close to it, which meant hundreds of sailors, mages, and soldiers who would do their absolute best to sink Timmy’s ships and the rest of Everton’s forces. Because the inner barrier stopped things from going out as well as coming in, the enemy fleet was stationed outside it. It was a good choice. They could prevent Timmy and the others from simply attacking the barrier until it broke, and even if the fleet were defeated, whoever was inside the barrier would have enough time to prepare a second line of defence. It was a pity that he hadn’t been able to map most of the harbour, but his zombie fish had been spotted and eliminated after scouting the enemy fleet. Someone on the other side must know a lot about necromancy. On the upside, he’d gotten enough information to formulate a plan of attack.


  Their plan of attack wasn’t something he’d come up with on his own either. He’d consulted the others although he’d relied most heavily on Travers and Jake, who were the two with the most experience in naval warfare. It had taken them a day to agree on their course of action, and Timmy still wasn’t entirely sure it would work. However, it was the best they could come up with, given the circumstances. As Old Man had told him when he’d asked for advice, there was no point in letting perfect become the enemy of good. In other words, it wasn’t always possible to come up with a perfect plan. Sometimes, they had to be happy with simply having a good one.


  Timmy walked over to Katie. The girl was talking softly with all of the rats that had come along. They had their instructions, and she was checking to make sure that none of them had any questions about what they were required to do. In truth, the rats seemed calmer than she did. After all, they were ninja rats. As cute and cuddly as they could be, this was what they did for a living.


  “Nervous?” Timmy asked. He put one hand on Katie’s shoulder, and she jumped, rounding on him with a glare before she realised whom it was.


  “A little bit,” Katie replied. The mood on all of the ships had taken a turn for the serious as everyone finished up their preparations. Perhaps the only ships where the mood hadn’t change were the ships crewed by Timmy’s zombies. Then again, they were zombies. They didn’t really do fear or worry. “This isn’t like our other missions, is it?”


  Timmy wasn’t stupid enough to think he could lie to his clever apprentice. “No, Katie, it’s not. There are hundreds of people on a dozen ships just waiting to kill the lot of us. There are thousands more waiting on the island with the exact same objective. You’ve also never fought in a major naval battle before. It’s something else, all right.”


  Katie blanched but did her best to compose herself. Her hands tightened on the sleeves of her robes, and she had to force herself to loosen her grip, so she could wipe her glasses with one sleeve. “Master…”


  “Don’t worry so much.” Timmy smiled. “It’s not like it’s the two of us against all of those people. We’ve got four ships full of people to help us, not to mention the others.” He ruffled her hair and chuckled at her squawk of outrage. “We’ve got the world’s most dangerous elf, an ancient vampire who thinks sunlight isn’t all that bad, a legendary swordsman, and a dragon. Oh, and let’s not forget Gerald.”


  Katie giggled. “Of course, we can’t forget Gerald. Maybe he could drop a tower on them. It normally works.”


  Timmy poked her forehead. “Unless a giant golem dodges it and uses it as a club.”


  “I doubt that they have a giant golem, master. It would be incredibly bad luck, even for you.”


  “Seriously, though,” Timmy said. “Gerald is a good guy.” He glanced over to where the bureaucrat was doing his best not to hyperventilate. To try to take his mind off the impending battle, the older man had begun to itemise some of the things he might need during this part of the mission. So far, Timmy had seen some golems from a previous mission that had been repurposed to obey Gerald, an assortment of protective charms and potions, a frying pan, a pogo stick, and countless other bits and pieces. He’d even seen what appeared to be an octopus. After all of this was over, he’d have to ask Vicky to bump up Gerald’s pay. Gerald wasn’t the bravest man, and Timmy would be surprised if he made it through the mission without fainting at least once, but the bureaucrat did whatever they asked him to do, at least, he tried to. And that was all anyone could ask. “And you never know when you might need a pogo stick.”


  “It might come in handy,” Katie replied. “I mean… if we have to jump over a floor covered in deadly poison or something.”


  “Indeed.” Timmy patted her on the back. “You should talk to Old Man. I’m sure he’ll have something wise and calming to say to you, Little Miss.”


  “Master, don’t call me that!”


  “And bring Rembrandt with you. He and Old Man can argue philosophy or something until we get there. Heck, those two will probably talk about it while they’re fighting.” It amused him to no end that Old Man and Rembrandt got along so well. It was almost like they were brothers – except for the fact that one of them was a rat and the other was an old human.


  Katie went off, the rats following in her wake, and it wasn’t long before she was chatting good-naturedly with Old Man and Rembrandt. Old Man met Timmy’s gaze and nodded. Good. He understood what Timmy wanted. It was okay to be a bit nervous before a big battle – it would have been strange if Katie weren’t – but being too nervous would make it hard for her to perform at her best. As for him, he was going to have a nap until they got closer. He didn’t think he’d get much sleep later. Either they’d be too busy celebrating, or they’d be fighting for their lives, so it might be a good idea to steal some sleep while he could.


  He picked a nice spot in the sun – right next to Spot – and dozed off. He had a feeling that Spot and Avraniel were the only people who weren’t nervous. They’d been looking forward to a good fight for weeks now. He also had a feeling that Spot wouldn’t be hungry after this mission. If anything, he’d be stuffed to bursting. Spot shifted and draped his head across Timmy’s chest. The dragon was warm and strangely cuddly. Timmy fell asleep. In his dreams, Spot grew big enough to carry the castle on his back, and they used their flying fortress to conquer the world, well, the parts that Avraniel hadn’t burnt to the ground, anyway.


  Katie awakened him from another dream that involved turning the new lake near the castle into a water-themed amusement park. He’d seen one in his younger days – one of the former members of the Council had been incredibly powerful and amazingly eccentric – and it had proven to be highly profitable. Perhaps building one of his own could not only add to the castle’s coffers but also increase his popularity in the area.


  “Is it time?” Timmy asked. He put his hands up to grab Spot’s snout as the dragon licked his face. At least, he was no longer worried about Spot being interested in eating him. This was the dragon being friendly. Well, that was what he hoped it was.


  Katie nodded. Her green eyes glanced to the side, and Timmy followed her gaze. Everyone else was already in position although Travers seemed more amused than offended. “We’re going to cross the outer barrier in about ten minutes according to Avraniel. She said to wake you up but in a less polite way.”


  Timmy got to his feet. The elf had probably told Katie to kick him or something. He had a shovel in his hand and he slipped two more into the holsters on his back. The shovel in his hand was one he’d designed to be more useful at sea where the rock and earth he needed to reach was much further away and covered in water. The two on his back were a regular shovel and an anti-magic shovel, which was designed specifically to negate or otherwise disrupt magic that it came into direct contact with. If they were going to steal the Eye, they would undoubtedly have to go through some powerful mages.


  “All right.” Timmy stretched and checked his pockets. He had some pebbles in his pockets and a specially crafted pouch full of sand. “Let’s do this.”


  Timmy took up a position on the quarterdeck next to Travers. He and the captain would have a good view of the battlefield from here, and it was safer than standing at the front of the ship. The last thing they needed was for one of them to be wounded or killed by a stray spell at the start of the fight. In accordance with their plan, their galleon and Jake’s dreadnought made up the tip of a wedge with the ships crewed by zombies flanking them on either side. The two smaller vessels – which were also the fastest in their fleet – were safely behind the dreadnought and the galleon.


  As they broke through the outer barrier, magic rustled through Timmy. There was no doubt about it now. The Eternal Empire knew they were coming. There was a shimmer in the seemingly empty sea in front of them, and the island appeared. It was larger than Timmy had thought, at least several miles long. There was a massive tower at the centre of a complex of buildings that took up most of the island. They could see the docks too, but the enemy fleet had already begun to move into position.


  “They’re good,” Travers muttered. Like Timmy, he was using a spyglass to view the enemy, rather than magic. They’d need every scrap of magical power they could muster for the battle ahead. “But at least the wind is at our back.”


  “The wind helps,” Timmy replied. “But we were never going to rely on only the wind.”


  It was impractical to rely too much on magic during a long voyage, but it was common practice to use magic to help manoeuvre a ship once it was this close to the enemy. Already, their mages were adding to the wind to bolster their speed. Under normal circumstances once they furled the sails in preparation of combat, other mages would help move the water around the ship to improve its speed and agility.


  “They’re going to form a line,” Travers muttered. “Broadside us with all of their ships, try to rake us from bow to stern.”


  Timmy grimaced. It was a common tactic. The Eternal Empire’s ships had already begun to form a line, turning sideways to bring the full weight of their mages and other projectile weapons to bear once Timmy’s ships and the others were within range. The normal thing to do would have been to adopt a similar position, so they could return fire at full power. The sides of ships were also the most heavily armoured. But they had no intention of doing that. They needed to do more than beat this fleet. They had to beat it, break through the barrier behind it, and still have enough left over to storm the island, which meant that normal tactics weren’t going to cut it. They had to take a few risks. After all, nothing ventured, nothing gained.


  “I hope our plan works,” Travers said with a grim smile. “Otherwise, we’ll be continuing this conversation in the afterlife.”


  “You know what they call us necromancers, right? Masters of death.” Timmy chuckled. “Although, technically, we’re masters of other people’s deaths, so…”


  “Master.” Katie had joined them up on the quarterdeck. “Please, stop trying to be reassuring. You’re making it worse.”


  “Hey, give me a break. I’m trying my best.” Timmy put one hand on her shoulder. “Get ready.” He nodded at Travers. “Give the order, captain.”


  “Battle positions!” Travers bellowed. “Mages, hold until I give the order. Concentrate all magic on defence! We’re going to weather the storm, boys and girls.” Shouts went up across the ship as everyone on board braced for battle. “All ahead full!” Travers roared. “Full speed. Don’t give those bastards any time to think.”


  The fleet gathered speed, propelled by the wind and by their magic. As they closed the gap, Timmy could practically feel the surprise rolling off the enemy ships. They were probably wondering what was going on. Only a madman would sail straight at ships that were preparing to deliver a broadside. It simply wasn’t possible to return the favour without turning to deliver a broadside as well. In almost every case, that would have been true. But this ship – Timmy’s ship – didn’t rely on normal mages. They had Avraniel, and she’d been waiting all week for this.


  “Mages, ready!” Travers cried. “Here they come!”


  Flashes of light erupted from the enemy ships. Dozens of spells and conventional projectiles raced through the air toward them. Timmy’s hands tightened around the handle of his shovel. This was going to get rough.


  “Defensive magic!” Travers shouted. “Defensive magic, damn you! Brace for impact!”


  Light flared to life on and around the ship, born from the combined efforts of the defensive runes and seals carved into the ship and the magic of their mages. The incoming projectiles slammed into the makeshift barrier with a sound louder than thunder. The air in front of the ship exploded, shredded by a storm of fire, ice, lightning, wind, steel, and stone. The galleon rocked in the water, nearly capsizing under the sheer force of the attack. Timmy nodded at Katie.


  “You’re up, Katie. Put those shadows of yours to work.”


  The girl leapt off the quarterdeck and glided to the bow of the ship. As the galleon’s defensive magic began to falter, Old Man stepped forward. His sword swept free of its sheath in a single perfect slash, and Old Man’s magic rippled outward. Space bent and buckled, and the shockwave smashed through the defensive magic around the ship and shattered the incoming attacks. It bought Katie enough time to gesture grandly with both arms, stretching a vast wall of shadows in front of them. Timmy could see nothing beyond the wall, and he and the rest of the crew could only wait anxiously as attacks continued to thump and thud into Katie’s barrier. When Katie’s shadows finally receded, the galleon was still sailing. Beside them, Jake’s dreadnought had also weathered the storm although they’d taken a few hits, none of them enough to cripple the larger ship.


  “Good!” Travers growled. “Don’t worry about attacking back. Pool your magic for another defence.”


  “Avraniel,” Timmy shouted. “They’ve got our defence taken care of. How about you show those Eternal Empire ships what our offence is like!”


  The elf cracked her knuckles and stretched her shoulders. She pushed past Katie. “Damn straight, idiot. The rest of you jerks need to watch and learn.” She grinned at Spot. “Watch mommy, Spot. This is how you deal with people in ships who want to kill you.”


  One of the reasons that ships preferred to attack by delivering broadsides was because that position maximised the number of mages who could attack at once since most of a ship’s mages were kept below decks in relative safety and they attacked through the portholes in the side of a ship. Rather than attack with their mages, Timmy and Travers had ordered them to focus on defence. With so many mages contributing to their defence, they could withstand a broadside from the enemy’s fleet, especially with people like Katie and Old Man to help out. However, they would be unable to attack back, which meant they would eventually be worn down and sunk. At least, that was what would have happened if they hadn’t had Avraniel around. But they did have her around, and she made all the difference in the world.


  Timmy had once joked that Avraniel was worth a hundred fire mages. He’d been underestimating her. The elf’s fists clenched, and the air around her rippled. White flame sprang to life, but somehow the wooden deck didn’t catch fire. Avraniel’s eyes blazed, shifting from amber to molten gold, and Timmy could have sworn he saw her veins take on a similar appearance under her skin, almost as though there was molten metal in her veins instead of blood.


  “Take this, you Eternal Empire bastards!” Avraniel howled.


  A jagged bolt of white flame so bright that it outshone the midday sun burst from Avraniel’s hands. It crossed the gap between them and one of the dreadnoughts in the blink of an eye. There was a tremendous boom as the air in front of the dreadnought was suddenly filled with countless runes and seals of protection – all of which shattered like glass. The elf’s attack hit the dreadnought halfway along its length.


  Dreadnoughts were floating fortresses, protected not only by intricate defensive magic but also thick plates of sturdy, force- and magic-dampening material. A normal fire-based attack wouldn’t have done too much, perhaps blown a small hole at the point of impact. Avraniel’s attack melted every plate of armour within thirty feet of the point of impact and cracked the dreadnought in half. The resulting explosion enveloped the deck of the ship and vaporised its interior, leaving it a broken, smoking, sinking ruin. Utter silence descended over the galleon as Travers and the others stared in awe. And then there was a burst of motion as Avraniel shook her fists at the enemy fleet while cursing up a storm. The other enemy ships immediately turned their attention to them.


  “Those bastards are going to be after us now,” Travers growled. “They know we can sink them. They’ll focus all of their attacks on us.”


  “That’s the point,” Timmy said. “Although it sounded like a better idea at the time.”


  “Brace for impact!” Travers gestured madly. “And get our defences back up to full power. If any of you water mages can spare a second, I want a damn wall moving ahead of us. I don’t care if it slows us down. They’re going to hit us with everything they’ve got now. Try to take the edge off it.”


  Timmy grimaced as the next broadside thundered in. The Eternal Empire’s fleet had lost its cool at seeing one of their dreadnoughts sunk in a single attack. Every captain in their fleet was now wondering if they would be next – which was exactly what Timmy wanted and needed. As Avraniel turned her attention to helping Katie and Old Man assist the galleon’s defenders, Timmy began to manoeuvre the ships crewed by his zombies. They’d taken a few hits, but most of the fire had been directed at their galleon and Jake’s dreadnought. The zombie pirates upped the pace, pulled along by the zombie whales that Timmy had procured on the same island as the captured pirate ships.


  “Give them something else to think about,” Timmy shouted to Avraniel. “Keep their attention on us. Buy my zombie ships as much time as you can.”


  The elf was only too happy to comply. Another blast of flame raced toward another dreadnought. This one abandoned its offence completely to focus all of its magic on defence. Avraniel’s attack struck the dreadnought’s barrier with dizzying force, boiling all of the water nearby and creating a cloud of fire that threatened to swallow the ship whole. Somehow, the dreadnought survived, but its outer armour was badly singed and cracked, and one of its masts was on fire. It was, however, still floating.


  “Stupid jerks!” the elf muttered. “I know I should have put more magic into that attack.” She summoned more of her fire and began to hurl it at the dreadnought nonstop. “Sink, you losers. Sink!”


  “Put the wind and water behind those ships!” Travers ordered as he spotted the zombie ships making their move. He and Timmy had discussed their plan in detail, and he wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip. “Damn you, put the wind and water behind them!”


  The galleon’s pace slowed as the mages who could influence the wind and water shifted their attention. The zombie ships sped up, closing in on the enemy fleet. The enemy ships were forced to split their attention between the overwhelming threat Avraniel posed and the zombie ships. Not all of them made the right choice, and the first two zombie ships hit the battered dreadnought Avraniel had been attacking.


  Simply ramming a dreadnought would have been an exercise in utter futility. The zombie ships were seaworthy, but they weren’t built for ramming. Luckily, ramming wasn’t all they would be doing. Timmy had spent the past week – when he wasn’t working on the zombie shark-hydra-drake with Katie – working with the demolition rats. Fire ships – ships loaded with flammable or explosive materials – had the potential to be deadly, but in the hands of a necromancer they were diabolical. Zombies could guide a fire ship right into the target unlike a normal fire ship that had to be set adrift or abandoned by its crew prior to impact. And all six of Timmy’s zombie ships were carrying as many explosives as the demolition rats had been able to make. And those little blighters had been able to make a lot of explosives, especially when they factored in all of the things Gerald had stored away.


  Honestly, Timmy was quite curious about the demolition rats’ newest design. It was a combination of conventional explosives and magical explosives built around some of the golem crystals they’d gotten on a previous mission and primed with some of Avraniel’s magic. How big an explosion would it make? He got his answer a moment later.


  BOOM.


  The blast tore the dreadnought apart. It lacked the fiery beauty of Avraniel’s earlier attack, but it made up for it in raw force. The explosion shredded the dreadnought’s deck and ripped through its hull. The ship came apart so violently that great chunks of it flew through the air and struck the ships closest to it, sending them reeling away. Another cheer went up from the galleon and the other ships, and the zombie ships continued their relentless advance, the ten remaining ships on the Eternal Empire’s side feeling far less secure about their victory.


  “Old Man, Amanda,” Timmy said. “Get onto the ships behind us. It’s time to take the battle to them. And, Katie… it’s time to let Roger out to play.”


  As the two smaller vessels behind the galleon began to break away, their superior speed and manoeuvrability allowing them to angle in toward the galleons on the opposite wing of the Eternal Empire’s fleet for boarding, the galleon and the dreadnought finally turned side on. Now that the enemy fleet had been forced to split its attention between them and the zombie ships, it was time to attack with everything they had. One of the remaining zombie ships ran into one of the enemy galleons. There was another tremendous boom, and the rear of the galleon was consumed in a ball of fire. The surviving zombies staggered up onto the deck of the galleon and fought off attempts by the ship’s crew to stymie the damage as the crippled vessel began to sink.


  And then, cutting through the water like an arrow from a bow, there was Roger – the zombie shark-hydra-drake.


  * * *


  Old Man teleported onto the deck of one of the smaller vessels. He already had his sword drawn. “The order has been given for us to close in for boarding.”


  The captain of the vessel nodded. “We were going to go after one of the galleons, but the dreadnought on the far side is exposed. They’ve already taken down two, and that crazy elf of ours is currently aiming at the third.”


  A titanic column of flame roared up into the sky. The dreadnought in question almost capsized from the force of the attack before it managed to right itself, swaying back and forth in the water. A furious broadside in return was met by more of Avraniel’s fire as the galleon’s siege mages laid into the dreadnought. A boulder fired by a catapult flew through the air and thudded into the side of the massive ship. The armour plate it hit cracked and dented. Old Man had no doubt that Timmy had helped the boulder along with his magic. A second boulder hit in the same place and tore a hole in the hull. Unfortunately, it was above the waterline, but the dreadnought was still losing ground although Avraniel had no time to land a decisive blow as she was forced to begin blocking some of the incoming attacks with her fire to keep the galleon from sinking.


  “That sounds fine.” Old Man glanced toward the other vessel that had struck a similar course. The two ships covered the water quickly, closing in on the dreadnought with incredible speed. “I imagine they will attack as well.”


  “That’s the idea.” The captain raised his voice, “Brace for impact. They know what we’re trying to do!”


  Old Man lashed out with his sword and cut through half a dozen spells and a ballista bolt before they could hit the ship. The vessel’s other defenders did their best, but a bolt of lightning blew apart the main mast, and a shockwave of some sort tore a hole in the hull near the bow. A stray ice attack ripped another hole in the starboard side. Mercifully, it was well above the waterline. The ship was badly battered, but both they and the other smaller vessel were now drawing level with the dreadnought.


  “Boarding parties!” the captain screamed, drawing his own sword and grabbing a shield. “Board them! Show them what we’re made of!”


  For a split-second, Old Man was taken back to another time – another life. A man who might as well have been his brother would have turned to him with a smile and commented dryly that if things went wrong it would be better to die on an enemy’s sword than drown. Ah… those had been good days. He shook himself. Those days were gone now, long gone. He had new enemies to face.


  He joined the first wave of soldiers and mages as they spilled onto the deck of the enemy dreadnought. His first opponent rushed at him with a spear. Old Man raised one eyebrow at the other man’s haste and stepped to the side. His opponent went right over the railing of the deck with a startled squawk. Given how much armour he’d been wearing, Old Man did not like his odds.


  However, he soon encountered more sensible opponents. His sword sang through the air as he took command of the charge, falling back into old habits, as he fought to buy the mages behind him the time they needed to use their magic. They didn’t have to kill everyone on board. Simply sinking the dreadnought would constitute a win, and although it was heavily armoured on the outside, a few good blasts of magic below deck or at the masts and rudder could cripple it. It wasn’t long before the soldiers and mages from the other ship joined them. Amanda arrived in a flash of crimson and violet. The vampire was garbed in close-fitting trousers and a blouse, both black and trimmed in red and purple. She was wielding a rapier that had been brought from her family’s vaults at her request. He wondered if it had belonged to her once, perhaps even centuries ago. She stabbed one man neatly through the chest, twisted to dodge the jet of flame a female mage threw at her, and sliced open the mage’s throat. Rather than spraying onto the deck, the blood from the people Amanda had killed gathered in the air around her.


  “Your skills are truly impressive,” Amanda murmured. “Your technique is impeccable, and even my eyes can barely catch the moment you choose to strike.”


  “Practice makes perfect,” Old Man replied. He parried another attack and shifted his blade to let his opponent stumble past. He ran him through before he could regain his footing, and his blood joined the dark red fluid floating in the air around Amanda. “What do you intend to do with all of the blood?”


  “I shall drink some of it, of course,” Amanda replied. “Using my concealment magic throughout our trip has left me rather thirsty. A vampire can also use blood in ways a normal mage cannot.” Her brows furrowed, and a distinctly predatory expression twisted her elegant features. “Like this.” The blood drifted into the shape of a giant scythe and hardened, taking on the consistency of finely forged steel. She grasped her makeshift weapon and used it to cut down another one of the dreadnought’s masts before she carved a deep gash through the deck and on through the hull of the dreadnought. The ship began to list as water rushed into the gap.


  “That is not something I have ever seen before,” Old Man murmured.


  Amanda chuckled and beckoned with one hand. A tendril of blood floated to her lips. “I must confess that only ancient vampires are capable of such feats. And even amongst ancients, such skills take many years to perfect.”


  Old Man was about to say something when a wave of magic shook the area. He glanced to the side to see that one of their ships had begun to sink – it was the one he had been on – and the other one had been forced to disengage as a pair of galleons finally managed to offer assistance to the stricken dreadnought. One of the galleons was also sending a boarding party to help drive them off.


  “Amanda,” Old Man said. “Get the others off the ship now. I intend to sink it.”


  “Oh?” The ancient vampire shrugged. “Very well. I shall leave it in your hands.” Her body dissolved into a fine mist, and she swiftly snatched up the other members of their boarding party before reappearing with them on the remaining vessel. Survivors from their other ship were being helped aboard, and Old Man felt a twinge of sorrow for those who had not been able to escape safely. He had not known them well, but they had been his comrades in arms. The least he could do now was avenge them.


  He stretched his shoulders. “It has been a while since I’ve done this. I hope I’m not rusty.”


  Old Man vanished and reappeared above the battered dreadnought. His magic allowed him to manipulate time and space. It was how he teleported. But used differently, it allowed him to strike with far greater force and range than should be possible with a mere sword. Had the dreadnought been fully armed and ready for this attack, it might not have worked. But it would work now. He sheathed his sword and then drew it to strike with impossible speed as his magic tore through space itself to cut with a keenness no physical blade could ever hope to match. The name of the attack echoed in his mind, a name that a dear friend of his had come up with, laughing at how ostentatious it was compared to Old Man’s humble and reserved nature. He smiled. If only his old friend could see him now.


  Heaven Flash.


