
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
Two Necromancers, a Dwarf Kingdom, and a Sky City


  Two necromancers, a dwarf kingdom, and a sky city – it sounds like a prelude to mayhem, and given Timmy’s luck, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.


  



  To keep his castle and earn his pardon, Timmy has his work cut out for him. Whether it’s rescuing princesses, crushing hordes of goblins, or dealing with eldritch abominations, Timmy and the gang are there to save the day – and rob the occasional crime lord.


  



  But saving the day isn’t always easy. Timmy might be an eminently sensible necromancer, but he has to deal with a young dragon who is convinced that every problem can be eaten, an elf obsessed with property damage, an ancient vampire who can’t get through a mission without being impaled repeatedly, a semi-retired legendary swordsman, a bureaucrat who has finally mastered the art of screaming and swinging a frying pan, and an overly ambitious apprentice doing her best to be more menacing despite loving the colour pink.


  



  It’s hardly a surprise when things don’t exactly go to plan.


  



  With war on the horizon, Timmy and the others have their hands full. Rescuing a princess can be difficult at the best of times, but rescuing a princess from one of the most powerful crime lords in the world? That’s going to be tricky.


  



  And that’s not their only problem. Ever wonder whose job it is to deal with rampaging hordes of goblins that are about to overwhelm a kingdom of dwarves? Well, that’s Timmy’s job. Isn’t he lucky? On the upside, he finally has an excuse to deploy another army of zombies. He’s going to teach those goblins a very important lesson: never, ever get into a war of attrition with a necromancer.


  



  One necromancer is dangerous. Two necromancers with a dragon, a vampire, a swordsman, an elf, and a bureaucrat – that’s downright deadly.
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Two Necromancers, a Dwarf Kingdom, and a Sky City


  To my sister, for always putting up with me.


  


Chapter One


  The wagon trundled along the deserted road, looking very much like a perfect target for an enterprising bandit or ten with an interest in moving up in the criminal world. From its lavishly decorated exterior to the single man tending to the thoroughbred horses, it was clear that the wagon belonged to a man whose wealth was eclipsed only by his lack of common sense. The fact that minor concealment magic had been used to hide the contents of the wagon only added to its already considerable allure. No merchant would ever have bothered to hide the contents of an empty wagon. There must be some kind of fabulous treasure inside – treasure the aforementioned bandits could liberate and split amongst themselves, perhaps after engaging in the ancient and noble bandit practice of backstabbing to thin their numbers and thereby increase the size of each share.


  If there had been any doubts whatsoever about the benefits of attacking this particular wagon, they had been assuaged when the bandits had spoken to some of their informants in the city nearby. The owner of the wagon had foolishly flaunted his wealth to the local merchants, and he had inquired about all manner of expensive and exotic goods before continuing on his journey. A fool – especially an ostentatious one – was bound to be parted from his money sooner or later, so the bandits were actually doing him a favour. Instead of suffering through years of heartbreaking losses and bad decisions before becoming destitute, he would have the glorious honour of donating his wealth to a truly wealthy cause – their advancement in the highly competitive and extremely crowded world of banditry. They might even let the poor fellow live. After all, he might get lucky and make more money, which would give them the chance to rob him again. It was like throwing a little fish back into the ocean, so it could grow into a bigger fish that was worth keeping.


  Sadly for these bandits, their dreams of wealth, fame, and fortune were about to come to a moderately horrible end. A few of them might even find themselves on the bad side of a very young but very hungry dragon.


  * * *


  Timmy glanced over his shoulder. “You are one lazy dragon.”


  I’m not lazy. Spot promptly ruined his attempt to paint himself as a conscientious, hard-working dragon by flopping onto his back and draping his head across Katie’s lap. When the girl continued to read her book, he nudged her with his head until she gave him a scratch under the chin. He preened and gave Timmy a look full of draconic pride. I’m resting.


  “Resting?” Timmy raised one eyebrow. He’d split his attention between the road ahead and the zombies he had patrolling in the shadows and in the skies. It was a miracle the wagon hadn’t broken down. Whoever was responsible for maintaining this road had done an abysmal job. Some of the potholes were bigger than he was, and entire sections of the road had been overgrown by weeds. They’d even passed a small oak tree growing in the middle of the road about half an hour ago. “All you’ve done today is eat.”


  I was hungry. Spot smiled toothily, and Timmy frowned. There was some food stuck in between the dragon’s teeth – food he’d have to deal with later if he wanted to maintain Spot’s excellent dental health. A dragon with a toothache was an irritable dragon, and an irritable dragon could easily mean a dead everything else. They had new food here – tasty food.


  “He is a baby dragon, master,” Katie pointed out as she rested her book on Spot’s head. It took her a few tries to find a suitably flat portion of the dragon’s skull. It did not help that Spot seemed to be giving serious consideration to taking a bite out of the book. Admittedly, it was bound in human skin. Ancient necromancers had insisted on binding many of their most important works in human skin instead of something more sensible. It might explain why so few of the original treatises had survived over the years. “If he can’t be lazy when he’s a baby when can he be lazy?”


  “I suppose you do have a point.”


  It was hard to call something that was more than seven feet long a baby, but Spot was still a baby by draconic standards. By the time he reached the draconic equivalent of his teen years, he’d be well over thirty feet long. Yet despite his rapidly increasing size, Spot was still distinctly lacking in draconic majesty. His head was still a bit too big, his wings were still too large, and his tail was still too stubby. To put it bluntly, Spot looked kind of like what a badly inebriated caricaturist might have come up with after ten too many glasses of wine. On the upside, Spot’s unusual appearance made him oddly adorable despite his ability to breathe fire and turn a cow into mincemeat in less time than it took Timmy to tie his shoelaces. Spot’s enemies were also likely to underestimate him, which usually ended in lots of fire, plenty of teeth, and one well-fed dragon.


  “And to be fair, there isn’t much else for a dragon to do in Tarelan.” Timmy chuckled. “Unless you count burning it down as a suitable activity.”