  There was a flash of light – a side effect of cutting space itself – and the water on either side of the dreadnought suddenly parted as if cut by some huge invisible blade. Then the dreadnought split in two, cut cleanly right down the middle. Old Man allowed himself a moment to savour the sight – it had been a while since he’d used such a technique – and then teleported to Amanda on the deck of their remaining ship. It was battered, of course, but still seaworthy.


  “Fall back,” the captain bellowed. “Get us out of here!” With the two galleons now focusing their attacks on them, they had no choice but to defend desperately, losing their smaller mast in the mad scramble to create distance. “We’ve done what we can. Now, we need to stay alive, so we can help storm the island.”


  Amanda regarded Old Man with interest. “What an… intriguing technique.”


  Old Man tapped his sheathed sword. “It was also necessary.” He frowned. “The captain of my ship…”


  “Ah.” Amanda nodded at one corner of the deck. “He was wounded, but I was able to get to him in time. The healers are seeing to him.”


  “Good.” Something moved in the water, and Old Man frowned. “What is that?”


  Amanda followed his gaze. Her full lips curved into a coquettish smile. “I believe that is Katie’s pet project. She calls it… Roger.”


  * * *


  Katie gasped as two of the zombie ships sank, brought down by the combined firepower of several galleons. The last of the zombie ships, limping along and taking on water, managed to ram one of the galleons. The two ships exploded, and bits of wood from both of them rained down on the water. That left one dreadnought and four galleons still in the battle. One of their smaller vessels had sunk, and the other had taken substantial damage. Meanwhile, Jake’s dreadnought had pulled alongside the enemy dreadnought, and the two ships were trading blow after blow. Had they not lent Jake some of their mages, the former privateers would almost certainly have sunk by now. At the same time, their galleon was busy fighting off the enemy galleons, something that was only possible due to how utterly ridiculous Avraniel’s magic was. As crazy as it sounded, they were actually pushing the other ships back under a hail of fire. Spot had been ordered to stay close to their ship. His scales weren’t thick enough yet to shrug off the kind of firepower on display here. However, he’d done his part, burning several smaller boats that had been launched in an attempt to sneakily board their galleon.


  But now, it was time for Roger to do his thing. A smile slipped onto Katie’s lips as she reached out to her zombie shark-hydra-drake. She’d kept him in reserve so far, hidden well out of sight. But with all but one of the dreadnoughts gone – and the one remaining locked in combat – it was time for him to shine. Her magic pulsed, and she urged her new zombie to go introduce himself.


  With startling speed, the zombie raced through the water. She aimed him for the galleon closest to where Old Man and Amanda were. She’d seen their other ship go down, and she wasn’t about to let theirs sink too. Roger upped his speed, flapping his wings underwater like extra fins. He was fifty feet of giant shark covered in armour and with a specially designed battering ram attached to his head. The galleon would never know what hit it.


  Crunch.


  Her zombie leapt clear out of the water at the last moment, spewing acid from his hydra heads. The acid splashed over the hull of the galleon, melting through its armour and eating away at the wooden hull below. Then the battering ram itself made contact. The reinforced metal pierced right through the hull, and Roger’s weight turned the zombie into a huge projectile that smashed an even bigger hole in the side of the ship. The galleon listed immediately, dragged to one side by Roger’s weight, and the zombie wrenched himself free. Water flooded through the gaping hole he left behind. Shouts of terror and alarm rang out as the crew got their first real look at Roger. Katie allowed herself a small smile. They had better be scared of Roger. She and her master had spent a week and a half working almost non-stop with very little sleep to finish him in time. The zombie spewed more acid at the doomed ship and then swam away, already angling toward another galleon.


  “You made one scary zombie,” Travers muttered. Katie had retreated back to the quarterdeck to get a better view of the battlefield, so she could command Roger as effectively as possible. “By all the gods, I wasn’t sure that monster of yours would even work, but he works pretty damn well.”


  Her master chuckled. “Never underestimate a necromancer, never mind two, with free time on their hands and plenty of magic.” He frowned. “Leave the galleons. Aim for the dreadnought instead. Jake and the others could use a hand.”


  “Its armour is probably too thick.” Katie cackled. “But that’s okay.”


  With a grace that belied his awkward and monstrous form, Roger leapt out of the water. His eight drake wings beat the air mightily, and he landed right in the middle of the dreadnought’s deck. There was a moment of stunned silence as the ship’s defenders tried to understand what they were looking at. Katie had a feeling a few of them almost went mad on the spot at seeing the sheer awesomeness of a zombie shark-hydra-drake for the first time. Her lips curled, and she sent a single command to her zombie through her magic.


  Smash them.


  Roger wheeled about, smashing one mast and spraying acid everywhere. Terrified people ran in all directions, and it wasn’t long before they’d given up any semblance of defending their ship in favour of simply leaping overboard and trying to swim to a nearby galleon for safety. Quite a few even began swimming toward Jake’s dreadnought, screaming their surrender. It was the opportunity Jake needed. His battered dreadnought attacked again, and the enemy ship, bereft of many of its mages and further damaged by all of the acid and Roger’s continuing rampage, was soon sinking beneath the waves. Katie cackled. This was why people should never mess with a necromancer.


  She ordered Roger to continue attacking the other ships and turned her attention to the problem in front of them. They had been advancing steadily, and they had almost reached the inner barrier. However, things were not looking good. Even if they broke through it, there was an army waiting for them. Even Avraniel might not be able to turn the tide since there appeared to be powerful magical weapons that were preparing to fire the instant the barrier came down.


  “What are we going to do, master?” Katie asked. “There’s an army inside the barrier.”


  Timmy grimaced. The remaining enemy ships were going down quickly now that Roger had helped give them the advantage. Clearly, they hadn’t expected a zombie shark-hydra-drake although, in fairness, Katie doubted that anyone could reasonably have expected that. “This is where our plan gets tricky. Basically, we’re going to have to try to break through the barrier and have our surviving ships offer supporting fire while we charge the shore.” He scanned the area with his spyglass. “Wait!” he cried. “Katie, have Roger take a closer look at that lump on the other side of the harbour. Tell me what it is.”


  Katie immediately ordered Roger to veer toward the lump in the water. She closed her eyes and deepened her link with the zombie, seeing what he saw. Her eyes opened. “No way.” If what Roger was seeing was right…


  Her master peered through the spyglass again. “Yes, way.”


  The lump in the water was not something Katie had expected to see out here, nor had her master. But it made a frightening sort of sense. Some of the world’s deepest waters were near here, which meant this place was not far from the breeding grounds used by krakens and other monsters of the deep. Such creatures were also often attracted to strong magic – like the magic needed to repair the Eye. The Eternal Empire may well have been forced to fend off such creatures regularly precisely because of the work they were doing on the Eye.


  Krakens were truly titanic creatures once they reached maturity. The largest kraken that Katie had ever heard of had measured ten miles or so across. So even if someone managed to kill a kraken, getting rid of the corpse could be incredibly difficult. The flesh was extremely tough, and most people thought it tasted terrible. The people in charge of this island had done what people normally did when they managed to kill a kraken but didn’t want to sell it – they’d left it in the water. Her master also suspected that they either had a skilled necromancer or someone who knew a lot about necromancy – they’d managed to detect his zombie fish quite quickly, after all – so leaving it in the water was perfectly reasonable. They could reanimate it later.


  “Katie,” her master said. “How quickly can you get me to the kraken corpse?” He paused. “And can someone get Gerald up here? I need to get something from him.”


  * * *


  Timmy couldn’t blame them for leaving a dead kraken in their harbour. At low tide, it would make for a suitably menacing welcome, a reminder of the power the Eternal Empire wielded. Kraken corpses were also notoriously difficult to dispose of. They might also have plans to reanimate it. True, necromancy was technically illegal in the Eternal Empire and only a Grand Necromancer should be able to pull off something like that, but it wouldn’t have been the first time that a nation had overlooked the law to gain more power. They could also have brought in someone from the outside, someone whom they could trust to reanimate the kraken and not turn against them. Off the top of his head, Timmy couldn’t think of any Grand Necromancers who fit that description. There weren’t many of them around, and none he knew of thought too kindly of the Eternal Empire. Then again, if the Eternal Empire had relaxed its stance toward necromancy and offered a pile of money and a castle, there was no telling what his fellow Grand Necromancers would do.


  This was an opportunity that he could not afford to waste. He’d been keeping a close eye on the barrier since the battle had begun, and it had been reinforced. Although he was still reasonably confident Avraniel could crack it, especially if she had help, he didn’t want her to use so much of her magic before they even got to shore. Sure, they all had potions to help restore their magic which he’d gotten courtesy of a friend of his and Vicky’s, but Avraniel’s reserves were so enormous that not even a dozen of those potions, which were some of the best that could be found in all of Everton, would be enough to bring her back up to full capacity whereas a single one would have been enough for Timmy.


  And speaking of power, he would have to gamble to pull this off. He’d expected something to go wrong during this mission, so he’d stuffed as much power from the things that lived underneath the castle as he could into one of the relics his master had left behind. It would give him access to far more power than he would have had on his own, and it should be enough to reanimate the kraken, albeit with several big limitations. It would have to be a rush job. There wasn’t time to reanimate the kraken properly. It would have taken days. Thankfully, it was on the small side for a kraken – perhaps only a mile wide – but it was still huge compared to almost any other creature. If he rushed, he might be able to get it mobile in fifteen minutes, and that was assuming the kraken’s soul was still bound to its body enough to help. He’d offer it a chance for revenge, which should speed up the process considerably. Reanimating the corpse through brute necromantic force would stuff it so full of magic that it wouldn’t last more than several hours, which was a shame since he would have really, really, really liked to have a zombie kraken on a more permanent basis. But, hey, given what they were up against, he’d take what he could get.


  “Katie,” Timmy said. “I’m going to need at least fifteen minutes, maybe more. Try to keep me from getting killed, okay?”


  Katie grabbed him and leapt into the air. She winged her way across the harbour toward the kraken. Fortunately, most of their enemies were more occupied with fighting off their ships and Roger, so they managed to make it to the kraken without coming under attack. Timmy reached out with his magic. Good. The kraken’s corpse was still reasonably fresh. It couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old, and its soul was still semi-attached. There was a chance this could work.


  “Remember what I said, Katie. You need to keep me alive. They haven’t noticed us yet, but I guarantee you that they are going to notice us once I get started, and they are not going to like it.”


  “Right.” Katie gulped. “I’d better get Roger over here then.”


  “Yes, I think that would be for the best.” Timmy lifted the jagged shard of otherworldly material that he’d brought. He had no idea where his master had gotten it, but it was capable of holding large amounts of the otherworldly power possessed by the things that lived underneath the castle. All it needed was a chance to absorb their power and the blood of someone linked to those creatures to activate it. Timmy cut his palm and closed his eyes. “Let’s hope this works.”


  Power surged through him, so much that he almost screamed. The power wielded by the things that lived underneath the castle was truly incredible, but it was not something that humans were meant to have. It burned through his veins like liquid fire, and he clenched his jaw so hard he was worried he might crack his teeth. If he did, not only would he have to complete the rest of the mission in pain but he would also have to worry about a hefty dental bill. Good dentists were not cheap, and there weren’t any close to the castle, which was something else he’d have to fix when he got the chance.


  Reanimating a single creature was easier than reanimating a composite creature, but this creature was enormous. Timmy guided his magic into the kraken and let it race through the creature’s body. Like many animals, krakens were inherently magical in nature, so Timmy’s necromancy latched onto the pathways that would normally have carried magic through the kraken’s body to help spread more swiftly through it. The kraken’s soul roared into Timmy’s awareness as his magic took hold and began to reanimate the beast. Its soul was a seething mass of primal instincts and fury. Timmy did his best to explain the situation in terms the kraken would understand. The Eternal Empire had killed it. Timmy and the others were enemies of its killers. In exchange for helping them and listening to them, Timmy would give the kraken a chance to get revenge.


  The kraken accepted immediately. But after reaching an agreement, there was still so much to do. Based on the damage the kraken had sustained, it had been slain by an onslaught of magical attacks supported by countless summoned creatures. A flash of memory from the kraken’s soul confirmed his suspicions, which meant there was a lot of damage to repair before the reanimated kraken could move again, and he needed to tether its soul to its body more securely if he wanted it to last long enough to be useful. Damn it. This was why he hated rushing things.


  “Hurry up, master!” Katie yelped, and Timmy forced himself to keep his eyes closed, deep in concentration. But he could hear the spells thundering down on them. From the sound of it, Roger had taken up a defensive position in front of them. Katie had probably wrapped her shadows around her zombie to further enhance his durability, but there was only so much that even a zombie like Roger could take. They were running out of time. “Come on!”


  “Patience is a virtue,” Timmy murmured.


  “Not if we get melted!”


  “Good point.”


  Timmy redoubled his efforts. Come on. Come on. He was almost there. It had to have been at least twenty minutes – it was hard to tell when he lost himself in necromancy like this – but he needed to speed up. Katie gasped. A powerful surge of magic was headed right toward them. The attack was too powerful to have come from one of the remaining galleons. The people on the island must have brought some of their forces out of the barrier to attack, which couldn’t have been easy since a barrier like that was designed to stop anything from passing through it. He wondered if Katie would be able to protect them. She’d used up a lot of her magic already. He heard her fumble for a potion and swallow it as quickly as she could. He winced. She’d have a wretched headache tomorrow morning although it didn’t matter right now. It was more important to make it through this alive.


  And then his eyes opened. He was done. A hail of arrows sheathed in explosive magic was headed their way.


  “Master!” Katie shouted. “Are you done yet?”


  “Just about.” Timmy grit his teeth and ordered the kraken to move. Please, he thought. Let this work.


  One gigantic tentacle ripped out of the water and swatted the arrows out of the air like flies. The explosions that followed barely seemed to bother it at all. Katie’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped as the kraken moved. It was like standing on a moving island, and the waters around them churned as the kraken began to make its way toward the two remaining galleons.


  * * *


  Gerald had spent most of the battle doing his best to not get in the way and offering what help he could. At the moment, that meant running around and summoning copious amounts of water he’d stored away for their trip into the desert to help put out some of the fires that had broken out on deck, either from the enemy’s attacks or from damage that Avraniel had inadvertently caused. He’d also handed out countless bandages and other supplies to help the wounded.


  He wasn’t the bravest man in the world – he wouldn’t even call himself brave – but he wasn’t going to stand by and do nothing while everyone else did something. And what else could he do? Hiding below decks wouldn’t have helped. If the ship sank, there would be nowhere for him to go. Either he’d drown, or the enemy would capture him and probably torture him horribly. As more attacks came in, Gerald summoned the magic potions he’d been given and tossed them to some nearby mages. They’d gone through a few of those already. Tomorrow, most of them would be passed out or struck down by migraines from the strain it put on their bodies.


  “Good work, Gerald.” Travers clapped him over the shoulder, and Gerald almost tripped over. It was only thanks to some hasty footwork that he managed to keep his balance. “You’ve done well, but the battle is still far from over. I don’t know what Timmy and Katie are up to – he blurted something about a kraken before they flew off – but it better be…” The captain trailed off. “By the gods! What is that?”


  Gerald turned and stared – and then he stared some more. A mountain was moving through the water. No, that wasn’t right. The part of his mind that was very much up to date with all the perils of the sea – he’d done a lot of research about things that were likely to try to kill him at some point before embarking on this mission – supplied the correct answer. That was a kraken, and it was moving toward them.


  “What do we do?” Gerald wailed. “They have a kraken!”


  “No!” Travers laughed and shook him by the shoulders. “Timmy and Katie are on top of it. The magic we felt before – it must have been Timmy using his magic. They don’t have a kraken…”


  Gerald’s eyes widened, and he found himself laughing as well. This was crazy. As if the zombie shark… thing Katie had unleashed wasn’t enough, they now had a kraken. “We have a kraken!”


  Cheers rang out across the galleon and from the battered dreadnought and the smaller vessel nearby as the kraken simply smashed right through one of the remaining enemy galleons before turning its attention to the other. It picked the ship up in its coils, great, ponderous tentacles that were thicker than a house, and hurled it at the island. The galleon struck the barrier, and it flared brilliantly before resuming its transparent status.


  “Prepare to charge the island!” Timmy bellowed from atop the kraken. “We’re going to bring down the barrier!”


  “You might want to get ready,” Travers warned Gerald. “Things are going to get interesting.”


  Gerald gulped and used his magic to summon a handful of golems. He wasn’t sure if he’d need them, but their presence definitely made him feel better. Things getting interesting usually meant lots of explosions and people trying to kill him. He wasn’t much good in a fight, but the golems should be able to help. Plus, he had some rats with him too. They were perched on his shoulder and tucked into his pockets, ready to help if the need arose.


  The kraken turned toward the island and surged forward. The waters of the harbour churned and washed over the barrier in a series of unnatural tidal waves. Gerald wasn’t sure, but he could almost swear he heard the people on the other side of the barrier screaming and yelling. He couldn’t blame them. He was screaming too, and the kraken was on his side. Gods, it was huge.


  The kraken rammed into the barrier at full speed once, twice, and then a third time, and the sheer weight and power of its final charge cracked the barrier open like a dome of glass. The air split with a sound like thunder, and trails of magic spread out in all directions, backlash from the barrier’s demise.


  “Full speed ahead!” Travers cried. “Mages, adopt defensive positions. Worry about keeping us afloat. Let the kraken do the work. Make sure we get to shore.”


  The shore was lined with an army of soldiers, siege weapons, and mages, but they scarcely seemed to phase the kraken. The waves that heralded its advance washed away scores of people and swept aside catapults and ballistae. The gigantic beast rumbled forward, and chunks of its flesh sloughed off beneath a barrage of boulders, ballista bolts, and magic from the people who’d managed to keep their footing. But it never slowed. It kept right on coming. More water followed in its wake, and the surging waves broke over the shore and rushed inland, scattering even more of the island’s defenders. The kraken reared up and brought one tentacle down to smash a building near the docks. Stone and wood flew everywhere, and screams rang out as those who weren’t crushed underneath the tentacle fled in disarray. The kraken made a sound like an avalanche and dragged its tentacle back and forth, smashing everything in its path.


  Gerald could only gape. Suddenly, there was a blast of heat – a magical weapon. It came from one of the taller towers in the complex, and it burned as brightly as the sun. The kraken reeled. One of its tentacles had been blown off by the attack. The severed tentacle flew through the air and crashed into the dock. Another building vanished in a haze of rubble and debris. But the kraken simply reached out with another tentacle, tearing a watchtower out of the ground and hurling it at the tower that housed the magical weapon. The watchtower hit just as the magical weapon was about to fire again, and the attack backfired. A plume of fire roared upward into the sky, and the tower dissolved in a cloud of flame. As their ships drew closer to shore, the kraken moved, sheltering them with its bulk as it turned its attention to the fortress that loomed over the docks.


  Timmy and Katie leapt off the kraken and glided down onto the deck of the galleon as it drew up to the battered docks.


  “Captain,” Timmy said. “You and Jake need to hold these docks and take the fortress. We need to secure our line of retreat.”


  “And the Eye?” Travers asked.


  “We’re going to go get it.” Timmy gestured. “Come on.” He called out to Avraniel, Spot, Amanda, and Old Man. “We’re going to borrow some of your people too, but Amanda should be able to lead us to the Eye. She can feel its power. I’ll leave the kraken with you. It’ll last several hours at the most. We need to make this quick.”


  “Wait – what?” Travers blurted. “You’re going to leave the kraken with me?”


  “Tell it what you want it to do. I’ve told it to listen to you, okay? Besides, I won’t be able to bring it with me.” Timmy pointed up past the fortress to the complex of buildings and the tower that stood above everything. “We’re going that way. I’ll leave the docks to you.”


  Timmy and the others rushed off before the necromancer screeched to a stop. “Gerald, what are you doing?”


  Gerald made a face. “I was… uh…” He glanced at the kraken. It had torn down another tower and was in the process of throwing catapults and ballistae at the fortress. “I was hoping to stay here with… the kraken.”


  “Oh, no.” Gerald squawked as Timmy grabbed him by the arm and dragged him off the galleon. “You’re coming with us. Let’s go!”


  



Chapter Eighteen


  Katie hurried after her master as he led the charge from the docks toward the complex of buildings that occupied the centre of the island. He had his regular shovel in his hand, and he gave the first soldiers to reach them a stout whack over their heads. More soldiers came, spilling in from an alley, and Katie batted them aside with a gigantic hand made out of shadows. There was another group ahead trying to form a defensive line with some mages, and her master flung up some dirt and stone to absorb the first wave of spells. Their reply came from Spot. The young dragon took to the air and spewed black fire. Their enemies scrambled to get clear, and Spot dove on one mage who’d been about to fire a bolt of lightning. Katie grimaced and turned away as Spot made a big, big mess out of the mage. The dragon was so excited to finally be in the middle of another battle that he hadn’t bothered to hold back at all.


  “Keep moving,” her master said. “We have to hurry. The kraken managed to force a gap in their defences. Don’t give them time to regroup.”


  Katie nodded. The island’s defenders were in total disarray, but it wouldn’t last. Already the people in the fortress near the docks had begun to mount a coordinated defence against the kraken. It had lost another two of its tentacles, and large patches of its flesh were scorched and burnt. It shrieked and threw itself at the fortress. The outer wall of the fortress crumbled, and Travers and some of his troops rushed in.


  “They’ve probably called for reinforcements too.” Her master pointed, and Spot brought down another mage. The dragon seemed to prefer going after them. Katie jerked back as an arrow shot past her head. Avraniel shoved her out of the way and replied with an arrow of her own that vaporised the rooftop of a nearby building. Katie yelped as bits of smoking stone and wood tumbled to the ground around them.


  “We’ll get stuck if you bring a building down on the street,” Katie shouted. “Let the rats handle the ones up there.”


  “Yeah, yeah, twerp.” Avraniel rolled her eyes as Spot ferried some of the rats up onto the roofs on either side of the street. “Concentrate on running. You’re so damn short. It’s a miracle you can keep up.”


  “Hey!”


  “Focus,” her master chided. “Gerald, bring out the zombie warriors.”


  “Right.” Gerald screamed as a bloodied soldier leapt at him from the ruins of a building. His golems were currently dealing with more soldiers, so Gerald was, for a moment, exposed. Katie got ready to intercept the soldier with her shadows, but a frying pan appeared in Gerald’s hand. The bureaucrat bonked the soldier over the head with it. The soldier dropped to his knees, and Gerald hit him again, his eyes wide as the soldier slumped to the ground. “Why do people keep trying to kill me?”


  “In their defence,” Timmy said as he whacked another soldier over the head with his shovel and kicked another in the gut before letting the soldiers on their side deal with him. “You are part of a group that sank their fleet and attacked them with a zombie kraken. Quite frankly, they’re going to try to kill all of us. And, speaking of zombies, Katie… use Roger to help clear the rooftops. It’ll take the rats forever.”


  “Okay.”


  Gerald stumbled as Roger flew overhead, spraying their enemies with acid. Katie had to take special care to make sure he didn’t hit them by accident. It wasn’t long before they were out of the docks and past the winding maze of streets and alleys that led up to the complex of buildings at the heart of the island, which was where they ran into more determined and organised resistance.


  Of course, that was exactly what Avraniel and Spot had been hoping for.


  Katie and the others hung back as the elf and her dragon ripped into a phalanx of pikemen backed up by mages. Avraniel handled the mages herself, driving them back with brilliant bursts of searing flames. Spot, meanwhile, circled overhead, breathing fire on the pikemen to scatter them and break their formation before he dove in. Some of the island’s soldiers had brought attack dogs. Those dogs took one look at Spot and fled.


  “I almost feel sorry for them,” Katie murmured as they pressed on with Gerald at her side. Her magic was the best at protecting the bureaucrat, so he’d gotten used to staying close to her. In front of them, bodies flew every which way as the war cries of their enemies turned into screams of terror, calls for retreat, and pleas for mercy. With Avraniel and Spot leading the charge, all they and the soldiers who’d accompanied them had to do was mop up the stragglers and make sure the elf and her dragon weren’t cut off or flanked. “Careful, there are golems up ahead.”


  Avraniel cackled evilly as the golems came into view. The elf’s face was covered in soot, and her cloak of phoenix feathers shone with all the radiance of the midday sun. It made it hard to look at her. The golems were about nine feet tall and made of gleaming metal the colour of copper although Katie didn’t believe for a second that they’d been made out of something so fragile. “Spot and I can take the ones on the right. Old Man, take the ones on the left.”


  The swordsman cut a crossbow bolt out of the air and swung his sword. The wall the crossbowman was hiding behind was cut cleanly in two. Presumably, the crossbowman was too. “Very well.” He pointed to the other end of the courtyard. “Keep moving. We will handle the golems and then catch up to you.”


  Katie nodded and continued on with Gerald. The two of them rushed after her master, but Amanda was now in the lead. The ancient vampire’s magic flared, and she was suddenly surrounded by half a dozen illusionary soldiers. The illusions distracted anyone she ran into long enough for her to retaliate with her rapier, her bare hands, or her fangs. Unlike Katie or her master, Amanda’s bare hands could rip through steel and toss people aside like they weighed nothing at all. Behind them, Katie heard the screech of metal and the roar of flames. Spot flew through the air ahead of them before he turned back and dove in, his jaws wide open as he crunched into the back of one golem. The construct struggled to stay on its feet, and Spot bit and clawed at the armour plating covering its inner workings.


  “They have a lot of people on this island,” her master muttered. He jerked back to avoid an attack from a soldier who’d hidden in a nearby alley. He slapped him upside the head with his shovel and shoved him back to trip over the soldiers behind him. A jet of fire shot toward him, and he drove his shovel into the ground. The stones that made up the street rose up to form a wall and block the alley. Behind it, Katie heard wild cursing. The blast must have backfired on them.


  “Perhaps we should chat less and devote more attention to our advance,” Amanda murmured. She parried an attack and grabbed her opponent. He screamed as she dragged him closer and drank him dry in a matter of seconds. She licked some blood off her lips. “We do need to hurry. I imagine that the Eternal Empire is already sending reinforcements.”


  “You have blood on your chin,” Timmy said.


  “Ah.” Amanda wiped the blood away with one hand as she dodged a spear and ran her opponent through. “Thank you.”


  They reached another courtyard – Katie wondered how many courtyards this place could possibly have – and she barely had time to blink before her master shoved her behind him. The ground in front of them buckled and shot upward, and Katie yelped as her master grabbed her and Gerald and dragged them toward the ground.


  “Get down!”


  She felt his magic surge inside the makeshift barrier, and with good reason. A split-second later, her ears were ringing and clods of dirt were flying through the air. Her master’s barrier had been completely blown apart by a barrage of spells. From the smoke, the acrid scent of ozone, and the ripples in the air, it had succumbed to a combination of fire, lightning, and wind magic.


  “Split up!” he barked. “Katie, take Gerald.”


  Katie didn’t need to be told twice. She grabbed Gerald by the sleeve and ran off in one direction while her master and Amanda ran in other directions. There were a lot of people here. She took a quick peek and almost lost some of her hair when a sizzling bolt of lighting crackled overhead. There had to be at least a hundred soldiers and a dozen powerful mages. Another jagged bolt of lightning raced toward them, and Katie and Gerald dove for the relatively safety of a low wall.


  “I think it’s safe to say they have started to regroup.” Katie stayed as low to the ground as she could. She took another look around. There were garden beds and a fountain too. This place was probably quite nice to look at when it wasn’t full of people who wanted to kill her. “Gerald, are you okay?”


  The tall man dragged in a deep breath. “I think so.” He patted himself down quickly. “Everything seems to be where it should be.”


  She giggled. “You’ve got dirt in your hair.” He reached up to wipe it off, but she stopped him. “Don’t bother. I’m pretty sure you’ll get more in your hair before we’re done. Now, do you have anything we can use, maybe a smoke bomb or something?” She, her master, and Amanda would not be bothered by something like a smoke bomb.


  “Give me a second.” Gerald lifted one hand. Several objects blinked in and out of existence: a chicken, a pot plant, and a paperweight, amongst other things. Finally, he came up with several glass containers, each roughly the size of her fist. He also had a pair of masks like the ones the demolition rats occasionally used. “Some of my colleagues gave these to me after they confiscated them from rabblerousers near the border. If I remember right, you’re supposed to throw them. They release smoke when they break, and the masks are supposed to keep it from bothering you.”


  Katie slipped one mask onto her face as Gerald did the same. “Okay. We’ll throw them on the count of three. One, two… three!”


  They threw the containers as quickly as they could. Another bolt of lightning thundered toward them, and Katie threw her magic into reinforcing the wall they were hiding behind. Her shadows trembled, but the wall held. The glass containers shattered, and bright orange smoke billowed out in every direction. The soldiers and mages reeled back, coughing and clutching at their faces and eyes.


  “Hmm… now I remember. It’s not normal smoke. It’s based on some kind of vegetable extract.” It was hard to hear Gerald clearly through the mask.


  Katie would have to ask him for the recipe later. She only hoped that the rats they were both carrying would be okay. But when she looked into her pockets, the rats weren’t there. Instead, they were running alongside them, and they already had their own masks on. “Quickly! We have to get them before they regroup.” She waved her hands in the air. “Roger!”


  The giant zombie winged toward the courtyard, only to be tackled out of the air by what appeared to be some kind of glowing squid thing. Katie scowled. It was a summoned creature, which meant there had to be a summoner here – a strong one if they could summon something powerful enough to fight Roger. Ordering Roger to deal with the summoned creature and then track down the summoner, Katie and Gerald ran into the smoke. The soldiers and mages were still stumbling about in disarray, but some of them had enough sense to realise what was happening.


  Katie’s shadows lashed out in all directions. She didn’t bother to make them particularly sharp – she needed to conserve her magic – so they worked more like giant hands, tossing people aside and throwing them through the air. Scattered and disoriented, the soldiers who had accompanied them from the docks made short work of the courtyard’s defenders. Her master and Amanda appeared. He had wrapped a cloth around his face, and Amanda didn’t even seem to notice the smoke.


  “Push through,” Timmy shouted. He coughed and stabbed his shovel into the ground. Cobblestones pelted the enemies closest to them. Next to him, Amanda cut down two mages in quick succession and punched a soldier with enough force to knock him clear across the courtyard.


  Katie nodded and tried to stay focused. There were soldiers and mages everywhere. More of them had spilled into the courtyard in a desperate bid to hold it. Her eyes widened. One of the mages had managed to shake off the effects of the smoke. The wind roared to life and scattered the smoke. The air at his fingertips shimmered faintly. Katie’s mind analysed what was happening in less than a heartbeat. It was a concentrated burst of air, kind of like an arrow made of wind – and it was aimed right at her master’s back. She opened her mouth to yell a warning, but she knew, instinctively, that her warning wouldn’t be fast enough. And her master wasn’t like Amanda. The spell would blow a hole in his chest the size of her head, and there was no way that he’d survive that. Her shadows surged forward, but she wasn’t fast enough –


  Splat.


  An octopus hit the enemy mage right in the face. The animal made a weird sound and tightened its grip, sending the mage flailing about as he dropped to his knees and vainly tried to pry it off. Where had the octopus come from? She looked over. Gerald. The bureaucrat was staring at the downed mage and his hand like he couldn’t quite believe what he’d done.


  “An octopus?” Katie couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Why do you even have an octopus? And why did you throw it?”


  “I honestly don’t know, but he was going to get Timmy in the back, and –”


  Katie threw herself at him and pulled him into a hug. “Thank you!”


  “Uh, you’re welcome.” Gerald flapped his arms around. “But maybe we should focus on all of the people trying to kill us?”


  “Good point –”


  BOOM.


  Fire rained down around them, and Katie’s shadows moved to form a dome around them as the cobblestones glowed white-hot under the assault. When the heat finally began to recede, Avraniel was skipping toward them with Spot and Old Man behind her. The dragon had a big grin on his face, and his teeth were covered in red. Old Man was also breathing a little harder than usual.


  “Nobody died while we were gone, right?” the elf asked. Satisfied that everybody was still alive, she nodded at the other end of the courtyard. “Come on. This is taking too long. Let’s get the damn Eye and loot this place. Have you seen how nice some of the buildings here were?” Katie didn’t miss the use of the past tense. Avraniel had probably blown up those buildings already. “There has got to be some great treasure here.”


  They continued to fight their way toward the heart of the complex. The only ones able to keep pace were Timmy’s zombie warriors. Not even Roger had been able to come along. There wasn’t one summoner – there were several groups of them, and the massive zombie had his hands full trying to fight them off. It had gotten so bad that her master had asked Gerald to summon his zombie hydra-griffin, and the zombie had promptly gone off to give Roger a hand. The men and women who’d come with them from the docks had also been forced to stay back, throwing up a makeshift barricade to prevent reinforcements from attacking them from behind. Finally, however, they reached the base of the massive tower that dominated the complex. It was even bigger up close. Katie shivered. There was so much magic flowing through it.


  “Is this the place?” her master asked. They’d scattered the last of the defenders only a few moments ago. “Amanda?”


  The ancient vampire closed her eyes for a second and then opened them. There was almost no blue left. Instead, they were almost completely crimson and violet. “This is the place.”


  “Then we should let ourselves in.” He pointed his shovel at the door. The stone slabs on the ground tore free and thumped into it. The door shook, and runes and seals flashed across it, but it managed to hold firm. “Avraniel, if you would be so kind as to –”


  A river of fire cascaded into the door, and all of them scrambled back.


  Her master peeked up from behind the wall he’d hastily formed from their surroundings. “Maybe next time, you could let me finish my sentence, so you don’t accidentally burn us all to death.”


  Avraniel snorted. “As if, idiot.” She pointed. “The door is down. Let’s stop wasting time.”


  Timmy nodded. They made their way up the steps and to the door, and Katie reached out into the dimly lit interior with her magic. According to the shadows ahead, there was no one waiting for them, which was extremely odd. There should be soldiers and mages here. They stopped on the threshold.


  “Master, I think this is a trap. There’s nobody here.”


  “I think you might be –”


  Avraniel shoved past them. “Stop blocking the damn door.” The elf’s boot touched the floor in front of them. The air shimmered.


  “Wait!” Timmy shouted. “Don’t –”


  The world came apart, and Katie was suddenly falling, falling, and falling.


  * * *


  Gerald was not fond of falling. As a child, falling was something he’d experienced fairly often since he’d never been particularly coordinated, and it had generally been accompanied by pain and the occasional taunt from his peers. But out of all of the different types of falling that he’d experienced over the years, he could honestly say that falling down a deep pit with dozens of razor-sharp metal spikes at the bottom was one of his least favourite. This was bad. Those spikes would most assuredly do horrible things to his anatomy, which was another way of saying he would end up supremely dead.


  In the second or two at the most that he had before he fell to his presumably awful and painful death, he considered using his magic to summon something that could either break his fall or grab onto the walls. Unfortunately, his mind drew a big, horrible blank, most likely due to his overwhelming terror. Was this really how he was going to die? He’d always wanted to die an old man in his bed having retired at the usual age and lived out the rest of his years in relative peace writing a biography, going fishing, and perhaps tending to his own private herb garden that he’d set up behind a cottage in some quiet part of the country near the library that he would work at part time.


  Well, so much for those ideas. Hopefully, the people here would have the decency to give him a proper burial.


  But maybe he was getting ahead of himself.


  Streaks of motion raced out of the pockets of his cloak, and he screeched to a halt mere inches from the spikes, suspended above certain, pointy death by a dozen metal wires. He dragged in a deep breath – he’d used so much air screaming that he was about to pass out – and then rolled over onto his back on the makeshift net. There was a rat perched on each of his shoulders and another two on his stomach. The rodents must have used their wire to break his fall. But how had they anchored the wires? He glanced to the side. Tiny weapons had been driven into the smooth stone that covered the walls of the pit. Amazing. He was going to have to file an official request to have rats permanently assigned to his person forever. The rat on his right shoulder poked his cheek gently and squeaked briefly.


  “I’m… I’m fine. I think.” Gerald patted himself down to make sure. Good. There didn’t seem to be any extra holes in him. “Where are we?” The rat on his shoulder shrugged its shoulders and replied. “You think it was a teleportation trap of some kind? That’s… not good. The others could be anywhere, and whoever did this must be incredibly powerful.”


  Teleportation traps could be created using extremely advanced runes and seals, but they were exceptionally rare. Gerald had never seen one outside of a book before, and he hadn’t noticed any runes or seals before he’d started falling either. However, there were mages who could do similar things by teleporting people and objects, but they were even more rare. Old Man could teleport, but Gerald had only ever seen him teleport himself and those nearby. Old Man had also only ever teleported to places he could see or knew well. The ability to teleport a large group like theirs, which contained people with powerful magic, to a place that was out of sight, all without being noticed, was something that Gerald had never heard of before.


  “Do you know where we are?” One of the rats on his stomach drew what appeared to be a crossbow. Attached to the bolt was a rope. The rat pointed at the top of the pit, which was roughly thirty feet above them. “You’re going to go up and take care of the guards up there? What about me?” The rat made a face. “Oh, right. You’ll come back and get me. Do you need anything?” The rat rubbed its chin and gestured. “Needles? I have plenty of those.” Several dozen needles appeared, and the rats quickly hid them away in their fur. How were they doing it? It must have been a ninja thing. “Okay, um, I guess I’ll wait here. Be careful.”


  Gerald waited and did his best to remain still lest the wires give way as the rat fired its crossbow. There was a dull thud as the bolt dug into the ceiling high above them, and the rats scrambled up the thin rope with incredible speed. As they neared the top of the pit, they faded from view, rendered invisible by their magic.


  “Hey!” one of the guards shouted. Gerald struggled to make out his face as the guard leaned over the edge of the pit. “He’s not dead! And what is this? Is this a rope?” The guard snarled. “Why do we have to watch the damn spike pit? Those bastards at the furnace have got it easy. They don’t even have to worry about cleaning up. Never mind. We’ll have to kill him ourselves. Someone get me a spear.” The guard looked away. “Come on – ah!”


  The guard dropped to his knees, clutching his throat, and Gerald winced and turned away as screams of pain and panic rang out. He’d seen what the rats could do in a fight, and it never ceased to amaze him how brutally efficient they could be. In seemingly no time at all, one of the rats scampered back down the rope to him.


  The guards had been dealt with, but there was a small – or not so small – problem.


  “I don’t think you can carry me out.” Gerald pursed his lips. The rats were far stronger than normal rats, but they seemed to use their heightened strength in bursts rather than over longer periods of time. He doubted that their rope could hold him either. Think. He had to think. He nodded to himself. The rats had already done their part. Now, he needed to do his. They’d used a rope, so he’d use one too. Yes, he had just the thing. He summoned a thin rope made of some faintly glowing material. It was something he’d picked up during his time as a bureaucrat at an outpost in the mountains. The rope was designed to glow to help people see if they had to climb at night or needed rescue. More importantly, it was extremely light and extremely strong. But how could he secure it?


  The rat offered a suggestion, and Gerald threw the rope up toward the top of the pit. It took him a couple of tries, but the rats at the top managed to grab the rope. Nodding at the rat on his chest, Gerald summoned something else. People had always called him silly for storing all of his stationery away – usually the same people who “borrowed” everyone else’s stationery and never returned it – but the powerful glue that bureaucrats often used to repair damaged furniture in a bid to save money would definitely come in handy here. The rat grabbed the container of glue and climbed up the rope.


  A minute or two passed as the four rats worked to glue the rope solidly to the floor near the pit. They signalled to him when they were done, and Gerald braced himself. He hoped this worked because he wasn’t sure if the metal wires would support his weight if he fell again. But despite his misgivings, the rope held. It wasn’t long – it wasn’t short either since he wasn’t very good at climbing ropes – before he hauled himself out of the pit. As he wiped the sweat off his brow, he looked around and immediately wished he hadn’t. Guards were scattered across the room in various states of, well, death. He shuddered. The rats could be absolutely ruthless when someone tried to harm a person under their protection. He waited until he’d gotten his breath back and then stood. He didn’t have to ask where they would be going. There was only one door.


  “We’re taking the door, right?”


  The rat that seemed to be the leader, a large rodent with brown fur, nodded and gave a quiet squeak. The others made sounds of agreement.


  “You can sense the other rats? That’s handy. We should try to meet up with them then.” Gerald dusted off his cloak. It was covered in a thin layer of ash, soot, and dust from all the explosions he’d run through on his way to the tower. “The teleportation magic probably scattered all of us. One of the guards mentioned something about a furnace.” He gulped. He was glad he hadn’t ended up there. He wasn’t sure the rats could have gotten them out of a furnace. “If we can meet up with the others, we should be okay.” There was definitely something to be said for safety in numbers, especially when those numbers included a young dragon, a pyromaniac elf, a legendary swordsman, an ancient vampire, and a Grand Necromancer and his apprentice.


  The door was locked, but it didn’t take long for the rats to find the key on one of the guards. Gerald eased the door open. Uh oh. There was a guard right there –


  “Hey!” the guard growled. “Who –”


  The guard dropped, brought down by a handful of well-placed needles. Gerald threw himself to the ground as another guard lunged at him with a sword. More needles flew, and the second guard dropped too. But there were more guards. He scrambled to his feet as the rats turned invisible and moved forward to intercept the guards. They took care of four of the guards in short order, but one of the guards managed to make it through. He raised his sword, and electricity crackled around it. He must have been a mage too. Gerald did the only thing he could think of – he summoned something with his magic and threw it. It was another octopus. The octopus clamped onto the man’s face, and the rats finished him off.


  The leader of the rats eyed the octopus as it vanished, recalled by Gerald’s magic. The rat chuckled.


  “Yes,” Gerald said. “I do need to find something better to throw at people than octopi, but I keep thinking about the calamari we had. Wait… that was a giant squid.” He gulped and summoned something else with his magic. It was a frying pan. “Ah, yes. This might be better.” He peered about furtively. “We should keep moving. Who knows how many more guards they have?”


  Gerald followed the rats as they scampered down the corridor. Only one of them was visible. The other three had chosen to remain hidden. But for some reason, they didn’t run into more guards. However, he did notice a few changes. The rough stone of the corridor had given way to a different substance. It was still stone, but it wasn’t a kind he was familiar with. It was also incredibly smooth, almost as if it had been exposed to running water for a long time. He summoned a pair of boots he’d used when he was stationed up in the mountains and put them on. His other boots hadn’t gripped onto the smooth stone well enough. Yet if it were tough for him, it would have been even tougher for the guards. If he recalled correctly, their boots had been a lot like the ones he’d changed out of.


  His concern grew the longer that they went without running into guards because the only reason to not have guards in a place like this was because they had something scarier than guards wandering around. He stopped when he noticed a small puddle of goo at an intersection. He was about to bend down and touch it when one of the rats poked him in the leg.


  “Okay.” Gerald drew back. “I won’t touch it.” He used his magic to get a stick and poked the puddle gingerly. There was a faint bubbling sound and then a hiss – and the end of the stick melted. The melting continued upward, and Gerald dropped the stick and stumbled back. “Acid?” He shivered. If he’d touched that – he swallowed thickly and reached down to pat the rat that had warned him. “Thanks.”


  What was a puddle of acid doing in the middle of a corridor in a top-secret magical facility that, for reasons that were almost certainly terrifying, didn’t seem to have any guards? He got the answer to his question not long after when something rounded the corridor ahead of them. In the gleaming light cast by the magical crystals and torches that lit the corridor, it was impossible to miss. It was a semi-transparent blob, which appeared to be made of the same acid as the puddle. If it were made into a sphere, it would be about a yard and a half in diameter. It rolled down the corridor and then rotated to face him. Gerald took a step back. The blob rolled forward. He took another step back. The blob rolled forward again.


  Sweat broke out across his brow. He’d read about blobs like this. They weren’t supposed to be very intelligent, but they followed orders without question. It didn’t take a genius to guess what sort of orders this blob had. The changes in the corridor all made sense now. The blob would have melted normal stone. The corridor therefore had to be made of something that the blob wouldn’t simply melt through. If only Timmy had been there. The necromancer’s earth magic would have been perfect for this situation. But Gerald wasn’t Timmy, and the blob was rolling toward him again. There was something distinctly menacing about how it slowly but surely quickened its pace.


  One of the rats pulled out a grenade. He must have been one of the demolition rats.


  “No!” Gerald yelped. “If you use a grenade, the blob might explode.” The rat gave him a distinctly unimpressed look as if to ask what was wrong with that. It was then that Gerald noticed that the rat had donned a protective suit of some kind, as had the others. Where had the rats even gotten those? Gerald wracked his mind. Did he have a suit like that? Yes, but he wasn’t sure it would stand up to acid, and now wasn’t the best time to test it. “The acid will get all over me. I’ll melt.” The rat grumbled and put its grenade away in favour of a sword that it pointed at the blob. “Yes, I know a sword won’t kill a blob made out of acid.” Which was undoubtedly why they had chosen to use a blob like this to guard this area. Anyone caught unprepared would be dead before they had a chance to come up with a plan. He would also bet a month of his pay that this wasn’t the only blob around. There were bound to be more of them.


  Gerald was about to go into full-blown panic – the blob was closing in on them – when he heard footsteps, and they weren’t human footsteps. No, those footsteps belonged to an animal with four legs, and they were coming from the opposite end of the corridor, behind the blob. The blob quivered and turned to face the new threat. It was Spot and some of the other rats.


  “Watch out?” Gerald shouted to Spot. “It’s made of acid!”


  The dragon eyed the blob with a distinct lack of mind-numbing terror. So?


  Spot drew his head back, and Gerald quickly darted around a nearby corner with the rats. Black fire filled the corridor, and Gerald stumbled away from the intersection. When the flames receded, there was no sign of the blob. The dragon padded down the corridor and stopped to poke at a small puddle of acid. Gerald watched in disbelief as the acid smoked and bubbled on Spot’s scales before dissolving without leaving so much as a mark. Spot huffed, and Gerald got the sense that Spot was disappointed that there was nothing left to eat. But why hadn’t the acid hurt him? Oh. Right. Spot was part corruption dragon. Dragon scales were incredibly durable, and corruption dragons were supposed to be largely immune to things like poison and acid on account of their magical disposition.


  “I am so glad to see you.” Gerald wrapped his arm around Spot. The dragon licked his face and sniffed him before nudging him away with his head.


  Mother? Others?


  “I don’t know where they are, but the rats can sense each other. I think that’s how you found us.” Gerald summoned one of the treats that he knew Spot liked and tossed it to him. The dragon devoured it with a happy cry. “There are rats with the others, so we should be able to find them.”


  * * *


  Avraniel was not pleased about being teleported into some dinky room. She scowled. Those idiots would probably blame this on her. Sure, she might not have helped by triggering the trap, but they should be blaming whatever imperial bastard had set the trap up in the first place. Besides, how was it her fault? They hadn’t yelled at her to stop until after she’d already set off the trap. Honestly, the whole point of warning someone was to warn them before they did the wrong thing. Never mind. She could argue with them later. First things first, she had to get out of this room. Then she had to find some jerk to interrogate, so she could find out where she was.


  Sections of the wall opened, and the elf rolled her eyes. Was this one of those idiotic traps where someone got teleported into a pit full of spikes or something? If it was, she could just melt the spikes. Or maybe it would be venomous snakes. The idiot actually had a pit of venomous zombie snakes in the castle. She couldn’t understand why he kept it around, but both he and the twerp had insisted it was critical to the wellbeing of the castle. Oh well. Necromancers were weird.


  There was a whoosh, and flames belched out of the holes in the wall. Avraniel laughed. Were they seriously going to try to kill her with fire? Did they have no idea whom they were dealing with? This was insulting. Her eyes narrowed. She’d show them what fire was, and then she’d find the others, kick the crap out of whoever was responsible for this, maybe even feed them to Spot, and then find the treasury and steal everything with Gerald’s help. She patted the demolition rat that had hitched a ride with her through the teleportation trap on the head.


  “Stay in my pocket. It’s about to get hot.”


  * * *


  The guards of the furnace had seen a great many things over the years. The furnace was one of Lord Merton’s favourite tricks. He would teleport some unsuspecting foe into the chamber, which they would promptly flood with fire. Confused and disoriented, Lord Merton’s enemies didn’t stand a chance. No one had ever survived the furnace, and the guards definitely liked it more than the spike pit since it was far easier to clean up afterward. All they needed was a broom and a dustpan.


  One thing the guards had never seen before was the furnace exploding. An angry elf wreathed in flames stomped her way out. Her eyes were pools of molten gold that gleamed almost like mirrors. Her cloak was a shimmering garment of orange, yellow, and red. As the flames around her turned white-hot, the elf’s gaze came to rest on the guard with the most ornate armour.


  “Since I don’t know my way around, I’m going to give you losers a choice. If you tell me where I am and how to find the person in charge of this area and the treasury, I’m only going to knock all of you unconscious. If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m going to roast the lot of you. Slowly.”


  The guard took a little over a minute to blurt out as much as he knew.


  * * *


  Avraniel scowled. All of the corridors in this stupid place looked so damn similar. And what was this place? It was like some kind of dumb dungeon or something if the décor was anything to go by. It was even drearier than the parts of the castle the idiot hadn’t renovated yet.


  The rat in her pocket squeaked, and the elf’s scowl deepened.