  “You did tell Spot and Avraniel not to burn the city down while we were there.” Katie gave Spot a gentle bonk on the head. He’d decided that she was trying to hide food from him, and he’d shoved his snout into one of her pockets only to discover that the only thing in her pocket was a pouch full of the ashes of a long-dead warrior. If something happened to her zombies, she could use the ashes to summon an ashen spectre of the warrior. It wouldn’t be the strongest thing around, but it never hurt to have a backup plan. Unlike Spot, Katie would not be able to laugh off getting hit with a sword. “At least, not on this trip.” Given how strange some of their missions had been, it was entirely possible they might have to come back to burn Tarelan to the ground.


  “We’re trying to get attention – but not that kind of attention.”


  A few squeaks came from the back of the wagon. Rembrandt was there, along with half a dozen more of the ninja rats, and they were all tending to their weapons and equipment although Rembrandt did take a moment to glare at Spot when the dragon continued to rummage through Katie’s pockets. The dragon, of course, ignored him. Rembrandt was a rat – albeit a ninja rat – and dragons did not usually pay much attention to the opinions of rats unless those rats happened to be the demolition rats. Apparently, rats were worth listening to if they believed in the beauty of fiery mayhem and enjoyed the deployment of increasingly powerful and obnoxious explosives. Ready access to dragon fire had only upped their capabilities, and the demolitions rats had spent many a pleasant afternoon with Spot and Avraniel rearranging the landscape near the castle.


  This mission was perfect for the rats since they could use their small size and ability to turn invisible to catch their opponents off guard. Elite soldiers and expert warriors could give them a run for their money, but tonight they’d be up against run-of-the-mill bandits. The bandits would be lucky to land a single blow, and any rodent unlucky enough to get hit was sure to be relentlessly teased by the others.


  The rest of the wagon was filled by some of Timmy’s zombie warriors. A normal wagon would have struggled to fit the huge, heavily armed zombies. However, the wagon Timmy had chosen was not only big enough to draw the eyes of aspirational bandits but also large enough to seat the zombies comfortably. It was a pity he didn’t have access to the space-saving magic that Mike the corpse dealer used. He would have paid good money to see the looks on the bandits’ faces when a zombie hydra-drake-salamander emerged from the back of the wagon. Oh well. Watching his zombie warriors deal with the bandits should still be fun.


  “Don’t forget, Katie, we’re trying to get robbed. Nobody is going to rob us if they know we have a dragon. Bandits might not be the smartest bunch, but they do tend to have at least some sense of self preservation.”


  Spot raised his head and growled. The sound would have terrified any normal person, but Timmy spent at least fifteen minutes a day with his arm shoved into Spot’s mouth, so he could clean the dragon’s teeth. A little growl was not going to bother him. Nobody steals my stuff!


  The young dragon had begun to grow a bit more possessive of his things lately, and Timmy had taken careful note of the little hoard of trinkets and knickknacks he’d accumulated in his part of the castle, to say nothing of the bizarre array of things Spot had dropped off at his vault at the bank. There wasn’t anything incredibly expensive in Spot’s hoard – he included anything he thought was interesting, like shiny rocks he’d found in nearby rivers and streams – but hoarding was supposedly a very important part of a young dragon’s development, at least according to the unpublished text Timmy had managed to get his hands on. Sadly, it was difficult to know how reliable the text was since most of it had been burnt to ash, and the parts that were left were badly singed. The author had clearly met the same end as so many other dragon researchers. Timmy had also tried to set up correspondence with a few experts only to find out that most of them were also dead. The few that were still alive had retired and wanted nothing to do with a dragon, even a young one.


  It was a good thing that Spot wasn’t vicious or mean. For all of her faults, Avraniel had seen to it that the dragon was properly socialised. People he knew and liked were perfectly welcome to come and marvel at his hoard – even roll around in it – so long as they didn’t try to take anything. And when Spot asked to frolic in the castle’s treasury, he was always careful not to damage anything. Unlike Avraniel, Spot had never tried to swipe anything either.


  “The point is,” Timmy continued. “We need the bandits to come to us. We don’t know where they are, and finding them could take a while. The best way to find them is for them to find us.” He smirked. “They’re bandits. Given the way I was throwing money around back in the city, there’s no way they won’t be on the lookout for us. And when they find us…” He trailed off meaningfully, and he wasn’t disappointed. Katie, the rats, and even Spot all cackled malevolently although in Katie’s case it really did come across as more adorable than menacing. He reached back to ruffle her hair and then leaned to the side to avoid a swipe from shadowy claws. “You know how the saying goes. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”


  “It is a good plan.” Katie reached up to adjust her glasses, which was something she did whenever she was thinking deeply. It was a habit he’d tried to wean her out of, but she was convinced it made her look more villainous and imposing. He disagreed. It made her look like she needed to get a better-fitting pair of glasses. “But how can you be so sure they’ll know about us?”


  “Let me tell you a story,” Timmy said. Spot perked up, and he chuckled. “And, no, Spot, this isn’t going to be one of those stories your mother tells you where a dragon saves everybody and eats all of the bad people. The dragon huffed. He liked those stories – especially the parts where the dragon got to burn heaps of stuff. “Once upon a time, the Elerian Combine was a thriving nation that prided itself on bringing together a host of disparate groups, creating unity and harmony out of chaos. But when the last king died without a clear successor, the whole thing took a turn for the worse. They might still call this place a country, but it’s not. There’s no unity and nothing even remotely resembling national leadership. Every large city or province has its own rulers who look out for their own interests.” Timmy smiled thinly. “It’s not surprising that in some areas, criminal organisations have risen to fill the gaps. With a bit of luck and a fair of bit of blood, a suitably talented and ambitious crime lord can take over an entire city – if not in name, then certainly in practice.”


  Timmy gestured at their wagon and the thoroughbred horses pulling it. “But crime is expensive because bribing officials, hiring assassins, and employing small armies of mercenaries isn’t cheap. Banditry might not bring in the same kind of money as large-scale tax fraud, but it does have great profit margins since it’s so easy to do. Any good crime lord will ensure that their bandits have contacts in nearby cities to tell them whenever someone worth robbing shows up. Before we got here, I did some digging. I know roughly who is in league with the bandits, and I made sure to put on a good show for them earlier.”


  “So all of those stores we visited…” Katie’s grin widened. She must have been wondering why he’d splurged so much before. He wasn’t stingy, but he did like to be sensible when it came to spending money. He knew better than anyone that money did not, in fact, grow on trees although there had been that crime syndicate run by elves a few decades ago that had almost managed to pull it off. His castle wasn’t going to renovate itself, and he wasn’t about to cut corners and hire novice craftsmen. No. He was going to do it right and hire experts to make sure that his castle was the very best it could be. “You wanted them to see us, so they would tell the bandits.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy could practically see the gears turning in his young apprentice’s wonderfully malevolent mind. Katie had a tendency to overcomplicate things, but she also learned very quickly. Fiendishly complex schemes could be incredibly satisfying to pull off, but they could also go wrong far more easily. It was why instead of ranting and raving when he had his enemies cornered, he preferred to simply whack them over the head with a shovel. He had no doubt whatsoever that Katie would be adding this scheme to her repertoire.


  “And spending so much money doesn’t even matter,” Katie murmured. “Because we’re going to be stealing it all back anyway – plus extra.”


  “Yep.” Timmy cackled, and he was proud of how much more menacing it was than Katie’s cackle although it ought to be. He was, after all, a Grand Necromancer, as well as the ruler of his own castle built atop lightless chasms of unfathomable horror and despair. “While we’re out here luring the bandits out, the others will be in Tarelan hitting them where it hurts. Those stores we visited are probably all working for our target, Lord Tarrick, and I’ll bet they’re storing most of their valuables in his base of operations in the city.”


  “So we’re going to draw his bandits out to interrogate them while we hit his base of operations in Tarelan for information, valuables, and anything else that might be useful?” Spot nudged Katie again, and the girl gave his belly a scratch. Far from acting like a typical dragon, Spot sometimes acted more like a large, scaly dog that just happened to fly and breathe fire.


  “That’s the idea.” Timmy’s expression sobered. “Our opponent is one of the longest-serving crime lords in the Combine. He is not an idiot. This would be a lot easier if he was. He might have a base of operations in the city, but his true stronghold is elsewhere. If we want to find him – and the princess he kidnapped – then we need to do some work first.”


  “Rushing in almost never works,” Katie mused. “And it has been a while since we’ve dealt with regular bandits. It’ll be nice, and it wouldn’t be good for us to get rusty.”


  “That’s the spirit.” Timmy laughed and ruffled Katie’s hair again. Interesting. She hadn’t combed it back into place yet. At this rate, she might end up looking more like a blonde cactus than a girl. “Bandits are at the bottom of the criminal food chain, but they can still be dangerous. They’re kind of like a rusty dagger. Sure, it doesn’t look like much, but it can still kill you if you’re not careful.”


  Not me. Spot wagged his tail as Katie found a ticklish spot on his belly. I’m a dragon.


  “Don’t get too confident, Spot. A dagger to the eye would still hurt you although I’m not sure it would kill you.” He paused. One of the zombie squirrels he’d deployed to scout ahead of them had spotted something. They might not be much good in a fight, but they were great at keeping an eye on things. Nobody ever noticed a squirrel – which was why he’d created zombie squirrel-cobras. Some fangs and cobra venom were all he needed to turn a relatively harmless animal into a furry harbinger of venomous death. “And speaking of the bandits, they’ll be showing up any second now.” He waved Katie forward. “Come here and sit beside me. Try to look terrified. Stay back there, Spot. Don’t let them see you.”


  Spot nodded and bared his teeth. Despite how much he’d already eaten today, he was hungry again. Can I eat them?


  “I’m sure we can find at least one especially evil bandit for you to eat – there’s always at least a couple that are way more evil than the rest – but no eating anybody until we’ve worked out how much they know.” Timmy’s eyes narrowed. “And no snacking on any of them either.”


  Spot huffed. Not even a little?


  “Spot, your definition of ‘a little’ is biting off someone’s arm or leg. People kind of need their arms and legs to survive. I mean we are necromancers, so we could question them even after they’re dead, but it’s just easier and less messy to question them while they’re still alive. Plus, we’re going to get a reputation – a bad one – if we just go around killing everybody and interrogating their spirits. We’re necromancers, not barbarians.”


  Katie sat down beside him and glared. It was heart warming, and it reminded him of a puppy trying to impersonate a wolf. “You want me to look terrified of bandits, master?”


  “Yes. It’s part of the plan. They’re going to get suspicious if you don’t look at least a little bit afraid.”


  “Fine.” Katie sighed and put her book away. Rembrandt hopped onto her shoulder and patted her cheek comfortingly. He knew she wasn’t scared of bandits. She’d just have to pretend, the same way the rats often pretended to be afraid of snakes, so they could lure one in for lunch. Roast snake was one of their favourite meals, along with fried owl. “Should I scream and cry or something?”


  “If you want to, but try not to overdo it.” He put one arm around her shoulders. “Remember, I’m a stupid, overly rich merchant, and you’re my terrified, spoiled daughter.”


  “Spoiled?” Katie growled. “I do more of the paperwork than you, master!”


  “It’s all part of your training, so you can administer your own castle when you grow up and either overthrow me or find one of your own,” Timmy replied. It wasn’t, but that was the excuse he used whenever she asked him. Other necromancers might have more menacing apprentices, but did theirs do paperwork? Hah! He’d take Katie over a scary but paperwork-averse apprentice any day of the week and that was doubly true during tax season. “This is all for the sake of our mission, so go along with it.” He wiped the smile off his face as people emerged from the forest ahead of them. “Remember, you need to look scared.”