  “What do you mean I’m going the wrong way? I’ve been following the directions that lame guard gave us.”


  The rat hopped up onto her shoulder and gave her a weak smile.


  “Oh? You think my sense of direction isn’t great outside the forest? You’re really asking for it, you know that? Fine. If you think you can do a better job, why don’t you tell me which way to go?”


  Five minutes later, they were standing in front of a pair of extremely large and ridiculously ornate doors that looked an awful lot like the doors the guard had described when telling her how to reach the person in charge of this area. Avraniel’s eye twitched at the smug grin on the rat’s face.


  “You got lucky.” The rat chortled. “Yeah, yeah. Turn invisible or something. We don’t know what’s in there, and the twerp will throw a fit if something happens to you.”


  Not to mention, Avraniel would feel a tiny bit bad if one of the rats that followed her happened to get stabbed or something. She drew one of her daggers and channelled her fire into it. The blade glowed, and she swiped it across the doors before giving them a stout kick reinforced with her magic. The resulting explosion blew the doors off their hinges, and she strode into a large hall, which was lit by dozens of torches scattered along the walls and on the pillars that supported the roof far, far above her. Her eyes narrowed as she took note of the tunnel on the opposite end of the hall. The guard had said she needed to go through it, but he’d also mentioned something about a labyrinth. It was fine. She could handle some idiotic maze.


  She made her way across the hall and ignored the mangled bodies chained to the walls and pillars. Whoever ran this place was a dumb bastard. If she were going to kill someone, then she’d simply kill them. Torturing people for the sake of it was stupid and creepy. Now, if she were going to torture someone, it would be to get something from them – like the location of all their treasure.


  As she entered the labyrinth, she paused. What sort of weirdo had built this place? It was like something out of an old legend. There were even signs written in blood on the walls urging her to give in to despair and kill herself before the nightmarish horrors within devoured her. What kind of advice was that? She took a step forward and ducked under a crossbow bolt before blasting a swinging blade of some kind. Were these supposed to be traps? Pathetic. The twerp would have been able to handle these. A few moments later, a pit opened up beneath her, and she used a burst of fire pointed downward to get out of it and continue. She’d barely landed on the other side of the pit before a golem lunged at her. She caved its head in with one fiery fist and used its twitching metal corpse to block a wave of poison darts that came from a slit in the wall nearby before using the golem as a makeshift club to bash some strange dog monster thing over the head as it roared and rushed down the corridor toward her. The dog monster – it was as large as a horse and had three heads – whined pitifully, and Avraniel sighed. She was getting soft.


  “Fine, I’ll stop whacking you over the head, so stop being so pathetic.” She yanked the dog’s central head toward her. “But if you try to mess with me, I will end you. It will not be quick, and it will be hideously painful. Are we clear?” The dog gulped and nodded. “Good. Then you can come with me. Spot needs more friends who aren’t also people, and I’ve never seen a three-headed dog before.”


  She continued through the labyrinth for another five minutes before she’d had enough. “Stupid, dumb maze built by a stupid, dumb bastard for some stupid, dumb reason.” She pointed at the dog. “You, close your eyes. This is taking too damn long. I don’t know where the end of this labyrinth is, but I know how to reach it.” She turned to face the wall closest to her. “When in doubt, make your own path.”


  Her magic carved through the wall like it was made of cheese.


  After ten minutes – and many, many melted walls later – Avraniel finally reached the end of the labyrinth. At least, she hoped it was the end. If it wasn’t, she might really lose her temper and blow the whole tower up. She kicked out a section of the melting wall and stepped into another large hall, one similar to the one she’d passed through before entering the maze. However, there was a large minotaur standing in this one. The beast turned to her with a low bellow. It was at least ten feet tall, and the club it carried was roughly the same size.


  “Seriously?” Avraniel bit back a snarl. Was someone trying to test her temper? “You’re the boss of this area? They have a damn minotaur running the place? No wonder it’s a mess.” The minotaur charged, and she drew her bow. It wasn’t even worth burning. She shot the minotaur through its right eye, the tip of her arrow jutting out through the back of its skull. It toppled to the ground and landed facedown in front of her. Avraniel picked up its club and kicked the minotaur onto its back. Strange. It was still twitching. Well, she could fix that. “Nice club.” She brought the club down – and then once more for good measure.


  At that very instant, a mage in intricate orange, yellow, and red robes emerged from the shadows cast by the torches that lit the hall. There was a broad smile on his face, and he clapped enthusiastically.


  “Impressive, elf. You managed to make it through my labyrinth and defeat my minotaur. No one has ever done that before.” He stopped and stared at the three-headed dog wagging its tail behind her. “And you also managed to tame… that thing. Alas, this is where your heroism ends. I am Lord Valance, and your puny arrows are no match for my fire.” He gestured grandly, and the flames of the torches leapt and danced. “But before you die, I must know. How did you survive my furnace? I designed it myself and imbued it with my magic. No mortal creature could possibly withstand its flames.”


  Avraniel couldn’t stop herself. She laughed. He made a sound of outrage, but she couldn’t help it. This was good. This was way too good. He was the dickhead who’d come up with that pathetic furnace, and he was threatening her with fire? Oh, this was going to be so funny. “You think you know what fire is? Please, the only thing that sucked more than your furnace was your crappy labyrinth. A hydra missing half its heads could have come up with something better.”


  “You dare mock me?” Lord Valance snarled. He clawed at the air, and every flame in the hall rushed toward him. His face was illuminated in the fire, and his lips curled in contempt. His magic surged, and the fire grew hotter, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. “Perhaps this will teach you some respect, elf. Burn!”


  Avraniel yawned as the attack thundered toward her. She wasn’t worried about this guy at all. Spot’s fire was almost as hot as this. Oh well, she’d have to be careful since she didn’t want her rat or her new dog to get burned. She shoved the flames to either side of her and stepped forward. Lord Valance gave a horrified shriek, and he took a step back, scarcely able to believe what had happened.


  “Fire?” Avraniel cackled. “You call that little spark a fire?” She raised her hands. Flames brighter than the sun swirled around her. “I’ll show you fire.”


  A few seconds later, Avraniel was staring at a pile of ash on the ground. Wait… “Damn it!” She punched a nearby pillar in frustration. “I forgot to ask him the quickest way to the treasury.” The guard she’d spoken to had known a way, but places like this always had secret passages and crap like that. The rat on her shoulder nudged her cheek. “Oh, you want to go look for the other rats? Fine. I guess they must be with the others, and it’s not like I can rob the treasury without Gerald.” She took one step and then stopped. “If you can sense where the other rats are, just tell me which direction they’re in.” She lifted one hand, and fire blossomed to life in her palm. “I don’t know if there are any shortcuts around here, but I can always make my own.”


  * * *


  Gerald followed Spot as the dragon ambled down one corridor after another. Every so often, they would run into an acid blob, and the blob would meet the same fiery death as the first one they’d encountered. It had gotten to the point that he was actually starting to feel a bit sorry for them. However, things took a turn for the different – and the strange – when they walked through a large doorway and found themselves in the middle of a vast hall. Acid blobs of various sizes lined the edges of the hall.


  Spot’s gaze darted from one side of the hall to the other. He bristled. Careful.


  Gerald moved closer to the dragon. There were enough blobs here to overrun them, even with Spot’s fire. The dragon, of course, would be fine. If worse came to worst, he could fly away. The same could not be said of Gerald and the others. But the blobs made no move to attack. Instead, they rolled toward the far end of the hall.


  “What are they doing?” Gerald whispered. He gasped. The blobs weren’t simply rolling toward the same spot. They were rolling into each other and combining. Blob after blob joined the steadily growing conglomerate, and there was a flash of blinding light. When Gerald could see again, a huge, vaguely humanoid figure stood at the opposite end of the hall. It was enormous, so big its head almost brushed the low part of the ceiling. It had to be at least thirty feet tall.


  Spot snorted. Bigger target. The dragon drew his head back and belched a bolt of black flame. There was an explosion of dark fire, but instead of simply disintegrating or boiling away like before, the blob giant simply weathered the blow, a faint mist rising from its body at the point of impact before the acid condensed again and re-joined its body. Somehow, by combining their powers, the blobs had gained the ability to reform after being hit by Spot’s fire. The dragon snarled and unleashed a much hotter blast, but the blob giant handled it in the same manner as the first attack although more acid mist rose from its body before condensing back into a liquid.


  “What are we going to do now?” Gerald cried as the blob giant raised one massive fist – a fist that was made of acid.


  Spot shrugged. Dodge.


  “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.”


  Gerald scrambled to one side as the blob giant smashed its fist into the place where they’d been standing. Acid splashed everywhere, and the stone floor buckled. Gerald yelped as acid splashed onto the ends of his cloak, and he tore the garment off and ran toward one of the nearby pillars. He glanced back. The blob giant could make itself much more solid than the other blobs. It had left a crater in the floor with its punch.


  “Have you got anything that can help?” Gerald asked the rat that had joined him behind the pillar.


  He’d lost sight of the other rats, and Spot was flying around the hall, peppering the blob giant with black fire. Unfortunately for the dragon, the blob giant didn’t seem at all perturbed by the fire. It lashed out with its arms, and its limbs elongated crazily before snapping off and hurtling toward Spot like liquid arrows. The dragon managed to dodge, and the acid splashed onto the ceiling, which was made of the same acid-resistant stone as everything else. However, it wasn’t more than a second or two before the acid flowed back toward the blob giant.


  The rat squeaked and held up one claw. Ice formed around its claw. Gerald cheered inwardly. Ice magic could work. He doubted that simply freezing the thing solid would kill it, but it should slow it down.


  “Can you freeze it on your own?” The rat shook its head. “What about the others? Do they have ice magic?” The rat shook his head again. This was bad. The rats were at their best against opponents made of flesh and blood. A blob made of acid was not up their alley at all. “We have to do something. This hall isn’t big enough for Spot to keep away from it, and –”


  Gerald cried out as the blob giant scooped up a lump of stone from the crater its fist had left and stretched its body to fling it at Spot like a giant sling. The dragon did his best to dodge, but he wasn’t quite able to get out of the way. The stone clipped him, and the blob giant swiftly launched another. This stone landed squarely, and Spot hurtled back to thump into one of the walls with enough force to crack it. The dragon gave an anguished yelp and fell to the ground, twitching once and then falling still.


  The blob giant stalked forward, its fists raised to finish the job. Gerald trembled. He didn’t want to go out into the open, much less get in the way of that monster, but Spot was out there, and the dragon was hurt. He couldn’t leave Spot alone, not now, not when he couldn’t even defend himself. Giving a scream of his own that was half terror and half a desperate attempt to bolster his own meagre courage, Gerald sprinted out into the open space of the hall.


  “Hit it with something!” Gerald wailed. “I’ll get Spot!”


  The rats must have heard him because there was a rush of icy wind, and the blob giant’s right foot froze solid. An explosive arrow slammed into its shoulder a moment later. Acid sprayed everywhere. The blob giant teetered for a moment, unable to regain its footing as its right foot broke off at the ankle. It toppled onto its back. More acid spilled across the floor, and Gerald gave a high-pitched shriek as he was forced to vault over a large puddle of the stuff with the aid of a hastily summoned pogo stick. He’d asked the rats to buy him some time, but not like that! Couldn’t they have done something a little less likely to accidentally kill him? As the blob giant regathered itself – the puddles of its acid scattered across the floor flowing back toward its main body – Gerald reached Spot.


  “Spot!” Gerald shook the dragon. “Spot, you have to get up!”


  The dragon whimpered.


  “Come on, Spot!” Gerald cast a fearful look over his shoulder. The rats must have decided that using explosives was a bad idea because they had resorted to throwing an assortment of weaponry at it, none of which was having any effect. At least the rat with the ice magic was having some success. He froze the blob giant’s foot again, and the creature responded by shooting parts of its body at the rodent. The rat, however, was quick on its feet, and it was always half a step ahead of the deadly barrage. “Spot!”


  Finally, the dragon stirred. His silver eyes blinked slowly. Gerald grimaced. Spot still wasn’t in any condition to move, and the blob giant was turning toward them again. If only he’d been able to tap into more of his astral dragon heritage, Spot might have been able to turn intangible. But what was Gerald supposed to do now? He bit his lip. Spot wasn’t quite six feet long yet and – oh. Never mind. He grabbed Spot as best he could, hoisted him up onto his back, and staggered away.


  The blob giant lifted one hand and fired off spheres of acid. Gerald bit back a curse and summoned something with his magic. A wall of shields appeared. The acid hit with a dull hiss, and the shields immediately began to smoke and warp. They’d been designed to withstand normal attacks and magic. Acid was another story. But the shields bought him enough time to get Spot behind another one of the pillars. As the rats renewed their attack on the blob giant, Gerald heard the crack of what had to be lightning. He wasn’t sure how effective lightning would be, but it should buy him some more time. He fumbled for his cloak. No! There had been a healing potion in his cloak, but he’d thrown his cloak away after it had gotten acid on it.


  “Come on.” Gerald searched through his magic. He had to have another healing potion stored away. Yes! Timmy had given him a whole bunch of healing potions earlier. The necromancer had said that Gerald should hold onto them since he was the one most likely to need them. Gerald summoned a healing potion and poured it into Spot’s mouth. The stone had hit Spot very hard. There had to be some damage. The dragon groaned and made a sound of displeasure, but Gerald responded by summoning another potion and pouring it into Spot’s mouth too. “Come on, Spot!”


  The blob giant had found them. It peered around the pillar and brought one hand down. Gerald froze – and then he was racing backward. Spot! The dragon had gotten his bearings back, and he was flying away with Gerald clutched in his claws. Spot landed as far from the blob giant as he could.


  Thank you. Spot huffed as he studied the blob giant intently. Need bigger fire.


  “I know.” Gerald was certain that Avraniel would have been able to completely evaporate the blob giant with her fire, which probably would have killed it. However, she wasn’t there to help them. “But where can we get a bigger fire from?” He had a few explosives stored away, but the demolition rats had put their big explosives on the zombie pirate ships Timmy had used to attack the enemy fleet. All he had left were some smaller ones and some bits and pieces… “Hey!” Gerald shouted to the demolition rats that had tagged along. “Tell me how to build a bomb!”


  The rats didn’t need to be told twice. They scurried over to Gerald.


  “Spot, try to keep the blob giant occupied.” Gerald did his best to summon what the rats needed as they rattled off the list of ingredients and components they would need to build a bomb capable of multiplying the effects of Spot’s fire without bringing the whole hall down on them. Gerald searched his mind for anything else that could help. He had a couple of golems left, but they wouldn’t be any help against the blob giant’s acid. Right. There was the crystal Timmy had given him to use in case of an emergency. He wasn’t entirely sure he could use it properly, but he didn’t have any choice now.


  The crystal appeared in his hand. “How does this work again?” Gerald wanted to bang his head on a pillar in frustration. What a horrible time for his mind to go blank! However, he was broken out of his panic when he noticed the small note attached to the other side of the crystal. He read it aloud. “Break the crystal to summon the wraiths. They should listen to you.” Gerald praised the gods for giving Timmy the foresight to write the note. He hurled the crystal at the ground. It shattered, and half a dozen wraiths appeared, their ghostly, skeletal forms shrouded in icy mist. “Get the blob giant!” Gerald jabbed one finger at the creature. “Get it!” The wraiths hastened to obey, and Spot trailed after them. “Okay.” He turned back to the demolition rats. “How do we build this bomb?”


  The rats reeled off a long, complicated series of instructions. Gerald blinked slowly. The rats made an exasperated sound and started assembling the bomb, squeaking loudly whenever they needed something else. Gerald was forced to focus solely on the task at hand, but he could hear the crackle of electricity, the whoosh of ice, and the boom of fire as the battle continued behind them, Spot and the wraiths aided by some of the other rats. After what felt like forever, the rats with Gerald had finished. The device was about as long as Gerald’s forearm, and one of the rats twitched and pointed behind him.


  “What?” Gerald turned. “Oh.” The blob giant was right there.


  The bureaucrat grabbed the bomb in both hands and ran as quickly as he could, barely escaping death as Spot dove in and blasted the monster with as much fire as he could muster. The blob giant stumbled back, and Spot banked away sharply as the creature hurled more bits of stone at him.


  “How do I use this?” Gerald shouted. The closest rat waved its arms around frantically. “Wait, really? That’s it? I throw it at the blob giant and have Spot hit it with as much fire as he can?” Gerald leaned out from behind a pillar and then jerked back as a stray spray of acid almost got him on the shoulder. “Spot, I’m going to throw this at the blob giant. Hit it with as much fire as you can and then get clear.” Gerald hesitated. The blob giant was moving around a lot, and he wasn’t sure he could hit it with the bomb even if it was standing still. His aim was not good. “Can you do something about the blob giant? Freeze it in place if you can.” The rat with ice magic and the wraiths attacked together. They couldn’t do more than freeze the blob giant’s legs, but that was enough to hold it in place. Gerald took three big steps and hurled the bomb at the blob giant. Spot took a deep breath and unleashed a river of black fire that hit the bomb perfectly.


  Nothing happened.


  Both Gerald and Spot made choking sounds. The rats that had built the bomb waved their arms around frantically and scampered behind a pillar. The translation was simple: it had a built-in delay to give them a chance to get behind something. Spot dove for cover, and Gerald did the same.


  There was a roar like a hurricane, and Gerald saw a flash of black. When flames didn’t wash past his pillar, he chanced a quick peek. So that was how the bomb worked! The bomb had somehow managed to increase the heat and force of Spot’s fire while also concentrating it into a sphere, which just barely contained the entire blob giant. The raging storm of pitch-black fire devoured the magical creature, boiling away the acid and giving it no chance to reform. When the sphere and the flames finally receded, the few puddles of acid still scattered around the hall made no move to join together. They’d done it. They’d won.


  “We did it!” Gerald laughed. “We did it!”


  Spot trilled happily. Win! The dragon tackled Gerald to the ground and licked his face enthusiastically as the rats gave cheers of their own. The wraiths were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they’d been caught in the explosion.


  “Hey, hey. That’s enough.” Gerald sat up. “We still need to get out of here –”


  The wall closest to them exploded. Melted stone and shattered rock flew everywhere. Gerald and Spot got back to their feet, but the rats signalled for them to relax. A moment later, Gerald saw why.


  “So this is where you are, idiot. And you’ve got Spot too.”


  Avraniel stood in the hole in the wall, one fist still wreathed in flames. Behind her, Gerald saw a succession of walls with holes in them. Well, that was certainly one way to get around. While he and the others had negotiated the twisting corridors with utmost care, Avraniel had simply blasted her way toward them. They must not have noticed all of the explosions since they’d been fighting for their lives.


  Spot immediately bounded toward Avraniel before screeching to a halt as he caught sight of… by the gods, what was that? Gerald almost fainted. There was a three-headed dog the size of a warhorse behind Avraniel.


  “Oh, don’t worry about him, Spot. I picked him up along the way. He’s going to be your new friend.” Avraniel glared at the dog. “Right?” The dog nodded quickly and padded forward. The dragon and the… dog sniffed each other for a few moments before apparently coming to some sort of agreement. “By the way, what did I miss?” The elf looked around the battered hall. “It better not have been a fight because this one looks like it was actually fun. The dumb bastard I fried was no fun at all.”


  Gerald allowed himself to relax somewhat now that Avraniel was here. One of the rats had healing magic, and he let the rodent get to work on all of the bumps and bruises he’d picked up during the battle while Spot told Avraniel about the fight. It would have been nice if the rat could have helped him with Spot earlier, but it hadn’t been able to get past the blob giant. He’d noticed during the battle that the rats had tried their invisibility, but the blob hadn’t had any eyes. It most likely used magic to sense its prey, so perhaps the rats hadn’t been able to fool it. He could vaguely remember reading about it in a book – blobs like the ones they’d encountered were capable of detecting even the stealthiest intruders, which was yet another reason they made excellent sentries. At least now, if there was trouble, he was confident Avraniel could deal with it. It wasn’t like she would stand by and watch him get eaten or anything although the dog monster did look very hungry. He’d have to feed it later and try to get on its good side.


  “Hey, idiot.” Avraniel walked up to him. “Spot told me what happened. Are you okay?”


  Gerald was speechless. Avraniel was showing concern for him? Was this real, or was he actually dead? “I… uh… I think so.”


  “Good.” Avraniel twitched, and he could tell how hard it was for her to continue. “I’m not good at saying thank you, but you didn’t have to stick your neck out for Spot. A lot of people would have let Spot get mangled while they ran, but you didn’t. You carried him on your back and made sure he got healed.” Her voice softened, and her amber eyes turned gentle for the first time that he could remember. “So… thank you for taking care of Spot. I mean it. I owe you one, so the next time you want something – or someone – dead or burned, tell me. I’ll take care of it.”


  “Uh… right. Sure.” Gerald smiled at her and then at Spot. “And Spot has saved me several times already. You could say that I owe him.”


  “Even so.” Avraniel grinned. “By the way, you’re no longer an idiot. You’ve been upgraded to… paper pusher.”


  “Oh. Um. Yay?”


  “Cheer up, paper pusher.” Avraniel smirked. “Do you know where you guys are?” She pointed to the doors at the opposite end of the hall, the ones Gerald hadn’t even thought of trying since he could feel the magic rolling off them.


  “No,” Gerald replied. “The rats can sense each other, but we don’t know the layout of this place. Our plan was to try to find everyone else.”


  “We’ll get to that,” Avraniel said. “But if the directions I got from one of the guards are right, then we’re not far away from the treasury.”


  “Oh.”


  Avraniel wrapped one arm around his shoulders. “That’s right, paper pusher. We’re going to find the others, and we’re going to rob these jerks too. And, hey, according to my rat, the others and the treasury are in the same direction. We’ll be killing two birds with one stone.”


  



Chapter Nineteen


  Some people would have been bothered, perhaps even frightened, about being stuck in a strange place alone. Amanda was not one of them. She was not the least bit bothered about being dropped into a pit full of sharks. If anything, she found the entire thing inordinately amusing. True, Timmy and Katie had a pit full of zombie snakes in the castle, which was ridiculous enough, but a pit full of sharks? She had lived a very long time, and although she’d heard several madmen speak of things like this, she had never actually seen one herself, never mind ended up in one.


  As she floated in the water, she studied her surroundings. The pit was completely covered in a thick layer of magically reinforced glass. The glass seemed to serve two purposes: it allowed the guards stationed above the pit to watch people get eaten, and it prevented people from escaping. Presumably, anyone teleported into the shark pit would have to face death by either drowning or shark. It was, on further reflection, a fairly horrific way to die. Thankfully, Amanda was an ancient vampire. She couldn’t drown, and she certainly wasn’t about to let a bunch of sharks eat her. However, she would have to be careful. She only had the clothes she was wearing, and she didn’t know where Gerald was. She couldn’t allow the sharks to damage her clothing. It would be utterly uncivilised to walk around naked.


  As the first shark swam toward her, Amanda clenched her fists. One punch was all she needed to deal with the first shark, and the swift, brutal demise it suffered – she doubted that she’d ever be able to get all of the blood out of her clothes – was enough to convince the other sharks that she wasn’t the easy prey they were used to. As the sharks circled her uncertainly, she turned her attention to the guards above her. The glass they were standing on was enchanted to increase its toughness and resilience to damage, but it did little to prevent her from reaching into their minds with her magic.


  It was child’s play to take the knowledge that she needed from them. In a matter of moments, she had everything she wanted. A frown crossed her lips. Unlike some people – a certain elf came to mind – her magic was not especially destructive in a physical sense, so simply blasting her way to Lord Merton’s chambers was not an option. She would have to take the long way around, which would mean fighting her way past a lot of the guards and the master of this area. It would be so very troublesome. Nevertheless, she would make do. She always had. As the sharks found their courage, she smashed her fists into the glass above her until it shattered. She floated out of the water as the guards fell into the pit.


  Oops.


  She had hoped to drink a few of them dry to ensure that her magical reserves were full. Unfortunately, the sharks had already begun to do their work. She winced. She sincerely hoped she was not that messy when she fed, but she knew quite well that, at times, she could be. Certainly, Katie and Gerald had seen her at her worst. In any case, this was no great setback. There would be other guards although perhaps not for a while. The guards here had been very clear in their minds that the master of this area was not entirely human, and he did not tolerate the company of other humans save for a few select servants and the other Lords of Magic who dwelt on the island.


  She was about to leave when she heard a small squeak. She turned. There was a rat clinging onto the ceiling above her. It was no normal rat. It was one of the ninja rats. How odd. She couldn’t remember having one with her, but they could be surprisingly sneaky. Yet if it had been with her, did that mean it had been in the pit as well? Had she known, she would have made an effort to escape more swiftly.


  “Are you all right?” she murmured as the feeding frenzy continued below her. One of the guards managed to swim to the edge of the pit, and she discretely floated over and pushed him back in. She couldn’t have him escaping now, could she? And he’d been bleeding quite heavily. She would have been lucky to get more than a sip or two out of him. The rat’s reply set her mind at ease. “How ingenious. You used your magic to enhance your sword enough to cut a hole in the glass where several panes met and the reinforcement was weakest before using a grappling hook to latch onto the ceiling and pull yourself up while remaining invisible.” She lifted one hand. “Here, let me carry you. You should rest for a while.”


  Amanda floated away from the pit and made her way over to the door at the far end of the chamber, the rat perched on her shoulder. She glanced down at her clothes and sighed. There was shark blood and guts all over them, and they were soaked through, clinging to her body. “I suppose I should be grateful that I cannot catch a chill. Otherwise, this would be most unpleasant.”


  The rat nudged her. “Impressive. You can locate the other rats? If they are with the others, then finding the other rats should lead us to them.”


  Amanda could have used her vampiric powers to do something similar since vampires could sense the presence of living things through both magic and their extraordinarily keen senses. It would have been difficult if she’d only just met the others, but she’d spent enough time around them by now to be quite familiar with the nuances of how they felt to her magic and to her senses. What concerned her at the moment – although concern was, perhaps, too strong a word – was that she could not sense the presence of any other humans nearby. Clearly, the guards’ thoughts on the ruler of this area had not been wide of the mark.


  She tore the door of the chamber off its hinges, for she had neither the patience nor the inclination to spare this place the cost of property damage. Quite frankly, anyone who teleported her into a pit full of sharks deserved to pay for some repairs. The corridor was exactly as it had appeared in the minds of the guards: it was less a corridor and more of a tunnel cut out of the rock beneath the tower. There were also a handful of imps – small, winged demons – skulking about. They turned to face her and postured, teeth and claws bared.


  “In the interests of fairness, one monster to another,” Amanda said. “I thought I would offer you the opportunity to run.” The imps replied by leaping at her, their wings beating the air to hasten their charge. “Very well.”


  She cut the imps out of the air with a few swift, sure slashes of her rapier. Her nose wrinkled. Their blood had splattered all over the tunnel, and it smelled terrible. If necessary, she could live off demon blood, but the taste was simply abominable. She preferred sweeter blood, like the blood of a comely village virgin or the blood of a gentle healer. She chuckled softly. It would be best if she kept such thoughts to herself. Talk of devouring young maidens inevitably came across as a tad odd, and the company that she now kept would not hesitate to point that out.


  “Shall we proceed?” Amanda patted the rat on her shoulder. “I am due for a constitutional, and I imagine that you are not keen to stay here any longer than necessary.” The rat nodded and pulled out a pair of swords. It was evidently more than prepared for trouble. “Mind you, it might be best if you were to render yourself invisible. I am certain you can take care of yourself, but the element of surprise could prove important if we encounter a truly powerful foe.”


  Amanda followed the tunnel. She encountered more demons along the way, but they were, as her son would have put it so many years ago, of the useless sort that could do nothing more than delay the inevitable. Despite her resolve to maintain her focus, she found her mind wandering, as it was wont to do from time to time. Perhaps she had been away from Everton for too long. She had heard stories of other ancients whose minds were locked in the past because they refused to engage with the present. Returning to Everton had left her with no choice but to confront both her past and her present.


  Her descendant, James, was a fine, young man, a little too uptight perhaps, but certainly a capable leader and member of the Council. He was not yet the unquestioned head of their House, but his father had already begun to cede control to allow James to take charge while he was still in his prime. Amanda had spoken to both of them at length via scrying sphere, and it was good to see that her family’s fortunes had not decline in her absence although James’s foolish attempt to propose to Councillor Winters could definitely have been better handled. Having met the woman – and been punched by her – Amanda was surprised that James’s head was still attached to his shoulders. Of course, her son had not been the most romantically inclined man either, yet he had eventually married well and lived happily.


  The House of Winters had always been that way: quick to anger and quick to forgive, and, above all, loyal to those they considered friends and family. She needed to look no further than Vicky’s efforts to help Timmy. Indeed, it must have cost the other woman a great deal of political capital over the years to protect her necromancer friend from the machinations of her predecessor and the other members of the Council. Thankfully, however, her investment, so to speak, had paid off handsomely. The great game between nations had not changed in Amanda’s absence, and Timmy would prove to be a most useful piece for Everton to have on the board.


  She also wondered about his apprentice. Amanda had met people with Katie’s shadow magic before. They had been thoroughly unpleasant, the whole lot of them, and prone to bouts of murderous insanity. It was why the Council had been forced to take action centuries ago. Yet the girl seemed free of the madness that had consumed the others, and Amanda wondered how much of it was due to her unconventional upbringing.


  The rat on her shoulder made a sound, and Amanda’s thoughts returned to the present. They had arrived at the entrance of an enormous cave, one that had been hollowed out of the rock and stone with magic. Amanda walked through the rough archway and strode toward the centre of the cave. There were demons all around her. Some were almost humanoid, but others were little more than warped, hideous creatures that bore only a faint resemblance to creatures found in the mortal world. A vaguely feline thing prowled behind her. Flame coursed over its body and pitch bled from its eyes as the screams of the damned echoed in the air around it. Most people would have been driven mad with terror then and there. Amanda, of course, was not most people. Indeed, some would argue that she wasn’t a person at all. All of these creatures – and there were a lot of them, including a giant worm beast with the heads of the people whose souls it had devoured protruding from its body – did not bother her so much as lead her to wonder what had so obviously gone wrong in the childhood of the person responsible for bringing them here. Normal people did not surround themselves with freakish hell beasts that gloried in the suffering and woe of the innocent.


  “You have done well to get this far.”


  Amanda almost rolled her eyes at the tall man in an extravagant cloak of red and black. He walked down an intricate staircase of rock, which appeared step by step beneath him as he descended from a passageway near the top of the cave. What an ostentatious use of magic. It would have been far more efficient to simply have a regular set of stairs. What if he exhausted his magic? Would he be stuck down here? Her lips curled, and she bared her fangs. It was also foolish. What sort of person revealed their magic so quickly? She was often quick to reveal her vampiric nature, but that was merely a ploy since her status as an ancient vampire from an august bloodline rendered her largely immune to the majority of the usual weaknesses of her kind.


  “To have escaped the shark pit and defeated so many of my demons, I applaud you.” The man bowed as he finally set foot on the floor of the cave. The steps crumbled to dust that swirled around him. “However, your journey must end here, for you face Lord Darren. Through my veins flows the blood of the mightiest of demons.”


  “I see.” Amanda tilted her head to one side. It would explain the way he smelled. He was certainly not fully human, and the obeisance the demons around them showed would only ever have been given to another demon or one chosen by a demon of great power. “If you do not mind my asking, are you half demon?”


  Darren’s curled. He was evidently quite proud of his demonic heritage. How amusing. Those with demonic blood almost always either embraced it or reviled it. “I am a scion of demons, woman. I am no mere half blood. I am two thirds demon.”


  Amanda blinked. Surely, she had misheard him. “Excuse me? Would you mind repeating that?”


  “I am two thirds demon.”


  She stared, and then she stared some more. “I am afraid that does not make any sense. How would that work? If both your parents were demons, you would be a full demon. If only one of them was a demon, you would be half demon. And if one of them were half demon and the other a full demon, then you would be three quarters demon. You simply cannot be two thirds demon.”


  “Are you calling me a liar?” There was genuine outrage in his voice.


  “I believe that I am,” Amanda replied. “Although you could simply be very poor at math.”


  Darren snarled. “I was going to talk more, but I no longer feel the inclination to be so merciful.” He gestured at the demons. “Kill her. Make it painful.”


  Amanda laughed. “You should step away,” she whispered to the rat on her shoulder. The invisible rodent hustled over to a pillar on the other side of the cave. Beneath her, the earth trembled. He would undoubtedly use his magic to impale her with rock or crush her. However, he was about to receive a rude awakening. “I would not normally do this,” Amanda said to Darren. “For I believe that a proper lady should never be so inelegant in front of civilised company, but you are hardly civilised company. Thus I may be as inelegant as I wish.” She licked her lips. “You demons fancy yourselves to be monsters. Allow me to show you what a real monster looks like.”


  One of the most common misconceptions about vampires was that they were the result of some arcane experiment into immortality or necromancy gone hideously wrong. It wasn’t a bad guess at their origins, given how such things had happened several times in the past and resulted in nightmarish abominations. However, Amanda was one of the oldest vampires in the world – vampires had an alarming tendency to succumb to ennui or internecine strife if given enough time – and she was a daughter of the oldest bloodline in existence, the original bloodline that had birthed the very first vampires. More than all but a handful of others, she understood the true nature of her kind.


  Vampires were children of the endless and terrible darkness between worlds. The creatures that lurked underneath Timmy’s castle were one example of what the unfathomable void could produce. Countless years ago, an insane mage had sought to establish a contract with creatures from that place. Unlike Timmy, who actually had a functioning brain in his skull, the mage hadn’t simply wanted to harness the power of the inhuman, god-like beings that dwelt in the emptiness between realms. No, he’d wanted to become one of them. He had welcomed their incomprehensible and utterly inhuman essence into himself.


  The creatures of the void had granted his wish. They changed the mage, turned him into something part human and part something else that there were no words to describe. The mage had been the first vampire – the father of all vampires. He had turned others, of course, as he sought out those who could aid him in his quest to further explore and perhaps even conquer the realm that, by all rights, should have been beyond the reach of mortals. Those first followers of his had all manifested the gift he shared differently, for the corruption that filled the mage was still unstable. It was those followers who gave rise to what were now recognised as the other ancient and pure bloodlines.


  In time, and not unexpectedly, given the sort of people involved and their lack of sanity and common sense, the whole thing had gone horribly wrong. Amanda had it on good authority that the relatively low population of vampires despite their durability was the result of a ridiculous ritual that had gone awry and sunk their ancestral homeland beneath the waves. They had been attempting to first manifest and then contain one of the boundless beings from the darkness between worlds. It was rather depressing to think of all of the history and knowledge that must have sunk with their homeland. Amanda had been born human, but she had been one of the first to be turned by one of the few survivors of the cataclysm. She had agreed because she had wanted something more from her life. She had also been afraid, perhaps, of her death and what it would mean to her family in a world that had so often treated them so poorly. She might have been better off finding a skilled necromancer instead. Unfortunately, that ship had long since sailed although she had met a good necromancer. She was a vampire now, and she always would be.


  Ah, regrets. She had far too many.


  In any case, the result of those ancient mishaps was that vampires had true forms – forms that reflected their origins in the emptiness between realms. The reason they could turn into mist was because vampires were no longer wholly material and solid in the way that people were. As a vampire grew older, they received access to more and more of the powers linked to their inhuman heritage. In Amanda’s case, as one of the oldest vampires in the world, her true form didn’t even remotely resemble anything human. No, it resembled nothing that had a right to exist in any sane and logical world.


  As the earth around her buckled and tore, Amanda cast aside her humanity. In its place, something truly monstrous emerged: a vast, quivering tower of claws, eyes, and teeth which sprawled outward, a creeping, crawling, hungry madness which devoured everything it touched and filled the hall with an eerie, soundless hum which echoed more in the soul than in the ear. A dark and terrible shadow spilled out of her like blood from the throat of one of her victims, and it swallowed the light cast by all the torches and magical crystals. The darkness became something solid and material, a positive quality rather than the absence of light, and it flowed in and around the inhuman and unnameable abomination that she had become.


  Through countless eyes, Amanda watched the demons flee. Oh, they had better run. Demons like these had hopes, dreams, and desires. They were almost human in that regard. But in this form, Amanda had none of those things. The only thing she knew – the only thing she could know – was the endless, eternal, and unstoppable hunger of the beyond.


  About ten minutes later, Amanda reverted to her human form. She licked the blood off her lips and winced at the acrid taste. As an ancient vampire, demon blood would not harm her, but it was a far cry from the sweet, rich warmth of human blood. Still, it was nourishing in its own way, and beggars could not be choosers. She had managed to keep her hunger in check enough to spare Lord Darren – they would have to interrogate him later – but he’d passed out from a combination of terror and mind-breaking despair. The rat was also fine. It darted over to her and jumped onto her shoulder as she picked up Lord Darren and floated up toward the tunnel at the far end of the cave. The rat waved at her and squeaked.


  “Oh?” Amanda had yet to work out how the rats could make themselves understood. It had to be some kind of magic. “Ah, yes.” She sighed and shook her head. “You are right.”


  She glanced down at herself. It had been some time since she’d taken on her true form, so she had forgotten to remove her clothing. It wasn’t in tatters on the ground. It had been consumed along with the rest of the demons.


  “It seems that I have ruined my clothing yet again. How unladylike.” The rat rummaged around for a second and produced a small, pink jacket. “I appreciate the gesture, but I am afraid that I am far too large for it.” She considered Lord Darren for a moment and then tugged off his cloak. He was wearing trousers and a tunic beneath it, so he wouldn’t be left exposed. She threw the cloak on and continued toward the tunnel. “We should move along. I do hope that the others have not run into any trouble they cannot handle.”


  * * *


  Katie was not particularly impressed about being dropped into a pit full of zombie scorpions. Not only did she dislike scorpions but she had also encountered pits like this before. In fact, the castle had several such pits since her master, despite his constant rambling about practicality, had decided that no castle was complete without at least a few pits full of zombie spiders and zombie scorpions. And the best thing about using zombie spiders and zombie scorpions was they didn’t have to worry about feeding the creepy-crawlies regularly. Personally, Katie had wanted a pit full of rabid zombie badgers, but her master had claimed she was being completely ridiculous. If they were going to add another pit, beside the pits full of creepy-crawlies and the pit full of zombie snakes, then he was determined to add a pit full of zombie mongooses. Maybe they could compromise. They could have a pit full of rabid zombie badger-mongooses.


  Naturally, Katie had no intention of falling any further into the pit since the zombie scorpions were bound to be incredibly venomous. She drove her shadows into the walls around her to stop her fall and spread more shadows out beneath her to give her something to stand on. She would have simply flown out of the pit, but Old Man was there too. She was confident he could manage on his own, but she felt it would only be polite to help him. A shadow caught him, and she set him down beside her on the platform she’d made.


  “You have my thanks, Little Miss.” Katie twitched at the nickname. She’d never get used to it. Hopefully, she would grow tall enough that he would have to stop using it. “I believe we triggered some kind of teleportation trap.”


  “You mean Avraniel triggered some kind of teleportation trap.” Katie scowled. The elf had barged in without any caution whatsoever. “Can you get us back to where we were?”


  Old Man shook his head. “I cannot teleport properly if I cannot see my destination, or if I do not know the layout of the area well. To attempt to teleport when neither of those conditions are met could be… unpleasant.”


  “How unpleasant?”


  “I believe there is a saying about making omelettes and breaking eggs.” Katie blanched, and Old Man continued, “We would be the eggs.”


  “Oh.”


  “It does appear that these people want to kill us. I recognise that species of scorpion. It is exceptionally venomous.”


  “I thought as much. Where do you think the others are?” Katie fumbled around in her pockets and breathed a big sigh of relief when she found Rembrandt. The rat quickly scrambled up onto her shoulder and faded into invisibility. It was what he usually did until they had a better idea of what they were up against.


  “They have most likely been scattered by the same trap that brought us here.”


  Rembrandt poked her shoulder. “Rembrandt says he can sense the other rats. If they’re with the others, then we can find everyone by finding the other rats.”


  “An excellent idea.”


  “But we have to get out of this pit first.” Katie pointed up. “There are probably guards up there.” Right on cue, several confused and angry faces peered down into the pit. Katie heard someone mutter about finding a spear or a crossbow. “Shall we go say hello?”


  Old Man’s lips curved up into a faint smile. “By all means. Shall I go first?”


  “If you want.” Katie used her shadows to toss Old Man up toward the top of the pit. His sword came free with a steely hiss, and Katie followed him a second later, launching herself up out of the pit too. However, by the time she’d touched the ground – and it couldn’t have been more than several seconds – Old Man had already dealt with the guards. All but one of them was unconscious.


  “As you can see,” Old Man said to the remaining guard. “I have been kind enough to spare your companions although I did not have to. I shall extend you the same courtesy if you provide us with information about where we are, who else is here, and how we might either find our companions or return to the entrance to the tower.” He shrugged. “Or you could refuse, and I could separate your head from your shoulders. The choice, I believe, is up to you.” He inclined his head at Katie. “If it helps you make your decision, my young friend there is a necromancer. Death would not put an end to your suffering.”


  Katie had to bite back a giggle. They both knew he wouldn’t do anything quite so horrible. To no one’s surprise, the guard blurted out everything he knew before Old Man rendered him unconscious with a stout whack to the head.


  Old Man sliced open the door to the chamber. “Shall we go? It appears that we have a lot of work ahead of us.”


  Katie shuddered. The guard had babbled about this area being ruled by a necromancer who favoured reanimating things of a distinctly creepy and crawly nature. Why did she have to get stuck in a place like this? Hopefully, the others were having more luck than she was.


  They soon found themselves in a large cavern – which was filled with giant zombie spiders. Almost as one, a dozen of the zombie arachnids, each bigger than a horse, turned toward them, their arachnid eyes gleaming menacingly in the twilight.


  “Well,” Old Man said, rubbing his eyes to make sure that he wasn’t imagining things. “He certainly wasn’t lying about the giant zombie spiders although I have seen bigger.”


  Katie made a face. “Why does it have to be spiders?” She crushed one under a huge hammer made of her shadows and then turned to slice the legs off another with a scythe made of inky darkness. A shadowy spear thudded into its head to finish it off. “Let’s hurry up and get out of here.” There was a strange clicking sound, and more zombie spiders, smaller ones and dozens upon dozens of them, flooded into the chamber. “Ah! More spiders!” She snarled. “I wish Avraniel was here. She could clear all of these things out in a heartbeat.”


  Old Man looked distinctly amused as he seamlessly cut down zombie arachnid after zombie arachnid. He dodged several sprays of webbing and leapt into the air. He spun, and his sword swept out to cut down dozens of the zombie spiders in a single blow. “I’m surprised they bother you so much, considering some of the zombies you and Timmy have made.”


  “Yes, but those didn’t involve spiders.” Katie refused to stay on the ground. She took to the air and beat her wings, sending volleys of shadowy arrows into the steadily growing horde of zombie spiders. This was awful. The sheer number of corpses – not to mention all of the muck and goo that had built up – meant that she wouldn’t be able to land again without finding herself at least knee deep in spider guts. On her shoulder, Rembrandt had set his sword aside in favour of needles, which were coated in explosives of some kind. Each needle struck a spider in the head and then exploded to deadly effect.


  Finally, after what seemed like forever, zombie spiders stopped appearing. Katie made a face and flapped over the carnage. Old Man was knee deep in spider guts, but he didn’t look the least bit perturbed. If anything, he looked invigorated by all the exercise.


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to carry you over all of this?” Katie asked.


  Old Man chuckled. “I’m fine. I’ve dealt with worse. Besides, we should get moving. We still have to confront the ruler of this area before we can meet up with the others.”


  They continued, wiping out infestation after infestation of zombie insects, zombie arachnids, and various other zombie creepy-crawlies. By the time they finally reached a large chamber that looked like the heart of a hive or a nest, Katie was ready to stab someone. In fact, she was sorely tempted to ask if she could borrow Old Man’s sword to stab whoever was responsible for this whole mess.


  “You must be Katherine.”


  Katie frowned as the ruler of this area, one of the Eternal Empire’s Lords of Magic, emerged from one of the nearby tunnels atop a giant zombie scorpion that was roughly the size of a house. She grimaced. Simply looking at it bugged her. But what bugged her even more was that this person knew her name. Her eyes narrowed. The chamber wasn’t well lit, but she recognised the feel of his magic. She’d met him several times in the past – at conferences for necromancers.


  “I’m sure you’re wondering who I am,” the man said as some giant zombie beetles entered the chamber. Thick layers of metal armour had been added to bolster their natural defences. The same went for the giant zombie scorpion too. Katie’s brows furrowed. Dealing with these things might be tricky. Their armour was well made. “Allow me to introduce myself. It would be a shame if you died without knowing why.”


  Katie stilled. Her master had warned her about people who blustered a lot. It was usually cover for something else – her master had certainly talked to buy himself time against more than one opponent – but people who stated they would kill her without much emotion were the ones he’d always warned her to be most careful of. The quiet ones, he’d explained, were often the most dangerous.


  “Who are you?” Old Man stepped forward and put himself between her and the other necromancer as the other zombies formed a loose circle around them.


  “My name is Jonathon Riven,” the necromancer replied. His eyes were a pale green that contrasted sharply with the darkness of his black hair. He appeared to be roughly the same age as her master. “My master was a necromancer in Everton, one of the best. His name was Ashton Riven.”


  Katie froze. She knew that name. Her master had mentioned it once or twice –


  “Your master’s master murdered him,” Jonathon said. “He murdered him because he could. That was the only reason he had. And when I tried to avenge him, he laughed in my face. He said he had no time to waste killing a pathetic boy who had served a pathetic man.” His power filled the chamber, and more zombies spilled in from the tunnels that lined the side of the chamber. “I was only a boy when I discovered my necromancy. My own family threw me onto the streets when they learned what I could do. I would have died there, hungry and alone, but my master found me. He loved me and raised me as his own son. But your master’s master took him from me. He took away the man who had saved me from a pit of loneliness and despair. He took away the first person to ever love me for whom I was. And for that, I could never forgive him.”


  “He’s already dead,” Katie shouted. “He died before I became my master’s apprentice.”


  “I know. But your master isn’t dead – and neither are you.” Jonathon chuckled bitterly. “He told my master that his ideals were flawed, that there was no room for softness or care amongst necromancers. Today, I finally get the chance to show everyone that my master’s ideals were right.”


  “My master doesn’t believe the same things as his master,” Katie replied. “He’s like yours was. He took me in and –”


  “Silence.” Jonathon shook his head. “I have no time for your lies. I’m going to kill you and show your master your body, so he can mourn the defeat of everything he believes in just before Lord Merton kills him.”


  “But –”


  “Little Miss,” Old Man whispered. “Don’t. You can’t reason with him. This isn’t about logic or truth. It is his heart that grieves, and the heart is not something that mere reason alone can change.” He sheathed his sword and took a stance she’d seen before. “Let me deal with him.”


  “But…” Katie took a deep breath. Jonathon’s words had struck far too close to home. “Please… don’t kill him. He – he’s what I would be like if I had never met my master or if… if someone had taken him away. I don’t… I don’t know what we should do, but I don’t think we should kill him.”


  “Your compassion speaks well of you.” Old Man glanced back at her and smiled warmly. “We will have to restrain him then. Can you handle the zombies?”


  Katie wasn’t sure whether it was her emotions or the threat posed by all the zombies, but her magic felt stronger than ever. It was pulling at her control, begging to be set free and allowed to rampage. Already, the shadows around them were lengthening, only a hair’s breadth from taking on solidity and substance. “I can.”


  “Enough talk.” Jonathon’s voice was flat, dead. “Kill them.”


  Old Man vanished, and Katie’s magic covered the world in darkness. When the shadows finally receded, there was nothing left of the zombies except tattered scraps of flesh. Old Man had Jonathon bound and gagged over his shoulder, and Rembrandt hopped over to knock him unconscious with a few pressure points.


  “I could have turned out like him,” Katie whispered. Rembrandt leapt back onto her shoulder and patted her cheek. “Thank you, Rembrandt.” The rat offered a few more words of comfort. “Let’s keep moving. I hope the others are okay.”


  Old Man put one hand on Katie’s shoulder. “We cannot choose everything in our life, Little Miss, but I do think that even if things had gone differently, you would still have chosen well. You are a better person than you think you are.”


  Katie took a deep breath. Her shadows were still fighting against her control. Slowly, they settled again. “Thanks.”


  Old Man’s chuckled. “You are most welcome although you would probably still be short. Your height, I am afraid, is not something you can choose.”


  “Hey!”


  * * *


  Timmy was not pleased about being teleported around by some other person’s magic without being asked first. The sensation was not particularly unpleasant – it was like being dunked into an ice bath, but he’d endured far worse things over the years – but the outcome most certainly was. Once he’d regained his bearings, he found himself in the middle of a large, circular chamber devoid of any windows. The only light came from magical crystals set into the walls, floor, and ceiling, all of which were covered in elaborate runes and seals to ensure that no one could use any magic on the chamber itself. The same was true of the columns that lined the edges of the chamber and supported the ornate, vaulted ceiling high above him. Whoever had built this chamber had taken great pains to prevent anything in it from being used against them.