  A large man with an even larger axe slung over his shoulder stepped out onto the road. A normal merchant would have been terrified, but Timmy was far from impressed. The man was large, sure, but most of his bulk was fat not muscle. The axe on his shoulder was badly chipped in several places, and it was more of an executioner’s weapon than one meant for normal combat. It looked impressive, but it was far too large and heavy to be practical in an actual fight. The armour he’d chosen to wear was also less than impressive. He’d opted to go for copious quantities of leather and way too many belts in a bid to flatter and shape his physique rather than protect it.


  “Halt!” the man cried in what Timmy was forced to concede was a reasonably menacing voice. If he hadn’t already been threatened on a regular basis by far more dangerous people since he’d been a child, he might have been concerned. Still, he did have a plan to follow. He drew the horses to a halt as more bandits spilled out of the shadows along the road. Based on the observations of his zombies, there were around forty of them, which was a fairly impressive number for a bandit group. Most groups succumbed to infighting once they passed a dozen or so. “You have things we want, merchant. Behave and you might just live through the night although you’ll be a poorer man by the end it, that much I can guarantee.” For a moment there was dead silence before the bandits realised that was their cue and began to laugh uproariously. It took every ounce of Timmy’s self control to not roll his eyes. The bandits had clearly rehearsed this, and they had clearly not rehearsed it enough. He nudged Katie. It was time for her to show off her acting abilities.


  “Oh no, father,” Katie drawled, sounding not the least bit frightened. “Whatever shall we do? These ruffians will surely murder us and rob us of our priceless valuables.” In her pocket, Rembrandt squeaked some words of encouragement, and Katie continued, but not before shooting Timmy another glare. “Yes, we are doomed!” For someone who was supposedly doomed, Katie sounded far more exasperated than afraid. “Hopelessly doomed!”


  “Could you at least try to act scared,” Timmy muttered. “It’s like you’re talking about what you’re going to have for breakfast.”


  “I’m trying,” Katie muttered back. “But… well… they’re so scruffy.”


  Timmy winced, not out of fear, but because Katie was right. For a group that was supposedly funded by one of the Combine’s premier crime lords, they were a scruffy bunch. Then again, it was entirely possible that their backer was short-changing them. It wasn’t like bandits had a guild or a union they could complain to for help. And if they complained to Lord Tarrick, the crime lord could easily replace them after organising a retirement party that involved plenty of knives and arrows in the back.


  “Oh, woe has descended upon us, dear father.” Katie swooned dramatically. “Is there no way we can survive this horror?”


  In the back of the wagon, Spot had clamped his claws over his mouth to stifle his laughter as the rats did their best to muffle their own amusement. Rembrandt squeaked a warning at them. They needed to remember the plan and stay quiet.


  Doing his best to sound appropriately terrified, Timmy finally spoke to the bandits. “Please, noble bandits, spare us! Take our valuables, but do not take our lives!” He threw one arm around Katie. “All of our belongings are yours if you but spare me and my daughter!”


  “Hah!” The leader of the bandits threw his head back and laughed. Despite all of the leather and the multiple belts he wore, his belly still managed to jiggle in a manner that was both impressive and oddly hypnotic. “You are a sensible man, merchant.” He thumped his chest with one meaty fist. “Very well. I – Alan Axe-Bane – shall spare your meagre lives in exchange for all of your valuables.” He gestured dramatically at some of the other bandits. “Search their wagon and seize their valuables.”


  Alan Axe-Bane? That was one of the least impressive bandit names Timmy had heard all year, albeit still much better than Bradley the Bandit. That had honestly been embarrassing to hear. What kind of bandit called himself Bradley the Bandit? It was self-evident, wasn’t it? However, Axe-Bane implied that this fellow was some kind of expert in defeating axes, but Timmy had a hard time believing that given his choice of weapon. Oh well. It wouldn’t be the first time a bandit leader had picked a name they thought sounded good despite it not making any sense, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last time. One of Timmy’s favourites had been Hagar the Humongous who had been all of five feet and five inches tall. He hadn’t been very big, but he’d been very handy with a pickaxe. Hagar had managed to last twenty years as a bandit before running afoul of a storm dragon. Pickaxes were fine against regular travellers, but they were not much good against two-hundred-feet-long reptiles that could fly and shoot lightning. Timmy waited until some of the bandits had moved to inspect the back of the wagon before he gave the order.


  “Go.”


  The zombie warriors hurled themselves out of the back of the wagon, and the bandits closest to them went sprawling. Timmy was careful not to crush any of them too badly – his zombie warriors could weigh upward of three hundred pounds – but a bit of crushing was acceptable, say the odd arm or leg. The rats were right behind them, and the bandits barely even had a chance to realise they were under attack before needles coated in paralytics were flying through the air with dizzying speed and accuracy.


  In a matter of seconds, almost half the bandits had been incapacitated. As the others rushed forward to attack, Katie’s magic billowed outward. The ability to control and generate shadows was menacing during the day, but at night it went from scary to downright terrifying. Timmy had a feeling these bandits would be having nightmares for years. Huge spectral jaws ripped their way out of the bandits’ own shadows to pin them in place. A single thought from Katie would be enough to tear them into small, bloody pieces. His master would have done it, but his apprentice was not a psychotic alcoholic. All she did was have the shadowy jaws apply just enough pressure to make it clear that attempting to move would be a very, very bad idea.


  That left Timmy with five of his own bandits to deal with. There had been a few others, but Rembrandt had already leapt forward and paralysed them with several well-placed strikes to certain pressure points and nerve clusters. Timmy could have hopped off the wagon to give them a fair fight – his shovel against their swords, spears, and clubs – but he opted for the lazier approach. He jabbed his shovel in their direction, and the solid ground beneath them turned into mud. Within a matter of moments, they were submerged up to their shoulders. The only one left was Alan Axe-Bane, the leader of the bandits. One of the belts he wore had begun to glow. Ah. It must be enchanted to protect him and his surroundings from magic. Timmy could try to overpower it, but there was an easier option.