  He couldn’t see any of the others, so he could only hope they were okay. If something had happened to them – to Katie – he might have to take a page out of his master’s book and murder the people responsible in some extremely unpleasant and hideously painful ways. He was not in the market for another apprentice, and he’d gotten used to having the others around too. At least he wasn’t completely alone. Half a dozen of his zombie warriors had made the trip with him, and Rubens, the cunning rat who specialised in stealth, was tucked away in one of his pockets.


  He patted the rat. “Stay hidden,” he whispered. “I don’t know who we’re fighting, but you might be able to surprise them later.”


  He didn’t have to wait long before he found out whom he was up against. A door built into one of the walls swung open to admit a tall, skinny man dressed in the elaborate blue and violet robes of a Lord of Magic who was affiliated with one of the various arcane orders that answered directly to the emperor. Honestly, the social and class structure of the empire was so labyrinthine that Timmy still wasn’t sure he completely understood it. He’d have to ask Katie about it later. He’d given her several books on the subject, and he was sure she’d already read them. And if he couldn’t ask Katie afterward because something had happened to her, well, he’d have to express his displeasure in the strongest – and most painful – ways possible. The other man had thinning grey hair and a long beard to go with piercing blue eyes. Several insignia on his robes suggested that he could very easily be the one in charge of the whole island. If anyone knew where the Eye was, this man would be the one.


  “Welcome to the Isle of Reforging, Timothy Walter Bolton. My name is… Lord Merton.” The man’s voice was deep and powerful despite his slender frame, and it echoed through the chamber as the door swung shut behind him. “I must admit that I underestimated you. You have devastated my fleet and all but destroyed my island, so I thought I would take the liberty of arranging a private chat between the two of us. I am curious to know more about the man who has proven to be so troublesome.”


  “What happened to the others who came with me?” Timmy held his shovel with deceptive casualness. Even if the entire room was protected from his magic, he still had some pebbles in his pockets and a pouch full of sand. It wasn’t much, but he had his zombies too. He’d make do, somehow. He always did. Of course, he wouldn’t show his hand this early. And if things really went wrong, his shovel was still a sharp piece of metal.


  Merton chuckled and made a sweeping gesture with both arms. Timmy had to fight the urge to throw one of his shovels at the other mage. He’d met theatrical opponents before, but most of them had possessed the good sense to stop when a real battle was at hand. Either Merton was so confident of victory that he didn’t think this would be a real battle, or he was a total idiot. Oh well. Timmy would have to pummel him, so he could use him as an example the next time Katie asked about what not to do in an important battle.


  “I’m afraid that all of your… friends have been teleported to different parts of this island. Sadly, you won’t be seeing them again.” Merton cackled. “The bureaucrat? He has most likely met a very spiky end by now. The elf? I imagine that she’s already a pile of ash. The other woman has undoubtedly been devoured by sharks, and your apprentice and the old man are most likely dying in agony after being stung by deadly zombie scorpions.”


  Timmy took a moment to process Merton’s words. Was it normal for powerful mages to be so weird? To be fair, he was hardly one to talk although he did try to be less eccentric than his master who had been pretty much insane when he wasn’t drunk. There was Vicky – she was definitely a bit weird – and James wasn’t exactly normal either. It really did seem like it was normal for powerful mages to be odd. “Let me get this straight? You dropped the bureaucrat into a pit full of spikes, you tried to burn the elf, you put the other woman in a pit full of sharks, and you left my apprentice and the old man in a pit full of zombie scorpions?” Timmy began to snicker toward the end, and he didn’t last much longer before bursting into full-blown laughter. In his pocket, he could feel Rubens shaking. The rat most likely shared his opinion about how ridiculous it all was. He ended up laughing so hard that he could barely stand.


  “Why are you laughing?” Merton growled. “Are you so callous as to find the deaths of your comrades amusing?”


  Timmy held one hand up in apology and sniggered for a few more moments before he finally managed to calm down. “I’m sorry, but… I can’t believe you think any of that is going to work. I’m sorry, but, no. There is no way that any of that is going to work. Plus, you forgot to mention the dragon. Sure, he’s not very big yet, but he’s pretty tough.”


  Timmy felt a lot better now. If all these guys had to throw at Katie were some zombie scorpions, she’d be fine. Oh, she wouldn’t like it – Katie was not fond of creepy-crawlies – but her shadows would make short work of some zombie scorpions. But if they had zombie scorpions, then they probably had a necromancer. That could be tricky, but Old Man was with her. The swordsman and Katie ought to be able to handle almost anything they ran into. And fire? Black Scales hadn’t been able to burn Avraniel to death. He sincerely doubted that they could produce fire hotter than the old dragon’s.


  “You clearly don’t know enough about them. Otherwise, you’d have done something worse than teleporting them to places like that. Well, except the bureaucrat – I am kind of worried about him.” Timmy winced. Several rats had been with Gerald. Hopefully, they had made the trip too. If they had, then Gerald should be fine. If they hadn’t, Timmy needed to get a move on because Gerald wasn’t exactly stellar at saving himself.


  “Your overconfidence amazes me,” Merton grumbled. “But even if they survive the pits, they shall still have to deal with the Lords of Magic who rule those areas. I can assure you they will not survive.” Merton sneered. “But perhaps I should not be surprised. Lord Riven has told me a lot about you, and there are not many men who could reanimate a kraken on such short notice.” The chamber shook, and Merton made a disgusted sound. “That damnable thing is still causing a disaster outside. The repair bill will be astronomical. Nevertheless, we’ll deal with it quickly once we’ve handled you and your friends. I imagine that killing you ought to put a stop to it.”


  Timmy was careful to maintain his confident expression, but the mention of Lord Riven troubled him. The name was familiar. If it were the man he was thinking of, that would mean trouble, especially if he ran into Katie. His hands tightened ever so slightly on his shovel. Katie would be fine. Old Man was with her. Right now, he needed to focus on Merton. “Oh, you’re welcome to try, but you won’t be killing me, not today.”


  “Really? The man with a shovel is already proclaiming his victory.” Merton laughed. “Ludicrous. What are you going to do? Bash me over the head with your shovel?”


  “Technically, it’s a magical shovel, and I do plan to bash you over the head with it.” Timmy pointed his shovel at Merton. “And to paraphrase someone I know, that’s not all I’m going to do. I’m going to kick your ass first.”


  “Bold words, necromancer, but you only have half a dozen of your zombies. You will never reach me. This entire room is under my control. There is nowhere for you to hide, and nothing in here to help you. All I need to do is land a single attack, and this fight will be over. I wonder how long you’d last if I teleported you to the bottom of the ocean. Wouldn’t that be amusing?”


  “I’d be worried if you could actually do it. After all, if you could, why didn’t you do it to begin with?”


  It was small, barely noticeable, but Merton flinched. Timmy smiled inwardly. He’d faced mages who could teleport things before, but never one as powerful as Merton. But this kind of magic always came with limitations. Merton had to be powerful – he’d teleported all of them at the same time – but why hadn’t he killed them outright? The odds were that his ability to teleport things hinged on several factors. The trap they’d glimpsed was a giveaway. He most likely needed to hit people with his magic to teleport them, and the fact that he’d teleported them to what sounded like specially designed pits suggested that he could probably only teleport people to predetermined locations. It was a big assumption, but those locations were most likely limited to a certain distance. He would have to test it, but Timmy had a feeling that unless Merton had a chance to charge up his magic or something similar, his range was similar to the size of the island. It was definitely formidable but far from invincible.


  “I’ll wipe the smile off your face,” Merton said.


  “I’m not trying to smile,” Timmy replied. “This is how my face usually looks.”


  “We’ll see about that.”


  The air in front of Merton shimmered, and Timmy readied himself. If he concentrated, he could just make out an oval-shaped blur in the air in front of the other mage. It was most likely a portal of some kind, one which teleported objects that ran into it – or that it ran into. Merton gestured, and the portal rushed forward. Timmy threw himself to the side and rolled away to get more distance. His zombies scattered as well, but he allowed one of them to get hit. It would be a sacrifice to help him learn more about Merton’s magic.


  As he expected, the zombie vanished for a split-second. When his magic reconnected to it, it was falling into a pit of spikes. Merton hadn’t lied. There actually was a pit full of spikes. On the upside, his zombie hadn’t seen Gerald down there, so unless there was another pit full of spikes, Gerald must have made it out of there safely. It also reassured him. If Merton tried to kill him with something like that, Timmy should be able to survive since a pit full of spikes would not be enough to kill him, especially a pit whose sides were lined in stone that was not protected from his earth magic.


  But the situation was still far from ideal. Even if Timmy wasn’t killed, he couldn’t afford to get hit. Merton was probably the last line of defence for the Eye, and he could simply be fighting for time. Merton must have alerted the Eternal Empire by now. The Eternal Empire’s sky knights – knights who rode giant eagles – would be here within hours. Timmy and the others might have even less time if the Eternal Empire had someone capable of long-distance teleportation with large groups of people. Timmy was reasonably sure they could handle the other Lords of Magic on the island, but the Eternal Empire had other mages strong enough to give even Avraniel pause, and they had to be on their way too. Timmy had to beat Merton and claim the Eye to win, but Merton could win by simply forcing a stalemate or drawing the battle out long enough for his reinforcements to arrive.


  Timmy’s jaw clenched. He’d underestimated Merton. The other man might talk too much, but that didn’t mean he was an idiot. Merton might even have planned his speech as yet another way to waste Timmy’s time. Yes, Merton might have blustered a lot at the start, but his bluster had only bought him more time. But why would Merton teleport him here? Timmy’s eyes widened. Of course, Merton had already told him. The kraken wouldn’t last long if Merton managed to kill or incapacitate him, and once the kraken went down, the island’s remaining forces should be able to overwhelm Travers and the others. Merton wanted to handle Timmy himself to make sure that he was handled properly.


  “My zombie didn’t fare very well against your pit,” Timmy said as he got back to his feet and raised his shovel. “But you’ll need to do a lot better to get rid of me.”


  He reached into his pocket and flicked a pebble into the air. The movement caught Merton’s attention immediately, and Timmy hit the pebble with his shovel. That alone would have propelled the pebble toward Merton at considerable speed, but with his magic to accelerate and guide it, the pebble reached a speed that even James would have been impressed by. Heck, this was a trick Timmy was hoping to surprise James with one day. But the pebble never reached Merton. It vanished into another shimmer in front of the mage. Interesting. Merton had summoned the portal incredibly quickly since it definitely hadn’t been there before.


  “An ingenious tactic,” Merton murmured. “You used earth magic to accelerate and harden the pebble, turning it into a potentially lethal projectile. Very good.” He chuckled, and his eyes bored into Timmy. “But, as you said, you’ll need to do a lot better to get rid of me. You’ll never reach me with something so weak.”


  “I guess I’ll have to get closer then.” Timmy nodded at his zombies. “Or they will. This chamber isn’t that big.”


  “Go ahead and try.” Merton smiled thinly. “It won’t work.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Timmy scoffed. “People always say that, and my zombies always get the job done, one way or another.”


  Timmy split off two of his zombies. He only had a limited number, so he needed to be careful. If he ran out of zombies before he learned enough to beat Merton’s magic, he would be in trouble. It was at times like this that he really missed Gerald. The other man had some more of his zombie stored away. Come to think of it, he hoped Gerald would remember them although, in all likelihood, he would probably panic and forget. At least these zombies were some of his best. They were faster than any normal zombie could hope to be and far more agile. They’d put Merton’s magic to the test.


  With a speed that most people would have been unable to keep up with, the two zombies raced toward Merton, cutting different paths across opposite sides of the chamber. But the other mage was up to the task. Two portals formed and rushed toward the zombies. The zombies dodged, twisting away with unnatural agility. The portals vanished, and two more formed and shot toward the zombies, only to miss as well.


  “You seem to be having trouble,” Timmy taunted. Oh, Merton had to be holding back, but Timmy needed to push him into revealing more before he truly committed to an attack.


  “Trouble? I’m only getting started.” The air in front of Merton ruptured, seething like boiling water, and more portals appeared. They lanced through the air like arrows from a bow. Instead of ovals, they were now much thinner, like arrows or spears. The zombies dodged the first two, but the portals were moving far more quickly than before. One of the zombies got hit. It landed in the shark pit and was promptly devoured. However, the other zombie continued its headlong charge. It reached Merton and raised its sword – only to be swallowed up by a portal on the floor. Timmy concentrated. There were fourteen portals floating in the air around Merton, another one had hit one of his zombies, and another one had appeared on the floor. There were thus a total of sixteen portals – which was a lot of portals.


  More troubling was how Merton could change the shape of his portals, which also changed their properties. The more surface area they had, the slower they seemed to move. But those thinner, arrow-like portals had been much, much faster, and they’d had a similar effect to the oval-shaped portals. Just being hit was enough to get teleported. Merton had also shown that he could create portals on the floor, and Timmy was willing to bet that he could do the same thing to the walls, ceiling, and pillars. He chuckled mirthlessly and glanced down at the floor beneath him. He’d have to be even more careful now although all of the portals Merton had made so far had started off close to him.


  Merton’s magic was perfect for defence. However, Timmy had also noticed that the amount of magic in each of the portals he’d seen so far was less than in the one Avraniel had triggered. Merton must have needed more magic to teleport larger objects or more people, which made sense. These portals seemed limited to either a single large object or perhaps a group of smaller objects.


  “Was that the best you could do?” Merton asked. He even had the audacity to waggle one finger at Timmy like a schoolteacher chastising an unruly child. Timmy found himself grinning. It was a bad habit to have – he knew a necromancer who’d lost a finger doing that to an unruly zombie. “Your friends are dead, and you are not going to win this.”


  “You talk more than an old necromancer,” Timmy replied. “And stop saying my friends are dead. You should be more worried about your fellow Lords of Magic. And that? That wasn’t close to the best I can do.” Timmy wasn’t normally one to talk so much in a fight, especially when he needed to win quickly, but the last thing he needed was for Merton to try overwhelming him with portals. If he could keep the other mage talking, keep him thinking that the situation was under control and that he had the upper hand, then Timmy might be able to learn enough to win.


  He reached into his pockets again. The pouch of sand he’d brought was a gift a friend of his and Vicky’s – Emily – had put together. She was the same person who made the potions he carried around in case of an emergency, and she was also the granddaughter of Mike the corpse dealer. Rather than go into the family business, she had been Vicky’s student for a time, an accomplished healer and apothecary, but she still knew a thing or two about how to fit a lot of things into a very small space. The pouch she’d given him held far more sand than its appearance suggested. “Let’s see how you handle this.”


  He opened the pouch and thrust his shovel forward. A sandstorm filled the chamber.


  “I see. You intend to blind me while you attack with your other zombies.” Merton chortled. “You are getting desperate, aren’t you?”


  Timmy was far from desperate. Desperate described how he’d felt when his master had thrown him into a pit full of hungry baby hydras with only a wooden stick. Timmy had been eight years old then, and he’d been lucky to get out of the pit alive. Like that fight, this fight wasn’t one he could win if he fought fairly. His magic simply didn’t match up well against Merton’s. Someone like Old Man who could also teleport would do better, and Avraniel could easily have filled the entire chamber with fire. Timmy’s biggest advantage was that he hadn’t given away a lot of information about his magic. If he could find a weakness to exploit before Merton committed fully to an attack, he could still win.


  As sand billowed through the chamber, Timmy sent his three remaining zombies at Merton. If they managed to capture the man, so much the better, but he needed to know the limits of what Merton could do with his magic. Hidden in the sand, Timmy put as much focus and energy into guiding his zombies as he could spare to help them avoid the portals. His zombies moved like lightning, dodging back and forth, their movements aided by the fact that Timmy was able to sense the trajectory of the portals through the sand they teleported while shooting through the sandstorm. Merton summoned even more portals, but even as the zombies continued to dodge and work their way closer, the number of portals never rose above thirty-two. It had to be his limit: thirty-two active portals. At least, Timmy hoped it was Merton’s limit. If it wasn’t, then he was in big trouble.


  Those portals weren’t only aimed at Timmy’s zombies. They were aimed at Timmy too. Somehow, Merton had managed to locate him through all of the sand. Timmy dove to the ground to avoid one portal and then leapt to dodge another. He couldn’t see the portals very well – they were coming in too fast – but his sand let him know what paths they were taking. As the next portal streaked toward him, he drew his anti-magic shovel and lashed out at the edge of it before returning his anti-magic shovel to its holster on his back. He smiled. The anti-magic shovel was completely intact. The portal had not been able to teleport it. It was possible that Merton could make a portal strong enough to overcome the protective runes and seals on the shovel, but his usual portal had not been strong enough.


  It wasn’t much, but it was something Timmy could work with.


  As the sandstorm continued to rage through the chamber, the portals finally hit home and teleported the last of Timmy’s zombies away. He drew some pebbles out of his pocket and launched them at Merton one after the other. The Lord of Magic didn’t bother to move. Instead, he used a single portal to deal with all of the pebbles.


  “Is that all you have, necromancer? I haven’t moved even a single step since we began. Surrender and perhaps the emperor will show you mercy. Men with your talents are always useful to have around, especially when war is near.”


  Timmy didn’t reply. Whatever method Merton was using to locate him, it wasn’t exact. Not all of the portals aimed at him had gotten close, and he wasn’t about to give his position away by speaking. Instead, he fired three pebbles – the last of his pebbles – along the exact same trajectory, but with a reasonable gap between them. The portals Merton had used so far had only lasted a short time after teleporting anything larger than Timmy’s sand. If that was the case…


  This time Timmy heard a muffled curse and the sound of boots scraping across the floor. But the second pebble – the one he had thought would hit – had not landed. Somehow, it had gone right through Merton instead of being teleported, at least that was how it had felt to Timmy’s magic. Intangibility? Possibly, but it was only temporary. Merton had dodged the third pebble.


  “Clever,” Merton spat. “But are you out of pebbles? You might have been able to hit me just now if you’d thrown a few more. Of course, now that I know what you’re up to, I can simply use more of my magic to defend myself.”


  Timmy smirked. He knew what to do now. He let the sand recede and put a vicious glare on his face. It was best to keep up appearances, to let Merton think he was winning. “You’re good, but I know how to beat you now.” He fell into a rough stance with his shovel. “All I have to do is close the gap, and you lose. You can only summon thirty-two portals at a time, and you can’t see through my sand. If I attack while my sand hides my presence, you’re finished.”


  “You arrogant fool!” Merton thundered. Timmy bit back a smirk. It seemed like he had touched a nerve. Good. The angrier Merton got, the less clearly he would think. “I’m impressed that you managed to learn so much about my magic so quickly, but it won’t help you. I might not be able to see through your sand, but I know you felt my secondary magic when you threw those pebbles at me. Even if you get close enough to hit me, my intangibility will ensure that your blows do no damage whatsoever. And if you commit to an attack at close range, there’s no way you’ll be able to dodge my portals.”


  Timmy did his best to maintain his glare. So many powerful mages had a tendency to talk far too much when they fought. There was nothing wrong with talking if it served a purpose. When he talked, it was usually to buy time or to wheedle information out of his opponents. In comparison, he always did his best to hide or confuse people about his own abilities. He didn’t have the luxury of having ridiculously overpowered magic like Vicky. He put on his most determined expression. “We’ll see about that. Here I come!”


  Timmy somehow managed not to cringe at that last line. Was he laying it on too thick? Maybe he was, but Merton only seemed to get more enthusiastic. The other man must have liked crushing people’s spirits when he fought. Timmy waved his shovel again, and the sand rose once more, swirling around the chamber. Portals immediately began to rain down on him. They could only travel in straight lines from what he’d seen, so he dodged as best he could, careful not to step where a portal had hit the floor. It would most likely result in him getting teleported away. It was at times like this that he was almost grateful for his master’s brutal training regime. To improve Timmy’s ability to dodge, his master had thrown knives and other projectiles at him whenever the opportunity had arisen. He’d even gotten a zombie hydra to spit acid at him, so Timmy would have no choice but to get even better at dodging.


  As the onslaught continued, Timmy reached into his pocket for Rubens. It was time for the rat to do his thing. With a burst of effort, Timmy twisted away from a pair of portals and rolled to one side. He drew his anti-magic shovel, which left him with a shovel in either hand. He really, really hoped this worked. Otherwise, this fight was going to get very, very ugly for him. He flung both of his shovels at Merton, the normal one first and the anti-magic one second.


  “The same trick?” Merton laughed contemptuously. “Using your shovels won’t make any difference. I’m ready this –”


  Merton never finished his sentence because although the first portal teleported away Timmy’s normal shovel, his anti-magic shovel sliced right through the second and third portals. It was to Merton’s credit that he had the skill and speed to turn intangible almost immediately, but he must have been worried that even his intangibility wouldn’t work on the anti-magic shovel. The Lord of Magic flinched away, and the anti-magic shovel flew past him and buried itself in the far wall of the chamber as Merton became tangible again. The sand raging through the room fell to the ground as Timmy’s magic slipped out of his control. He still had one shovel on his back, and he reached for it. This shovel wouldn’t be nearly as good as his usual one – it was the one he’d designed for use at sea – but it would have to do. Reaching out with his magic, he ordered the shovel that had been teleported away to self-destruct. It would not be good to leave it in the hands of his enemies.


  Merton was breathing heavily, and beads of sweat dotted his brow and trickled down his temple. He chuckled. “What a brilliant plan. I truly praise you from the very bottom of my heart. You almost beat me.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe you came so close to winning, but it’s over now.” He raised one hand, and portals shimmered into existence around him. “It’s –”


  “You can surrender now,” Timmy said.


  “What?” Merton gaped. “Me? Surrender? Have you lost your mind? I’m the one who’s winning!”


  “No, you’re not. Look on your shoulder.”


  “That is the oldest trick in the book, and I am not going to fall for it.” But Merton couldn’t resist taking a quick peek, which was when Rubens appeared, fading into view as he let his invisibility recede. He held a dagger in one hand, only a hair’s breadth from Merton’s throat, and his other hand clutched a handful of needles. “What? You expect me to be afraid of a little rat with some toy needles and a tiny dagger? I don’t know where it came from, but –”


  “I expect you to be afraid of a ninja rat, and those weapons certainly aren’t toys. In fact, they’re coated in a rare poison that his clan came up with. I won’t spoil the surprise for you, but I can say that the poison involves some hydra blood, some manticore venom, and a whole lot of other nasty things designed to leave you in hideous, screaming agony the likes of which you could not possibly imagine.”


  Merton swallowed thickly. “You’re lying.”


  “Show him,” Timmy said to Rubens.


  Rubens shook one of his needles. A small drop of clear fluid dripped onto the floor. It hit the floor and hissed and bubbled while giving off acrid fumes.


  “You won’t kill me,” Merton stuttered. “You need me to get to the Eye. And if your friends are somehow still alive, the only one who can bring them here is me.”


  “I’m sure they’re all still alive.” Timmy’s lips curled. “And I’m sure you have ways of ascertaining the location of intruders on this island. Go ahead and check. You’ll see that I’m right. What you’re going to do now is to open portals near them that will bring them here. Oh, it’ll probably take you more time and magic to create these portals, but I’m certain you can do it. After all, you had such a nice trap for us at the entrance.”


  “Why should I? You can’t kill me. This is all a bluff.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong. I can kill you. Have you forgotten whom you’re talking to? I’m a Grand Necromancer. I can kill you and bring you back as a zombie, so you have no choice but to obey my orders. I can condemn you to an eternity of horrible, endless servitude.” Timmy wasn’t about to do that, and even if he’d wanted to, it would have taken him far too much time – time he didn’t have. But he was betting Merton wouldn’t know that since necromancy had been largely illegal in the Eternal Empire for centuries and they’d burned most of their necromancers centuries ago too. Plus, Timmy’s master had one of the worst reputations in necromancer history. If Merton had learned about Timmy from Jonathon Riven, then he would have heard all about what a monster Timmy’s master had been. He would likely assume Timmy was the same. “It’s your choice. Go on. Try me.”


  “I…” Merton looked frantically between Timmy and Rubens. “I… how… how did you get the rat onto my shoulder?”


  “He hitched a ride on the second shovel I threw. Of course, you didn’t see him because he was invisible.” Timmy flared his magic. “Now, I’m done talking. You’ve got until the count of three. One. Two. Three –”


  “I’ll do it!” Merton blurted as Rubens prepared to strike. “I’ll do it! Call off your rat!”


  “I thought you’d see things my way.” Timmy smiled sunnily and walked past Merton to pull his anti-magic shovel out of the wall. He would have danced a merry victory jig around the other mage, but he had an image to uphold. Although his anti-magic shovel wasn’t as versatile as his usual one, it would still be better than his other shovel, especially since he was all out of zombies until Gerald turned up. “Get to it. I want you to open portals for all of them as quickly as you can. Otherwise, my rodent friend there will be very happy to get to work with his dagger and his needles. Believe me, you don’t want that.”


  To help things along, Rubens gave a sinister chuckle. Well, Timmy assumed that it was supposed to be a sinister chuckle. Coming from the rat, it came across as more cute than threatening. Merton, however, was suitably concerned, and it wasn’t long before the others were in the chamber beside Timmy – most of them, anyway.


  “What is taking you so long, Avraniel?” Timmy shouted through the portal.


  The portal’s ability to transmit sound both ways was extremely impressive. Likewise, Timmy was amazed by how long Merton had been able to keep it open. It seemed like the more time and effort Merton put into creating a portal, the longer it could stay open. Old Man, Katie, and Rembrandt had joined Rubens in keeping an eye on Merton while a very hungry Spot eyed the other man like he was the next thing on the menu, which led to no small amount of stress for the unfortunate mage. Not far away, Amanda was keeping a watchful eye on Jonathon and another man. Timmy grimaced. From the expression on Katie’s face, the two of them would have to talk about whatever had happened down there. Jonathon had gotten to her, and although there wasn’t a scratch on her, not all wounds were the kind that people could see. “Gerald, what’s taking you two so long?”


  “Give us three more minutes.” Avraniel waved at him from the other side of the portal. “There’s some great stuff in here.”


  “Good grief,” Timmy muttered. They must have found the treasury. It would explain all the valuables around them that were rapidly disappearing courtesy of Gerald’s magic. Honestly, if Gerald had ever gone into crime, he would have made an incredible thief. His magic would have let him steal almost anything as long as he could get close to it. He glanced at Amanda. “You seem to be wearing someone else’s cloak. What happened to your clothes?”


  “I am afraid I have been rather careless again. I had to deal with someone in fairly… direct fashion.” She nodded at the unconscious man next to Jonathon and then looked at Merton. “Your part-demon friend had quite the collection of followers. It is a shame they all tasted so horrible.” She bared her teeth. “I shall have to find something sweeter to wash the taste out of my mouth.”


  Merton looked like he was about to faint, and Rubens slapped him across the face with his tail. There would be absolutely no fainting until they were finished here. Finally, Avraniel and Gerald came through the portal… along with a three-headed dog the size of a warhorse that Timmy had somehow not noticed earlier.


  “What is that?” Timmy asked Avraniel as he pointed at the dog. “Never mind. It’s you. I should be glad you only have one of it. Just make sure it behaves. Anyway, now that we’re all here, we should go get the Eye.” His gaze drifted to the doors at the far end of the chamber. “I’m going to guess that it’s through those doors, Lord Merton. I’m also going to guess that it’s protected by magic only you can undo. Naturally, you’ll be undoing that magic if you want to live. But before you do that, where are we? We must be in the tower, but where, specifically, in the tower?”


  “Near the top,” Merton growled before giving a better description. The whole ordeal must have been incredibly humiliating, but Timmy found it hard to feel too sympathetic. Merton had brought it on himself. If Timmy had been in charge, he would have flooded the lower levels with monsters and barricaded the upper levels to buy as much time as possible. The other Lords of Magic should have been at Merton’s side, not elsewhere.


  “Thank you,” Timmy said. “Now, disable the defences around the Eye.”


  Merton’s magic flared, and the runes and seals in the chamber and on the doors deactivated. “I’ve disabled the ones I can, but only the emperor himself can remove the Eye from this place. Not even I can take it from here.”


  “You know, I think you’re telling the truth. Like I said, I’m not going to kill you. You’ve been quite cooperative.” And didn’t that say a lot about the Eternal Empire? Timmy nodded at Rubens. The rat darted forward to hit a few pressure points, and Merton dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. “Gerald, can you and Old Man make sure those three Lords of Magic are properly restrained? Be especially careful with Merton. Use twice as many magic suppressors as you think you’ll need. Trust me. His magic will be a pain to deal with if he catches us off guard.”


  Timmy closed his eyes and reached out to the zombie kraken. It had taken considerable damage, but it had also helped their forces outside take the docks and the fortress. Frankly, however, they’d be lucky if it lasted another two or three hours, but that was okay. They wouldn’t need it for much longer, and it would make for an excellent distraction when reinforcements arrived. There was a crash, and the zombie kraken heaved itself up onto the island and smashed a tentacle through the side of the tower and into the chamber. “Right. There’s our way out. Let’s go get the Eye.”


  The Eye was in the middle of the next room, a circular shrine. It was an orb roughly a foot in diameter, and it was a deep, limitless black within which shone a single pinpoint of light that defied easy description. It was simultaneously every colour in the world and no colour at all. The Eye radiated dark and terrible power. The stories of its divine origins must have had some truth. There was no way this thing was completely mortal in origin. A barrier of powerful magic surrounded the Eye, one that matched the divine energy rolling off it.


  “The barrier around the Eye draws off its power,” Amanda murmured. “It’s the same as when I helped create it. The barrier naturally nullifies virtually all forms of magic. Even if you can get past it, there is also a spatiotemporal element built into it as well. While passing through the barrier, you age thousands of times faster than normal while the apparent distance to the Eye increases at a similar rate. You can imagine what happens then. You die after what feels like an eternity of being stuck in the same place. It is rather clever.”


  “I’m hoping you have a way of dealing with it,” Timmy said.


  “Indeed, I do.” Amanda took a deep breath. “I helped create the Eye. I understand how its power produces its defences.” She paused. “My magic was used to create several of the original components. Now that I am here, I should be able to use that connection to make the Eye’s defences vulnerable to magic. It was how I was able to damage it the first time, and I am hoping you can help me, Old Man.”


  The swordsman reached for his weapon. “My magic should allow me to cut through the spatiotemporal part of the barrier, but the backlash will be tremendous. Any normal person trying to pass through it would be killed, even with the barrier down. You would need someone who could regenerate fast enough to ignore even severed limbs.”


  Everyone turned to Amanda.


  The ancient vampire sighed. “I suppose I am the most suitable person.” She gestured at Gerald. “Please prepare what I gave you earlier.” The bureaucrat nodded and produced a large box. “The Eye is an artefact born from the Abyss. If we store it with your magic, Gerald, it would corrupt you, and you would most likely be either killed or driven completely insane.” The bureaucrat almost dropped the box. “Thankfully, I know enough about the Eye to protect you from such… unpleasantness. The box will shield you from the deleterious effects of the Eye and suppress its presence. Once we get it, we hardly want them to know where we are keeping it.” She frowned. “However, I would strongly recommend that you hand the Eye over to the Council as soon as possible. The less contact it has with your magic, the better.” Her frown deepened. “In all honesty, I would prefer to destroy this entire island. The magic they’ve been using to repair the Eye could also be used to repair other artefacts, but we do not have enough time to destroy everything.”


  Avraniel grinned. “I can take a few extra shots at the island while we’re leaving.”


  “I would appreciate it.” Amanda beckoned Old Man forward. “Be ready, please, and wait for my signal.”


  Amanda’s eyes closed, and her magic filled the shrine. Timmy shivered. She must have been incredibly powerful for a human, but the years that had passed had made her even more powerful as an ancient vampire. Something within the Eye responded, and the barrier protecting it trembled several times. “Now, Old Man!”


  Old Man drew his sword and struck. Timmy stared. His strike had been absolutely perfect, and its perfection was accompanied by a huge amount of Old Man’s magic. A gap in the barrier appeared. It was like reality itself had been torn apart, and Amanda rushed forward with inhuman speed. There was a flash of light, and the air was suddenly opaque, hiding Amanda from view. She must have grabbed the Eye because the barrier collapsed, and she stumbled back toward them and dropped to one knee with the Eye clutched in her hands. Timmy gaped. Amanda’s entire body was covered in deep lacerations, most of which revealed bone. Multiple puncture wounds dotted her body as well, and her cloak had been completely shredded.


  “Gerald, stop gawking. Give her the box and get her something to wear.” Timmy yelped as Gerald almost dropped the box after Amanda put the Eye in it. “Careful! I don’t want to know what happens if we drop the Eye. Knowing our luck, it’ll probably kill the lot of us or something.”


  “Sorry.” Gerald stored the box away with his magic and handed Amanda some clothing. “Um…” He fidgeted, and several objects appeared in the air beside him only to vanish until he finally settled on a bottle filled with red fluid. He handed it to Amanda, careful to keep his eyes strictly on her face. “Here. It’s blood. You asked me to hold onto some earlier.”


  Amanda opened her mouth to reply, but no sound emerged, which wasn’t surprising since there were several punctures and gashes in her throat. Holding one hand up to close the holes in her throat, she used her other hand to lift the bottle to her lips.


  “Good work.” Timmy and the others turned away as Amanda healed and dressed herself. “Let’s get out of here.” He stopped mid-stride. “Avraniel, the others captured the Lords of Magic they encountered. What about you? Did you not run into one?”


  The elf looked away. “I might have… burned him to ash.”


  “What? You burned him to ash? How are we supposed to interrogate him if you burned him to ash? Even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to reanimate him.”


  “Oh, shut up, idiot. It’s his fault for being so weak. Besides, the paper pusher and I raided the treasury. There’s bound to be something useful amongst all the stuff we took.”


  “Wait, paper pusher? Do you mean Gerald?”


  “Whom else would I be talking about?”


  Timmy scowled. “I thought Gerald and I were both idiots. Why am I still an idiot, but he’s been upgraded to paper pusher?”


  “Because you’re still an idiot whereas he saved Spot.” Avraniel marched off. “Come on. We’re wasting time, and I can’t wait to blow up as much of this place as I can on our way out.”


  



Epilogue


  Timmy looked over at Jake’s dreadnought. They were all celebrating merrily, and the ones who saw him looking raised their mugs of what was probably alcohol in salute. Apparently, the former – well, not former anymore – privateers had stumbled across the fortress’s treasury and had helped themselves to a rather considerable amount of gold. Of course, they’d have to share it with the others, but they’d made a very, very tidy profit, more than they could have possibly imagined before meeting Timmy. Their find and the overall success of the mission meant that everyone was in high spirits.


  Personally, Timmy wasn’t happy about leaving his zombie kraken behind, but he hadn’t had a choice. Based on what he’d seen through its mind before it had been brought down, it had put up a heck of a fight and gotten its revenge. It had devastated even more of the island before finally being defeated by the remnants of the island’s defenders and the first few waves of reinforcements. It hadn’t gone down quietly. The Eternal Empire would be missing quite a few sky knights. It had helped that Avraniel had gone nuts on their way out. Anything flammable within her range – which meant most of the island – was soon alight. The last that he’d seen of the tower, the top half of it had been melting while clouds of fire billowed out of the bottom half and consumed the buildings around it.


  Given how long it had taken their enemies to kill the zombie kraken, to say nothing of all the damage the island had suffered, Timmy was confident Amanda’s concealment magic would see them safely back to Everton’s waters without further incident. As the celebrations on the two remaining ships continued – they’d used the remaining smaller ship as a decoy crewed by some zombies – Travers ambled over to him with a mug of ale. Timmy accepted it, and they each drained their mugs.


  “You did well,” Travers said. They were both staring up at the moon. “We have the Eye, and it may take them years to rebuild after all of the damage we did to the island.”


  “I’d say you did just as well.” Timmy leaned on the railing. “You and the others were able to take the fortress and hold the docks. You were even able to secure a route for us to retreat along. It couldn’t have been easy.”


  “We did have help.” Travers gave a deep, booming laugh. “That zombie kraken of yours, that zombie hydra-griffin, and that zombie shark… thing certainly made our lives easier.” He took a gold coin out of his pocket and tossed it into the water. It was an old custom, a way of honouring the god of the ocean after a successful battle. “We’re not out of the woods yet although I can’t stop the others from celebrating. We won a great battle today, Timmy, and with all the concealment magic we’ve got going, someone would have to be right on top of us to see us, and even then it’s no sure thing. They certainly don’t have a chance of catching us by sea.” He called for a passing sailor to bring him more ale. “And if they’re looking for us by air, you had some of your zombies crew our smallest vessel and sail it in the opposite direction.”


  “It seemed like a good idea.” Sky knights could cover a lot of ground from the air, but he was hoping the decoy ship would draw their attention until the rest of them were safely out of the area. And it would be hard for any patrol to spot them without being spotted first thanks to Avraniel’s keen eyes.


  “Gerald has already contacted Councillor Winters and Councillor Arthurs to report our success,” Travers said. “And you were even able to capture some valuable prisoners. I’m sure the Council will enjoy speaking to them.”


  “Only one of them was my doing,” Timmy replied. “And Merton might be a jerk, but he’s a powerful jerk.” A sailor handed him and Travers more ale. “I’ll be glad when we’re back on land, and I still need to talk to Katie too.”


  “Did something happen?” Travers’s jaw tightened. “Was she harmed?”


  “Not really.” Timmy would have to talk to Jonathon at some point, even if it was just to tell him that he would be handed over to the Council. He deserved that much, but Timmy wasn’t looking forward to it at all. “You could say it’s simply a matter of my master casting a very long shadow.”


  “Your master was a bastard.” Travers wasn’t one to mince words. “Everyone thought so.”


  “Yes. Yes, he was.”


  “Master!” Katie cried, waving at him. “Stop moping around. We won, didn’t we?”


  “You want me to celebrate, do you?” Timmy’s gaze drifted to the others. Amanda was watching everything with faint amusement as she sipped on some blood. Old Man and Gerald had retreated to a quieter corner of the deck to enjoy some food and drink while Avraniel, Spot, and the rats led the crew in a bawdy victory chant which involved Everton doing some very improper things to the Eternal Empire’s anatomy.


  Katie shook her head. “Not exactly. Spot has just finished eating and the song will be over soon. It’s your turn to brush his teeth.”


  Timmy downed the rest of his ale and flashed Travers a grin. “Duty calls.”


  “Have fun with that.” Travers waved his mug at Timmy. “You’re a braver man than me, sticking your arm into a dragon’s mouth.”


  “It helps that he’s not too big… yet.”


  As the song came to an end and Avraniel moved on to challenging Amanda to a drinking contest, Timmy got to work on Spot’s teeth. The vampire accepted the elf’s challenge with a faint smirk. Could she even get drunk? He doubted it. As for the rats, they had moved over to Katie and were busy telling her all about what they’d gotten up to during the battle since only Rembrandt had been with her the entire time.


  “Not a bad day’s work, right, Spot?”


  The dragon made a low rumble of agreement. Fun.


  * * *


  Vicky floated over the carnage. What a mess. What was supposed to have been nothing more than some posturing against the Eternal Empire in the seas southwest of Everton had turned into a complete debacle. The plan had called for a bit of posturing, and for several days, the enemy fleet had played along. Whoever had been in charge had understood how this sort of thing worked. Both fleets would posture, perhaps a few warning shots would be fired, but neither side would commit to a real attack since neither Everton nor the Eternal Empire wanted to start a war just yet.


  Unfortunately, the Eternal Empire had not come alone, and one of their allies had led a raid during the middle of the night. What should have been nothing more than grandiose posturing had escalated into a full-blown naval battle involving dozens of ships. To make matters worse, someone on the other side had summoned some kind of gigantic aquatic demon thing that had spawned hordes of smaller aquatic demon things.


  Vicky sincerely hoped the whole thing had been a mistake and that the Eternal Empire’s allies had acted against orders. It did not bode well for Everton if the Eternal Empire was truly committed to launching an attack already. They simply weren’t prepared for all-out war yet. She and James had been forced to intervene, and she’d devastated much of the enemy fleet herself. They simply hadn’t had anyone on their side strong enough to stop her. Oh, there had been Lords of Magic, but the greatest amongst them had not been with the fleet, and they were the only ones who had a hope of challenging her, save for the emperor himself. Besides, she could hardly stand by while her countrymen and their allies were attacked even if her original intention had been to merely observe the Eternal Empire’s navy to see how much it had improved. The answer was that they had gotten better although they were still significantly worse than Everton’s navy.


  The glow around her dimmed ever so slightly as she sensed her flagship’s approach. James stood on the bow. He’d done the lion’s share of the work protecting the flagship and dealing with the lesser spawn of the demon thing. All of the ships she’d blown apart had left behind so many little bits and pieces for him to use as projectiles with his magic.


  “If this wasn’t a mistake,” James said. “Then things have changed. They’re really serious about staging an attack by sea. And if we hadn’t been here…”


  “Our fleet would most likely have been completely destroyed by those demons.” Vicky spotted one of the vile creatures trying to swim away. A beam of blindingly bright light lanced through the water and killed it before it could swim so much as a single yard. “We’ll have to inform the rest of the Council and move up our timeline.” She landed next to James and let her glow dim even further. “I am also concerned by their use of an aquatic demon. Some of their summoners also had aquatic creatures at their disposal. This suggests a much greater level of preparation.” They would have to put more summoners on their own ships and ensure that those summoners could summon creatures suitable for naval warfare. “At least Gerald had good news.”


  “There is that.” James spotted some allied sailors clinging to some debris nearby and lifted them onto the ship with his magic. They’d come across survivors from the enemy fleet too, and they had taken all of them into custody. “In fact, I’d say it’s better than good news. It’s great news.”


  They’d received the news shortly after the conclusion of the battle here. Timmy and the others had succeeded. The Eye was theirs, and the island where it had been repaired was in shambles. The forces in charge of the island’s defence had also been all but obliterated.


  Vicky chuckled. “You know, James, at the rate he’s going, he’s going to earn himself more than a pardon. The Council might have no choice but to make him the official administrator of the entire area around Black Tower Castle.”


  “I wouldn’t exactly like that outcome,” James muttered. “But he’ll have earned it he keeps doing what he’s been doing. Hopefully, all of the paperwork and responsibility will keep him from being too much of a nuisance. I wonder how the Eternal Empire will respond to losing the Eye.”


  “I sincerely hope the emperor challenges me to a duel to the death.” Vicky clenched one fist. “It would certainly be an interesting fight. It would be very close, but it would save us all a lot of trouble if I could kill him.”


  “Yes, it would, which is why it’ll never happen.” James peered out across the water. The remaining ships in the enemy fleet had retreated, but the ocean around them was littered with debris. He shook his head. Vicky’s power was ridiculous. “We should do one more sweep for survivors and then pull back. I wouldn’t be surprised if they have more ships in the area or on the way.”


  Vicky rose back into the air, and the glow around her brightened. “There’s no rush. If they want to come back for more, then I’ll be happy to oblige.”


  * * *


  Emperor William Winston Wesley Wilbur Waverton leapt off his giant eagle. He had waited long enough to find out what had happened to this place. From above, the island was clearly in shambles. The central tower was almost completely destroyed. It looked like someone had melted most of it, and fires were still raging across much of the island. Debris and wreckage from the island’s fleet floated in the harbour, and a gigantic corpse of some kind lay sprawled over the ruins of the fortress that overlooked the docks. He snarled. What a mess. What a very expensive mess.


  He hit the ground hard enough to shatter the cobblestones and send chunks of broken stone flying in all directions. His lips curled. It was to be expected. His eagle had been several hundred feet above the ground. Nevertheless, there wasn’t a single scratch on him – his magic had seen to that. As soon as the cloud of dust cleared, the soldiers nearby dropped to their knees. They waited for William to nod in acknowledgement before two of them rushed off to fetch their superiors. Mere moments later, the emperor was seated upon a comfortable chair as the Minster of War and the Minister of Information went to one knee before him. He waved aside the gesture of respect. It was only right for mere soldiers to bow before him, but these were two of his most capable ministers, men who had served first his father and then him with distinction. He already had their loyalty and respect. Right now, he was more interested in what they had learned about this debacle.


  “Gentlemen,” William rumbled. His magic filled the air, an oppressive weight that would have crushed lesser men. Indeed, it sent the soldiers around them back to their knees. However, his two ministers got back to their feet with only a few beads of sweat upon their brows – a testament to their power – and he allowed his magic to recede. There could be no doubt in their minds now about how much the loss of this island and the Eye displeased him. It was also a reminder that he ruled not only by virtue of his royal blood and imposing intellect but also because of his overwhelming power. “What happened here?”


  The two ministers exchanged looks. Neither of them particularly enjoyed being the bearer of bad news although they both understood they were not in danger here. The emperor’s wrath was no small thing, but he was also careful about directing it only at those who deserved it. They had not been responsible for the island’s maintenance and defence. That duty had been Lord Merton’s. In the end, it was the Minister of War who spoke.


  The minister, Lord Carlton, was a burly man with hair that had gone grey more than a decade ago. But the ease with which he moved his powerful frame and the large sword upon his back suggested that he had many days of fighting still ahead of him. “Your Majesty, we are still investigating, but I will tell you what we have learned. Yesterday, as you know, the island sent word that they had come under attack. Although they were confident in their ability to repel the intruders, I thought it prudent to dispatch an advance force of sky knights. I also diverted several patrols to this area to offer further assistance.”


  “Clearly,” William drawled, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Their confidence was misplaced, and you were right to send reinforcements. Otherwise, we would not be having this conversation.” He gestured vaguely at the gigantic dead… thing sprawled over the ruins of the fortress that overlooked the docks. “And what is that? I presume our enemies deployed it against us.”


  Carlton took a deep breath, and William sighed. This could not be good. The older man had often done that when explaining the Eternal Empire’s previous military follies to William when he’d still been a boy learning the history of warfare. “It, Your Majesty, was a zombie kraken. Our sky knights arrived only hours after the attack concluded. However, they were unable to pursue those responsible due to the use of impressive concealment magic and the intervention of the zombie kraken.” He ran one hand through his grey hair. “The zombie kraken was in the middle of wrecking the rest of the island, so the leader of the sky knights, knowing the value of the island, chose to engage with most of his forces while breaking off a group to scour the seas nearby.” His jaw clenched. “We have lost more than half of the sky knights I sent, and the rest are wounded.”


  “Are you telling me that the thing over there was a zombie kraken and it somehow defeated a force made up entirely of sky knights?” The emperor’s eye twitched, and he made a choking sound. “Forgive me, Lord Carlton, but I was under the impression the sky knights flew around on giant eagles and that krakens, however large, cannot actually fly. How exactly did it kill and injure so many of the sky knights? Surely, they could have simply kept their distance and bombarded it with magic until it fell.”


  “The survivors I’ve spoken to tell me that they tried to do exactly what you suggested, Your Majesty. However, there were… complications.” Carlton pointed to where the bits and pieces of several ships and even some buildings lay broken upon the remains of the facility that had once covered most of the island. “The zombie kraken used its strength to turn some of the ruined ships from the fleet defending this island into projectiles. It also threw some of the smaller buildings near the docks at the sky knights.” He grimaced. “Our sky knights are skilled, but dodging ships and buildings is… well, difficult even for them.”


  The emperor covered his face with one hand. He could hardly blame the sky knights for losing if their foe had been hurling ships and buildings at them. Unlike his Lords of Magic, the sky knights were chosen first and foremost for their prowess in aerial combat. They could be highly effective against infantry and other land-bound units, but a zombie kraken was hardly the same as regular infantry. “Of course, that’s what happened. I suppose my next question is the one I should have started with. Where did the zombie kraken come from?”


  “We believe the zombie kraken was made using the kraken which Lord Merton mentioned in a report not long ago. It was slain after being drawn here by the magical energies we were using to repair the Eye. Kraken corpses are notoriously difficult to dispose of, and Lord Riven mentioned reanimating it once its soul had become more detached from its body.”


  “Detached?”


  “I am not entirely sure of the specifics, Your Majesty. I am not a necromancer. However, Lord Riven explained that the souls of powerful creatures often remain attached to their body for some time. Reanimating it before its soul had become more detached would have resulted in it immediately turning against us.”


  “I am going to go out on a limb here and guess that was what happened, which begs the question: who reanimated it?” William could feel a headache coming on. Hiring Lord Riven had been a gamble, but it had paid off handsomely – until now. They should have gotten rid of its damn corpse or at least taken it somewhere less dangerous.


  “We have spoken to some of the survivors of the attack, and we have also recovered some scrying spheres. Unfortunately, the spheres have been damaged. All we have are some images, many of them disjointed, and all of them lacking sound. Still, even those are enough to give us a good idea of what happened.”


  William’s eyes widened as the minister produced several scrying spheres – all of which bore signs of damage, mostly scorch marks – and began to work through the images they contained. His foul mood only darkened as he saw the island’s fleet get obliterated before the attackers split into several groups to attack the docks, the fortress, and the complex that housed the Eye. What troubled him the most was the group who had stormed the complex. It had contained some very powerful individuals. And then there was that… that thing.