  “You think you’ve won?” Alan bellowed. “No one defeats Alan Axe-Bane!”


  The bandit leapt forward with his gigantic axe held high above his head – only to be knocked out of the air as Spot burst out of the wagon. The dragon drove Alan into the ground and ripped off the glowing belt. Alan roared in outrage and lashed out with his axe, but Spot was more than ready for the attack. The dragon caught the head of the axe between his teeth and bit down. The metal shattered, and Spot chewed briefly on a broken shard of the weapon before spitting it out with a low growl.


  Yuck. Spot glared at the remains of the axe. Bad steel.


  Alan cursed and reached for the dagger at his waist. Spot huffed and brought his head down in a blow that had the bandit seeing stars. Timmy breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment there, he’d thought Spot was about to take a bite out of Alan. It wouldn’t have been a great loss to civilisation or anything, but he wanted to check what Alan knew before letting Spot add him to the menu.


  “All right.” Timmy hopped off the wagon and then reached back to help Katie climb down. His vertically challenged apprentice scowled before accepting his help. Rembrandt took his customary place on her shoulder, and he glared balefully at the bandits with his lone eye as though daring them to give him an excuse to put his sword to work. Given how good Rembrandt was with a blade, it wouldn’t take him too long to slice and dice his way through a bandit or ten. “Let’s get down to business.”


  In short order, the bandits were dragged into rough lines with the ninja rats and zombie warriors standing guard. In case any of them were feeling particularly bold or stupid, Timmy called in one his zombie wyverns and had it strike a pose that showed off the sharpness of its beak and talons. It might not be a dragon, but it was close enough. Anyone who moved without permission was going to regret it.


  “Now,” Timmy began. “I am not a cruel man –”


  You made me share my cookies! Spot wailed. And you wouldn’t let me eat that cow!


  Timmy twitched. Appearances were important, and getting into an argument did not necessarily make for a good first impression. “That’s because they weren’t your cookies – they were for everyone. And that cow belonged to one of the villagers. You can’t go around eating other people’s cows.” He cleared his throat and looked back at the bandits. “As I was saying, I am not a cruel man. If you give me the information I want, then I will simply hand you over to the authorities. They can decide your fate.”


  “Hah!” One of the bandits drew his head back and spat. Timmy would have ordered one of his zombie warriors to whack the man over the head, but the only person he’d managed to get saliva on was the bandit in front of him. The other bandit turned to complain only to receive a second helping of saliva as the spitter began to rant. “We own the authorities! They’ll never lay a hand on us! You’re not going to leave this place alive!”


  “That might have been true before. Up until tonight, the authorities were overworked, undermanned, and suffering from exceptionally poor leadership. That is about to change.” The man spat again. Once more, the only person he hit was the bandit in front of him. No longer content to simply glare, the other bandit retaliated by spitting back. Timmy sighed and gestured for his zombie warrior to separate the two men before the spitting contest could escalate any further. “After tonight, your backer will no longer be in charge of Tarelan.”


  Thanking his good fortune, Timmy gestured dramatically toward the horizon as a massive explosion shook the night. It came from the city, but it was visible from miles and miles away. Huge plumes of flames soared upward, and the sky was suddenly awash with clouds of embers. Timmy rubbed his temple. He knew exactly whom to blame for the explosion. He could only hope she hadn’t blown up anything – or anyone – important. Beside him, Spot wagged his tail happily. The dragon looked far too happy. He was probably imagining all of the fiery carnage his mother was wreaking and wondering if they could get back in time for him to join in.


  “As we speak, my associates are dealing with your allies.” Timmy leaned on his shovel and smiled sunnily. “So you can either cooperate, or things can get ugly. I want to know about your master. Where is his fortress? What’s in it? And what kind of resistance can we expect if we show up? Answer my questions, and I’ll hand you over to the authorities.”


  “And if we don’t?” Alan Axe-Bane rumbled. “What then?”


  “Well, then I feed you to my dragon.” Timmy nodded at Spot, and the dragon smiled. It was not a nice smile – for the bandits, anyway. It showed off all of his wonderfully large and wonderfully sharp teeth. Timmy thought it looked rather charming.


  “Dragon?” Alan threw his head back and laughed before looking around expectantly. None of the other bandits were laughing. He might not have realised how bad the situation was, but the others had. If he wanted to pick a fight, they weren’t about to join him. “Your overgrown lizard may have caught me off guard before, but there’s no way he can defeat me in honourable combat!”


  “Hmm…” Timmy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. The other bandits were all on the verge of breaking and telling him what he wanted to know. All they needed now was a small push, and Alan had oh so kindly volunteered. “I’ll tell you what, Alan, since you were willing to let us go in exchange for our valuables, I’ll make you a deal. If you can beat Spot, you can leave. If not, you have to tell me everything you know.”


  Alan smiled craftily. He was convinced he was about to win his freedom back in heroic combat. “Can I use a weapon?”


  “Sure. Go ahead. Grab a sword or something.”


  Alan smirked. “Very well. I accept your terms. I’ll show your pet lizard who’s in charge!”


  Timmy nudged Spot. “Try not to eat him. We need to find out what he knows. Maybe bite off an arm or something.”


  Spot grinned and waited patiently until Alan had grabbed a broadsword that was as long as he was tall. I’m ready.


  “Hah!” Alan roared. The sword came down in a mighty chop. Spot stepped to one side, and the weapon thudded into the earth. With another cry of exertion, Alan heaved the sword to the side. Spot tilted his head to one side and hopped over the wild blow.


  Slow. The dragon wagged his tail. You’re too slow.


  “Keep laughing, lizard! You can’t dodge forever!”