  “What is that?” William asked. He gestured, and the image in the air above the scrying sphere froze. The creature in front of him appeared to be some nightmarish abomination featuring parts from a shark, a hydra, and something with wings.


  “We have been referring to it as a zombie shark-hydra-drake. According to the survivors, the enemy deployed it against the fleet first and then used it to counter our summoners together with a zombie hydra-griffin. That is all I can say with any certainty. Necromancy has long been banned in the Eternal Empire, and we… sort of burnt our remaining necromancers a few centuries ago. In accordance with your wishes, Your Majesty, we have made efforts to rectify the situation, but we have had problems securing the services of highly skilled necromancers. They are leery of working for us on account of the, well, long ban on necromancy and the burnings that occurred. Lord Riven was one of the few exceptions.”


  “I’ve already repealed the laws against necromancers,” the emperor muttered. “If we’re going to fight a proper war against Everton and its allies, I don’t want to have to do all of the work myself. If the clerics continue to protest, I’ll have to tell them a bit about this.” He gestured at the wreckage around them. “Because clearly necromancy works.” The image above the scrying sphere moved again. It showed the zombie hydra-griffin and the zombie shark-hydra-drake tearing through a host of summoned creatures and their summoners. “Those damn zombies ate or melted two entire squads of summoners! Two!”


  “Technically, some of them were trampled or otherwise crushed.” Carlton winced as William glared. “But, yes, you are largely correct, Your Majesty.”


  “What happened to Lord Riven? He is our necromancer here, and he’s being paid very handsomely to ensure that this sort of thing doesn’t happen. At the very least, he might be able to tell us how to make one of those… those…”


  “Zombie shark-hydra-drakes.”


  “Yes, one of those. In fact, seeing how effective it is, I’d like to have ten.”


  The Minister of War winced again. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”


  William glanced up at the sky. Had he done something to anger the gods? “Did they kill him?”


  “It’s worse. They were able to capture him.”


  “I see.” William hid his concern behind a frown. Lord Riven had been one of only a handful of skilled necromancers to accept the Eternal Empire’s offer of rich rewards and immunity from prosecution in exchange for their services. True, he’d originally been from Everton, but his loyalty had never been in doubt. Once William had promised him a chance to avenge his master’s murder, Lord Riven hadn’t hesitated to accept his offer. Hatred could be an exceptionally good motivator. “Then we must assume that they are already interrogating him and prepare accordingly. What of Lord Valance? Has he been found? I remember him being quite formidable.”


  Carlton waved at one of his soldiers, and the soldier came forward with an urn full of ashes.


  “What is that?”


  “We found these ashes at the end of Lord Valance’s labyrinth, not far from the remains of his minotaur. He was burned to ash.”


  The emperor’s mouth opened and closed several times. “He was burned to ash?” He snarled. “It must have been the elf who proved so effective against our ships. Valance – the fool – he must have let himself get overconfident.” William shook his head. What a waste. Lord Valance had obviously failed to protect the island, but he would see to it that his ashes were delivered to Lord Valance’s family. Lord Valance had failed – badly – but he had also served with honour and distinction for years. “But I have to ask. Why did he even have a labyrinth and a damn minotaur? What possible purpose could those have served?”


  “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but powerful mages are often eccentric, and you did give Lord Merton and the others almost complete freedom and discretion in building and defending this island, as long as they could guarantee the Eye’s restoration and safety.”


  “Apparently, I gave them too much freedom. And if powerful mages are often eccentric, do you think that I’m eccentric? After all, I am the most powerful mage in the entire empire.”


  “I would describe you as delightfully charming, Your Majesty.”


  “Of course, you would. Fine. Lord Valance is dead, and Lord Riven has been captured. What about Lord Merton? He always was best at fighting from an advantageous position. Did he hide in a cellar or something?” William asked. Lord Merton was a brilliant man in many ways, but courage was not one of his strong suits. If push came to shove, William doubted that Lord Merton would give up his life for the empire.


  “They captured him too.”


  “By all the gods.” The emperor covered his face with both hands. “He’s probably spilled his guts already. He’s always been a coward despite his power. I would have preferred to leave this island in braver hands, but he was one of only a handful of people with the expertise to help repair the Eye. Fortunately, he doesn’t know a lot about our other projects.” He took a deep breath. “I doubt that I’ll like the answer I get, but what about Lord Darren?”


  “He was also captured.”


  “For crying out loud!” The emperor clenched one fist, and one of the ruined buildings nearby was crushed into a sphere of fine powder about a yard in diameter. “Wasn’t he powerful? I remember him being quite useful when he fought alongside me during my last campaign overseas. He was also two thirds demon or some garbage like that although I could never understand how that worked. Shouldn’t he have been a full demon, a half demon, or three quarters demon?”


  “He never did explain it to me, Your Majesty. Lord Darren was incredibly touchy about it.”


  “All right. Was there anyone here of importance who they didn’t capture or kill?”


  “I believe Lord Baker was able to evade capture.”


  “Wait, who is he again?”


  “He was the Lord of Magic who invented the invincible, killer acid blobs. He sent one to court for your amusement last year.”


  William chuckled. “Ah, yes. I remember. The blob was most amusing. It melted that would-be assassin quite nicely although I suppose it was fairly gruesome. Very well. Bring him here. Perhaps he can tell us more.”


  It wasn’t long before Lord Baker was dragged before the emperor.


  William peered at the other mage. Lord Baker didn’t have a single scratch on him, so either he’d won his fight easily, or he hadn’t fought at all. Given the man’s current demeanour – trembling like a leaf and looking for any possible way to escape – he would hazard a guess that it was the latter. “May I know how you evaded capture, Lord Baker?”


  The skinny man shrank into his voluminous, rust-coloured robes. “I may have instituted a… tactical retreat when it became obvious we were losing, Your Majesty.”


  The emperor’s eyes narrowed. The air grew thick and heavy with magical power. “Do you mean to tell me that while your comrades were being captured or killed, you ran away and hid?” He lifted one hand. “Give me one good reason why I should let a coward and a traitor like you live.”


  “Wait!” Baker threw his hands up. “Please, Your Majesty! I’m not good at fighting. I only became a Lord of Magic because of my skills in alchemy and artifice.” William glanced at his two ministers. They both nodded. It was true. “And those skills are the only reason I am here. I was responsible for creating many of the components necessary to repair the Eye. I can still be useful – we have many other artefacts in need of repair.”


  William lowered his hand, and the crushing weight of his magic lifted. “Fine. You can live for now. But I suggest that you give me more reasons if you’d like to do your living free of chains.”


  Baker produced a battered scrying sphere. “I was able to salvage images from the scrying spheres my comrades set up in their areas, Your Majesty.”


  William leaned forward. His Minister of War had only been able to show him images from outside the complex. “That is indeed useful. Show me.”


  When William had seen everything, he had a full-blown migraine. The elf’s fire magic was truly incredible. There was a dragon that appeared to be tame. There was also a vampire whose concealment magic made it impossible to make out more of her appearance than the colour of her hair and her eyes. There was a child with powerful shadow magic, and an old swordsman of incredible skill. And then there was the necromancer – the necromancer who had somehow managed to beat Lord Merton in what should have been an easy fight for the Lord of Magic.


  “Who are these people?” he growled. “They’re not members of the Council, but at least two of them would fit right in based on their power alone. They must be connected to Everton. Only Everton would know about the Eye and be able to find it, never mind have the audacity to attack it and actually take it.”


  “The elf is an infamous criminal,” Lord Robertson, the Minister of Information, said. “By all accounts, her fire magic is unmatched, and I believe the elves of Everton have put a considerable bounty on her head. She was supposed to be lurking in their forest, but that is clearly no longer the case. As for the others, the swordsman is not known to me, nor is the vampire or the child. However, the necromancer seems familiar.”


  “The necromancer is Timothy Walter Bolton,” Baker said. “The Lord of Black Tower Castle.”


  “How do you know that?” William asked.


  “Lord Riven was obsessed with killing him. He wouldn’t shut up about it. He even had a picture of him in his chambers that he used as a dartboard. Timothy’s master was the one who murdered Jonathon’s master.”


  “Ah, yes. Lord Riven often spoke of wanting to kill him although I did expect him to be taller. Lord Riven was very clear about Timothy and his master being murderous monsters of the worst sort. And isn’t Black Tower Castle…?”


  “Yes. It is indeed the castle of legend, which was built upon lightless chasms of horror and despair, within which reside monsters from beyond this world,” Robertson said. “Timothy has ruled it for some time now. But before him –”


  “Lord Grimm ruled it,” William murmured. “My father employed him several times. I can’t say that I’ve met an eviller man, but he certainly did some good work. It’s a pity Timothy is more patriotic than his master was.” William had made sure to destroy any and all evidence of Lord Grimm having worked for the empire. Lord Riven would not have been pleased. “We tried to get him to work for us several times, but he refused.” Something in his mind clicked into place, and he banged his fist on the arm of his chair. “And I know who the vampire is now. Given her appearance and her knowledge of the Eye, not to mention the fact that she was able to walk in the sun… she must be Amanda Aurora Arthurs. I can’t believe it. My ancestors spent years puzzling over her apparent immortality when she was actually an ancient vampire all along.”


  “I thought she was dead,” the Minister of War said. “Well, you know what I mean.”


  “As did I. She was supposed to have died centuries ago.” The emperor rubbed his chin. “This cannot be a coincidence. What are the odds that an ancient vampire reappears after centuries of being thought dead to work with an elf criminal of tremendous power and an assortment of other people, all of them led by a necromancer who was trained by one of the most talented and evil people in history? The Council must be behind this.”


  The Minister of Information nodded slowly. “I will begin investigating this matter immediately, Your Majesty. However, it makes sense. Amanda ruled the House of Arthurs from behind the scenes when they were still a part of the empire. She could easily have faked her own death, which would give her the chance to plot our demise for centuries without us realising the danger we were in. Yes, there have long been rumours that the Council has shadow members, councillors who are not known to the public and who are not acknowledged officially. And if there is one such councillor…”


  “There could easily be two.” William leaned back in his chair. “To have defeated Lord Merton, Timothy has shown himself to be both cunning and powerful. His master was truly a force to be reckoned with. To have been raised by such an evil, cruel man, there can be no doubt that Timothy must have become incredibly cruel, devious, and power hungry as well. Yes, I can see it now. He must have grown obsessed with power – power the Council alone could have offered him. Why else would the others follow him? This… group must be a special unit under the sole command of the Council, one that can take on the very hardest of missions but which they can disavow if necessary. Yes, this group gives the Council a way of operating from the shadows. To have deployed it so openly against us, they must be growing more confident.”


  “There is more, Your Majesty. The girl – the child with the shadows – I recognise her magic. There was once a family of great power and influence in Everton, one that wielded magic much like hers. They were supposed to have been wiped out by the Council centuries ago because of their madness, lust for power, and truly bloodthirsty nature.”


  William’s jaw clenched. “Then she must come from a lost branch of that family, a branch Timothy was able to find. This is yet another apparent coincidence that is nothing of the sort. He must have searched long and hard for her.” His lips curled. “We all saw how well she wielded her magic. No normal child could do that. He must have taken her from her family and raised her from birth to serve as the perfect weapon. How terrifying. Only a necromancer could be so devious and heartless.”


  The Minister of Information shuddered. The empire’s enemies had grown powerful indeed. “He is a threat, Your Majesty.”


  “Yes, he is. But we will deal with him in time. Yes, along with Amanda, he must be a shadow member of the Council. Why else would they entrust him with ships, soldiers, and mages?” The emperor laughed. “And it would explain how Black Tower Castle survived the purges that the former Supreme Cleric of the Order of the Blessed Dawn carried out. Timothy was working for the Council all along, so they would have no reason to go after him. How diabolical. He may even have been the puppet master behind all of the recent proxy wars. After all, every battle simply gives him more corpses to work with.”


  The Minister of War cleared his throat. “There is also the matter of the naval battle that occurred southwest of Everton –”


  “We will discuss it later.” The emperor got to his feet. “I understand that they have retreated for the time being. Ensure that adequate reinforcements are sent to the area, and I mean adequate reinforcements. Councillor Winters and Councillor Arthurs were both sighted there, which would explain our losses. Let them have today. We have other fleets, and the Eye is not our only treasure of divine origin. For now, I would like to inspect the complex. I want to know if we can salvage anything from this debacle. It should also give me time to think of an appropriate way to deal with Lord Timothy Walter Bolton.”


  * * *


  Timmy groaned and continued to brush Spot’s teeth. “What is this?” He poked at something that had been crushed between two of Spot’s teeth. “Is this part of a helmet? Oh, never mind. I don’t want to know. I just hope that you haven’t got bits of skull wedged in between your teeth too.” He scratched Spot’s chin. “Now, hold still. You’ve got something else stuck in here too.”


  “Hey, idiot!” Avraniel waved at him merrily. “After you’ve brushed Spot’s teeth, do you think you could look at Chomp? I don’t think he’s ever gotten proper dental care.”


  “Do I look like a dentist to you?” Timmy continued brushing Spot’s teeth. “And why did you name that thing Chomp?” ‘That thing’ was the huge three-headed dog Avraniel had brought back with her from the island.


  “Isn’t it obvious? It’s because he likes to chomp things.”


  “Of course.” Timmy brandished the toothbrush at Avraniel. “Well, I’ll take a look. But if he bites my arm off, we’re throwing him overboard.”
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The Trouble With Werewolves


  The Department Series Part One


  Listen up rookies, I’m going to keep this short, and I’m going to keep this simple. If you’re going to be an agent for the Australian Department of Unusual Events, then you need to know how to deal with werewolves. And werewolves, rookies, are not pleasant creatures to deal with. The average werewolf is seven feet tall and weighs roughly two hundred and fifty kilograms. The average werewolf also wants nothing more than to rip your face off and eat you for dinner.


  



  If you want to beat a werewolf, you can’t afford to fight fair. No, you cheat – you cheat as much as you bloody can. If that means sneaking up on it and putting a silver bullet in the back of its head with a sniper rifle, then that’s what you do. But I’m not going to waste your time by telling you what you already know. I’m not going to tell you about a mission where everything went right. I’m going to tell you about a mission where things went wrong because things always go wrong and learning how to deal with that is the only way you’ll last more than a year or two in the Department.


  



  So pay attention and take notes. It could save your life.


  



Beneath a Shattered Sky


  The Fracture Chronicles Part One


  There were idiots – and then there were the Ancients.


  



  More than two thousand years ago, the Ancients decided that simply killing each other with all the power in one world wasn’t enough. No. They had to use the power of countless other worlds to kill each other.


  



  Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out the way they planned.


  



  The barriers separating the world of Fracture from other worlds shattered, and the Ancients were overrun by endless hordes of otherworldly monsters. Civilisation collapsed, monsters ate lots of people, and pretty much everything that could go wrong did go wrong.


  



  Oops.


  



  Eventually, the survivors invented barriers, a powerful form of magic capable of stabilising parts of Fracture and keeping out otherworldly monsters. Score one for civilisation.


  



  Sophie is a graduate of Relic’s Temple, a warrior trained to use innate magic to fight all manner of bloodthirsty otherworldly monsters in hand-to-hand combat. At her legendary mother’s behest, she goes on a journey to find her mother’s almost-as-legendary former student. The problem is that Matilda isn’t quite what all the legends say.


  



  Oh, Matilda has got ass kicking down to an art form, and she’s an absolute genius at barrier magic, but she’s also an irredeemable (and highly successful) flirt who is seemingly immune to the effects of alcohol. She also likes to give people nicknames – irritatingly accurate nicknames.


  



  Before she knows it, Sophie is part of Matilda’s crew, journeying across Fracture in semi-epic fashion while performing acts of heroism for fame, charity, glory, and the occasional big payday. When she’s not being fired out of a sky-ship to board a pirate vessel, she’s fighting hordes of otherworldly monsters with a troubled city in their sights.


  



  But it is beneath a shattered sky that Sophie finally learns that Matilda really is every bit the legend people say she is.


  



The Last Huntress Series


  Collection One: Parts One To Four


  They meet on a lonely road lit only by moonlight and stained by the blood of werewolves.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to destroy all monsters.


  



  Rose wants nothing more than to learn the ways of a huntress. She needs the strength to slay the monsters that destroyed her home and slaughtered her family. Only then can she leave the shadows of her past behind and help her people rebuild what they have lost. But the road she must walk is one that Scarlett knows only too well, and there is no room upon it for softness.


  



  A huntress cannot have mercy, a huntress cannot hesitate, and a huntress cannot fail, not even if it means killing the ones they love the most.


  



  From the frozen forests of the north, to the fetid swamps of the south, and the towering mountains of east, Scarlett will show Rose what it means to be a huntress. They will face the darkness in their pasts, the old wounds that made them who they are. They will face ancient evils that have endured for centuries, waiting for mankind to grow weak and forget. And they will even face the wrath and power of dragon fire.


  



  Rose wants to be a huntress. Who better to learn from than the last huntress?


  



  This collection contains:


  



  
    	The Last Huntress (The Last Huntress Series Part One)


    	The Lord of Dark Waters (The Last Huntress Series Part Two)


    	The Fire Upon the Mountain (The Last Huntress Series Part Three)


    	The Lonely Wood (The Last Huntress Series Part Four)

  


  



The Last Huntress


  The Last Huntress Series Part One


  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to kill all monsters.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  In the icy forests of the north, on the trail of the only werewolf to escape her, Scarlett will teach Rose what it means to be a huntress. There can be no room for softness in a huntress’s heart, no room for weakness. And a huntress must be willing to kill anything – and anyone – that poses a threat to the innocent.


  



The Lord of Dark Waters


  The Last Huntress Series Part Two


  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to kill all monsters.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  In the frozen wastes of the north, Scarlett confronted the dark truth of her origins. Now, she journeys south with Rose, desperate to leave the horror of the north behind. But the shadows of the past are never far away, especially when they are drawn to the Swamp of Darkwater to hunt down a rogue vampire.


  



  There, amidst the cursed, whispering waters filled with muck and memories, Scarlett and Rose will have no choice but to face an evil far greater than they expected. For the swamp is an old place, filled with old evils. It is a place where the churning waters hide the ruins of a cruel legacy centuries in the making.


  



  The Lord of Dark Waters has awakened, and they are the only one who can stop him. If they fail then all of the south may fall, drowned beneath the dark, hungry tide of an ancient evil.


  



The Fire Upon the Mountain


  The Last Huntress Series Part Three


  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to kill all monsters.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  There are whispers of fire in the east, tales of titan wings and crimson scales. A dragon has come, a beast the likes of which the mountains have not seen since the days of Scarlett’s grandmother.


  



  Drawn to the east by rumours of dragon fire, Scarlett and Rose witness the fury of the dragon firsthand. One city already lies in ashes, and another may not be far behind. They have two weeks to prepare. But how do you kill a dragon? How do you kill a living inferno? Scarlett and Rose must find a way. If they cannot, another city will fall – and they will fall with it.


  



The Lonely Wood


  The Last Huntress Series Part Four


  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to kill all monsters.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  Scarlett’s uncle has called for her aid. But the journey to his lands in the north forces the huntress to confront the shadows of her past. She was not always a huntress. But the naïve, little girl that her uncle helped raise – the girl he loved like a daughter – is long dead. All that remains is the huntress, a warrior born of blood and steel.


  



  But there are far worse things than the past waiting for Scarlett and Rose in the ancient woods of the north. The elves once ruled there, unmatched in their glory and splendour. But an age ago, they fled, binding the forest with a powerful enchantment. Now, their magic is failing, and the evil they imprisoned has awakened once again – an evil that knows Scarlett’s line all too well.


  



  The forest was there when the first huntress was born. Will it witness the fall of the last huntress, or will Scarlett and Rose find a way to conquer the darkness that awaits them?


  



The Gunslinger and the Necromancer


  The Lizzy Stanton Series Part One


  When the Church needs someone to send the denizens of Hell back to where they belong, they go looking for Lizzy Stanton.


  



  As gunslingers go, Lizzy’s right up there with the best of them. No matter what kind of evil she’s up against, she knows exactly how to handle things – put a holy bullet right between the eyes. But when she takes a job to go after a necromancer over in Pine Creek, she might just have bitten off more than she can chew.


  



  With zombies, demons, and one tricky necromancer to worry about, Lizzy’s going to have to be real quick on the trigger. In the gunfight between good and evil, she’s the gunslinger who always delivers.


  



The Gunslinger and the Train to Hell


  The Lizzy Stanton Series Part Two


  Lizzy is a bounty hunter, and hunting down demons for the Church is something she knows like the back of her hand. So when her brother, Matt, asks her to come with him on a hunt, she’s more than ready for some trouble. Matt is one of the best, and anything bad enough to need the two of them is going to mean one heck of a fight.


  



  They’re tracking a train that’s been going round. People get on, but they don’t get off. Nobody knows where it goes. Lizzy and Matt reckon there’s a demon behind it all, and they’re right. Before they know it, they’re stuck on a train with dozens of passengers that’s going straight to Hell.


  



  Getting out of this in one piece isn’t going to be easy. There are imps, Hell Hounds, and things too terrible to have names. And, of course, there’s the demon behind it all too, a demon that’s gotten hold of a train, a demon who can turn every piece of metal, every scrap of wood, every shard of glass into a weapon.


  



  Lizzy and Matt have a fight on their hands. But if there’s one thing they know how to handle, it’s a fight. That demon better watch out.


  



The Burning Mountains


  



  The Burning Mountains have belonged to dragons since the Old Days when gods still walked the earth. They are a place of fire and ruin where no man dares walk and no elf dares linger long. Only the strong can survive there and only the ruthless can prosper.


  



  Amidst the smoke, the ash, and the flame, an exiled elven princess will meet an outcast dragon. Alone, they have little hope of survival. But together, they might do more than survive – they might conquer. For the dragon has a realm to claim and the princess has a kingdom to take back.


  



  There are some lessons that only fire can teach and some wisdom that only a dragon can impart.


  



The Wood of Endless Night


  



  Far to the west, beyond the Burning Mountains where only dragons live, there is a place where the sun is always warm and the winds are always kind. It is called the Pleasant Wood, and it was there that Tareon, a blacksmith’s son, and Valeia, a nobleman’s daughter, met for the first time.


  



  Despite their differences, they become friends and eventually fall in love. But the days of peace in the west are ending. War has come, and the carnage and ruin of the battlefield have summoned a winged titan from the south. Black Death is a dragon unlike any the west has seen. His scales are adamant, his wings blot out the sun, and his cold fire burns as black as the dead of night.


  



  Nothing mortal can kill such a dragon. Instead, the people of the west must turn to a place beyond even the Pleasant Wood, a place whose name echoes darkly in the hearts of all who look upon it: the Wood of Endless Night. It is a place of evil and despair that was created countless years ago when the gods slew one of their own that had turned traitor and cast his broken body from the heavens.


  



  And it is said that the weapon the gods used still remains there, lost in the Endless Night.


  



  The king of the west has offered honours and riches beyond counting to anyone who can bring back the weapon and slay Black Death. It is Tareon’s only chance to prove himself worthy of Valeia’s hand in marriage. Yet no one has ever returned from the Wood of Endless Night, and if something should befall him, Valeia will surely go after him.


  



  The Wood of Endless Night and the shadow of a traitorous god await them both.


  



Durendal


  



  Twelve-year-old Billy Winchester’s got a feeling that the war made Duren a monster, but maybe he and his sister can make him a man again.


  



  Billy’s always dreamed of leaving Sahara VII, a backwater mining planet, for some adventure. But with the galaxy still reeling from decades of war, and an older sister desperate to hang onto the only family she’s got left, he’s not having much luck.


  



  Then he meets Duren, and suddenly adventure’s right on his doorstep.


  



  The rugged stranger from another planet is everything Billy wishes he could be. When his sister hires Duren to help at their diner, Billy does his best to make him a part of their family. Trouble is, Duren’s got a past, and it’s the worst sort of bloody. To Billy though, he’s just a man, and a good one at that.


  



  But danger’s never far on a planet like Sahara VII.


  



  A cruel mining magnate, Stratton sets his eyes on Billy’s sister, and he won’t take no for an answer. When Stratton kidnaps her, Billy’s going to need the man Duren used to be, the man he hoped Billy would never have to see.


  



  But Stratton isn’t stupid, and he isn’t alone. He knows Duren is coming for him, and there are people who’ve been waiting a long time for Duren to show himself. Duren won’t have to beat just Stratton and his men – he’ll have to stand toe-to-toe with the vengeful ghosts of his past while keeping Billy clear of the crossfire. Billy’s finally got his adventure, but it might cost him the only family he’s ever known.
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