  Over the course of the next three minutes, Spot evaded every single one of Alan’s increasingly frantic attacks. The dragon liked to play tag with his mother, Chomp, and the rats, and compared to them Alan was more than painfully slow. He might as well be standing still. Eventually, Spot tired of the game. With speed that would have made a viper envious, he darted forward and bit off Alan’s hand.


  “Ah!” Alan fell to his knees and clutched at his wrist. “My hand!”


  Spot shoved Alan onto his back, and gave a short, sharp puff of flame. It cauterised the wound and burned off every hair on Alan’s head, leaving the bandit not only bald but also bereft of his beard, moustache, and eyebrows. Spot stared down at him, silver eyes gleaming in the moonlight. I’m a dragon, not a lizard.


  As one of Timmy’s zombie warriors dragged Alan back into line, Timmy picked up Spot. It wasn’t easy – the dragon had not only grown longer but also put on a considerable amount of weight – but appearances mattered. Hopefully, his lower back wouldn’t complain about it too much. After all, lower back pain was one of the most common health complaints amongst necromancers, along with gravedigger’s elbow and pitchfork-related stab wounds.


  “As you can see, I have a dragon, and I’m not afraid to use him.” He brandished Spot at the bandits, and the dragon bared his teeth again to add to the effect. “He might not be very big for a dragon, but that’s because he’s got a lot of growing to do, which means he’s always hungry. You can either tell me what I want to know, or I can let him have a snack or two. It’s your choice.”


  Spot was almost disappointed when the bandits rushed to tell Timmy everything they knew. Alan’s hand hadn’t tasted particularly good, but there were a few bandits that looked quite tasty.


  “It’s okay.” Katie patted Spot on the head. “I’m sure some of them will try something stupid, and you can eat them when they do.” She paused and studied the bandits more intently. “Out of interest, though, which ones look the tastiest to you?”


  Spot examined the bandits closely before pointing one claw at a particularly plump fellow in tattered chainmail. That one looks the tastiest.


  “Hmm…” Katie giggled as the bandit in question turned very pale. “I don’t think he’s going to give us any trouble. He seems fairly sensible.” He had been one of the first bandits to start talking after Spot had dealt with Alan. Loyalty amongst bandits was questionable at best. Loyalty in the face of a dragon – even a little one – was basically non-existent.


  Timmy fought the urge to ruffle Katie’s hair again. It was so heart warming to see his apprentice discuss the edibility of bandits with a dragon. At her age, he’d been more concerned about avoiding his master’s wrath and scrounging up his next meal. The old drunk hadn’t been above poisoning his food, so Timmy had grabbed extra food whenever he could. Wiping the smile off his face, he turned back to the bandits and glared. He was pleased to see them flinch.


  “So far, all I’ve learned is that the man you work for lives in a fortress and pays you poorly. Neither of those two facts is very helpful.” His gaze shifted to Alan. “But I can’t blame you. You’re not the ones in charge.” He smiled thinly at the injured bandit. “Have you forgotten our bargain?”


  The bandit had apparently gotten over the loss of his hand because he pushed his way back to the front, so he could posture in a manner that reminded Timmy of a small bird puffing up its feathers in a futile bid to scare off potential predators. “You might have taken my hand, you dragon-wielding bastard, but you will never take my honour!”


  “You’re a bandit,” Timmy pointed out. “You make a living by killing and robbing innocent travellers. How much honour can you have?” His lips curled. “What do you think, Katie? Would you consider Alan here an honourable man?”


  “I don’t think so, master.” Katie giggled. “He was planning to rob us.”


  “You little –” Alan’s angry shout devolved into an impressively high-pitched screech. Being mocked by a little girl must have been too much for his badly dented self-esteem. He yanked a knife out of his boot and hurled it at Katie.


  Given that Alan was throwing the knife with his left hand, his aim was awful. Even if his aim had been better, Katie’s shadows could easily have deflected the knife or caught it out of the air, to say nothing of what Rembrandt could have done. However, Spot was happy to intervene. There were few games he enjoyed more than catching things, and the knife was almost the same size as the bits of metal Avraniel sometimes hurled off the walls of the castle for him to chase down and eat. Spot leapt into the air and caught the knife in his mouth before biting down. The weapon shattered, and for a few moments, the only sounds in the area were Alan’s heavy breathing and the crunch of Spot chewing on the fragments of the knife. Spot swallowed and made a happy sound. The knife had tasted much better than the axe.


  “That was a mistake,” Timmy said. His posture hadn’t changed, but the tone of his voice had, and the bandits closest to him flinched away. He lashed out with his shovel, and the ground beneath Alan turned into quicksand. The wounded bandit was rapidly submerged up to his chin, and Timmy watched him flail around in a desperate bid to escape. “At what point did you think that was a good idea? In case it isn’t already obvious, both my apprentice and I are necromancers. You are surrounded by our zombies, and we have a dragon. The only reason you’re still alive is because killing you and interrogating your spirit is slightly less convenient than interrogating you while you’re alive.” He twisted his shovel, and Alan sank deeper into the quicksand. Alan had to fight for every breath as the quicksand threatened to swallow him. “I am beginning to lose my patience. Either you tell me what I want to know, or I’ll let Spot eat you as slowly and painfully as he can before I use my necromancy to force your spirit to talk. You’re alive because it’s convenient, not because it’s necessary.”


  Spot gave a low, menacing growl that came from deep within his chest. More than one of the bandits lost control of their bladder. A few might have lost control of their bowels.


  “I’ll tell you!” Alan wailed, clawing at the quicksand. “Please, noble sir! Spare me, and I promise I’ll talk!”


  Timmy glared and patted Alan on the head with his shovel. “Talk first, and then I’ll stop the quicksand.”


  In short order, Timmy had the approximate location of the fortress. It was somewhere in an isolated patch of remote forest perhaps two or three days away from their current location. Crime lords were usually good at tying up loose ends, but bandits were so far down the pecking order that people often forgot about them. But Timmy knew better. Bandits were kind of like the servants in a large castle run by a typical noble. The ruler of the castle might not pay much attention to them, but they saw everything.


  The solitude of the fortress would complicate things. Anyone travelling on the handful of roads that led into the area would undoubtedly be spotted. They’d have to go in by air, most likely at night, to reduce the odds of being seen. Even if Alan didn’t know anything about the castle’s defences – he’d only been near the fortress not inside it – Timmy wasn’t naïve enough to think a crime lord would build a fortress without investing in powerful magical defences.


  As Timmy released Alan from the quicksand, the bandit decided to make one last stupid decision. He lunged at Timmy, but he didn’t get far. Timmy stepped to the side and stuck out his foot. Alan went sprawling, and he skidded to a stop in front of Spot. The dragon and the bandit stared into each other’s eyes. One of them was terrified. The other was hungry.


  “You know,” Timmy said. “I really was going to let you live, but you just don’t know when to quit. If I let you go now, I’m sure you’ll spend the rest of your life planning some way to get back at me. I doubt you’d succeed. You haven’t exactly demonstrated excellent decision making so far, but it’s better not to take any chances.” He shrugged and turned to the other bandits. “I’d suggest looking away if you’re squeamish. Spot, you can have him.”


  Timmy and Rembrandt were the only ones who didn’t wince at least a little at what unfolded. The bandits went very, very quiet and very, very still. Not one of them wanted to risk moving and drawing Spot’s attention. The young dragon made short work of Alan, and he was too hungry to bother with being neat and tidy. It was, Timmy thought, not unlike watching a man get thrown headfirst into a collection of whirling blades – something he’d been unfortunate enough to see multiple times during his jaunts into ancient ruins in search of treasure. Not everybody believed in being as cautious and prepared as him.


  “As you can see,” Timmy said. “My scaly friend here sometimes makes a bit of a mess when he’s hungry. Can I assume that the rest of you will behave while we’re handing you over to the authorities?”


  The bandits couldn’t agree fast enough with many of them vowing to be on their very best behaviour. The authorities might throw them in prison or schedule them for execution, but it wasn’t like they’d be killed immediately. There was a chance they could bribe their way to freedom or organise an escape. But Spot? That was another story. Even if they all ran away at the same time, it wouldn’t be long before he hunted all of them down. Dragons were exceptionally quick in the air, and they had perfect night vision. What had just happened to the recently late Alan Axe-Bane was a graphic reminder of why fighting a dragon – even a little one – was an awful idea. There was a reason dragons had been at the top of the food chain for so long, and it had nothing to do with good humour and everything to do with their ability to murder just about anything with minimal effort.


  Timmy was waiting for more of his zombies to arrive with another wagon to help transport the bandits when he noticed a particularly small and scrawny bandit in armour that was shabby even by the less-than-impressive standards of the other bandits. He pointed at him with his shovel. “Hey, you. Aren’t you a little small to be a bandit?”


  Katie immediately bristled. She might not like bandits, but short-person solidarity was a real and important thing. “Master, there’s no reason he can’t be small and still succeed as a bandit.” On her shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked his support. He wasn’t very large either, and he still did a perfectly good job of killing anyone who even looked at Katie funny. “Remember Hagar the Humongous? He wasn’t very big, and he was a prominent bandit for twenty years until… uh… he got eaten by a dragon.” She scowled. “Which doesn’t disprove my point because being large wouldn’t have helped him against a storm dragon.”


  “Hagar the Humongous was an exception. And, Katie, you’re a necromancer. You can afford to be smaller because you have magic, and you can always build bigger and stronger zombies. As for Rembrandt, he’s a ninja rat. The usual rules don’t apply.” Timmy nodded at the scrawny bandit. “He, however, is a run-of-the-mill bandit. He makes his living by bashing travellers over the head and stealing their stuff. Being big is a prerequisite of the job.” Timmy paused, and his eyes narrowed as a troubling through occurred to him. “Take off your helmet.”


  The bandit removed his helmet, trembling like a leaf the entire time. It was kind of pathetic. The other bandits were hardly heroes, but most of them were doing a better job of concealing their terror. In fact, the one closest to the bloody smear that had once been Alan Axe-Bane had managed to hold his bladder and his bowel – an impressive feat given the gruesome nature of Alan’s demise. However, the reason for the short bandit’s apparent cowardice soon became obvious. Timmy covered his face with one hand. Sometimes, he hated being right.


  “Boy,” Timmy said. “How old are you?”


  The boy – and he definitely was a boy with his skinny frame, the beginnings of a moustache that might need to be shaved for the first time in a couple of weeks, and a voice that squeaked rather embarrassingly when he tried to reply – took a few moments to compose himself. “Fourteen… sir… uh… my lord… um… sir. Please don’t let your dragon eat me!”


  “Good grief.” Timmy and Katie shared a look. Spot picked a few pieces of Alan Axe-Bane out from between his teeth. “You’re fourteen years old, and you decided you’d become a bandit? How long have you been doing this?”


  The boy, whose trembling only worsened when Spot padded toward him, barely managed to force the words out. “I… uh… um… this… this was my first day… uh… I mean night on the job.”


  “…” Timmy stared, and then he stared some more before he pointed at a random bandit with his shovel. “You!” The bandit snapped to attention and looked more than a bit queasy at being the new centre of attention. He was a typical bandit, the kind of scruffy ne’er do well whose services could be bought for a drink, a meal, and a half-comely wench or two. “Is the boy telling the truth?”


  In a remarkable display of honour and integrity, the bandit did not throw the boy into the jaws of the proverbial – or in this case, literal – dragon. “He is, sir.” The bandit nodded. “We picked him up just this morning. His mother even came by to give him a packed lunch.” The other bandits couldn’t stop themselves from sniggering, nor could the ninja rats.


  “Master,” Katie whispered as she nudged him with her elbow. “What kind of bandit gets a packed lunch from his mother?”


  “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of it happening before,” Timmy replied as the boy did his best impression of a tomato.


  Nearby, Spot made a face. Why were people laughing? Wasn’t it a good thing for someone’s mother to make them lunch? His mother helped him catch stuff all the time. Sure, he hunted a lot of his own food, but hunting with his mother and Chomp was really fun. And food always tasted better when his mother cooked it with her fire.


  “I don’t normally preach to other people about how they should live their lives – I’m a necromancer, for crying out loud – but you’re fourteen! You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, and you decide to become a bandit?” The boy cringed as some of the other bandits began to nod and mutter their agreement. Their present predicament was a textbook example of why banditry was not a great career choice. “Being a bandit is one of the worst jobs in the world. You’re at the bottom of the criminal food chain. Sure, there’s plenty of work, but it’s awful work that pays poorly, and everyone wants to kill you. I have zero doubt whatsoever that Lord Tarrick will abandon you all at the first sign of trouble, and that’s assuming he doesn’t have you murdered to tie up loose ends.”


  Timmy pointed at Katie. “What you need to do is to find a trade and apprentice yourself to someone. Look at my apprentice here. She has received a thorough education in a range of useful areas, and she’s already earning a tidy income. Katie, tell them how much you earn in a normal month.” Katie told them, and the bandits all gaped. Maybe they should have tried their hand at necromancy. “See? You might not be able to become a necromancer like her – necromancy isn’t exactly common magic – but what about becoming a carpenter, or a plumber, or a stonemason, or even a baker? You’ll always have work, and it’ll be honest work that doesn’t involve being interrogated by a necromancer with a hungry dragon in the middle of nowhere.”


  “He has a point, boy.” One of the bandits put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. From his grey beard and weathered features, Timmy could tell that he was an old hand at banditry. Given how short the careers and lifespans of bandits tended to be, he was either extremely lucky or extremely cunning. “This isn’t the life for a young lad like you. Most of us turned to banditry in our twenties when things didn’t work out. But you’re fourteen. You’ve still got prospects. You could become a boot maker.” He sighed and shook his head. “I always wanted to be a boot maker, but you kill half a dozen people for coin, and the next thing you know, you’re on the run with a price on your head.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy pointed his shovel at the boy again. “You haven’t killed anyone yet, have you?”


  “No, sir.” The boy looked like he wanted to throw up, and Spot was not helping at all. The dragon had just spat out something that looked an awful lot like one of Alan Axe-Bane’s belt buckles. “Unless a rabbit counts… I mean I caught one earlier today with a snare, and some of the others were hungry, so I kind of cooked it, and…”


  “No, a rabbit does not count.”


  The boy gulped. “I’ve never even held a sword until today.”


  Timmy glanced at the ‘sword’ the boy had dropped when he’d surrendered. “Boy, you still haven’t. That thing they gave you isn’t a sword. It looks more like a pointy piece of rusty metal that broke off a statue or something.” He sighed. “This isn’t just your first day as a bandit, is it? This is the first time you’ve ever broken the law too, right?”


  “Yes, it is, sir.”


  “I can’t believe this.” Timmy took a deep, deep breath. The boy reminded him of someone, and it was giving him a headache. “You might be the worst bandit I’ve ever met. You’re clearly uncomfortable with the thought of robbing people, never mind killing them, and you might have picked the worst possible targets to begin your career with. What were you thinking?”


  “It’s my mother, sir,” the boy said. “She’s… she’s not well.”


  “Aye,” the old bandit from before agreed. “She was a fine-looking lady.” He gestured crudely in what Timmy guessed was an attempt to convey the generosity of the woman’s bosom before continuing. “But she wasn’t well. She was coughing something awful when she came to deliver his lunch. She looked exhausted just walking down the road.”


  “We can’t afford her medicine, so I need to earn some money. I don’t have any other skills, so I thought I’d join a bandit group and…um… earn money that way.”


  Timmy shook his head in disbelief and walked forward to slap the boy upside the head. “Are you an idiot? Katie, what is the average life expectancy of a bandit in the Combine?”


  “About three years,” Katie replied. “Give or take a month.”


  “Exactly. Three years – that’s how long you’d be likely to last, probably less since you’re skinny enough for a stiff breeze to knock you over. How do you think your mother would feel if you died?” The boy paled, and Timmy frowned. “Think about what you’re doing more carefully.” He raised his hand, and the boy cringed. “I have half a mind to slap you over the head again. It might actually knock some sense into you.” He lowered his hand. “But I’d rather not risk giving you brain damage. You’re having enough trouble with your decision making as it is.” He took out a piece of paper and wrote on it. “I’m going to make you a deal, boy. I’m going to let you go, and you’re going to be at this address with your mother tomorrow at noon. Understand?”


  The boy nodded so quickly, Timmy was worried he’d injure his neck. “Thank you, sir! I’ll be there with my mother! I promise!”


  “Don’t thank me yet.” Timmy’s lips twitched into a small smile. “What’s your name, boy?”


  “Arthur Ballard.”


  Timmy gestured for him to leave. “Run along then, Arthur. If your mother asks why she should come with you tomorrow, tell her you’ve got a job offer, but your potential employer wants to meet her first.” He let a hint of steel creep into his voice. “Oh, and don’t talk to anyone about what you saw or heard tonight. If you do, I’ll know, and Spot might have to come pay you a visit.”


  “I won’t say a thing!”


  As the boy ran off into the night, Katie turned to him. “Was that wise, master?” She winced as the boy tripped over a tree root and tumbled to the ground. He managed to scramble to his feet only to run face first into a tree. “And are you sure he’ll make it back to Tarelan? Assuming he doesn’t get killed by a shrub or something, what if he runs into wolves on the way back?” Right on cue, a lupine howl filled the air, and Arthur lurched into an awkward sprint.


  “He reminds me of someone I used to know,” Timmy said. “And I doubt they’d send him to prison. I can’t remember the last time someone was convicted of attempted banditry, and so far that’s all he’s managed to do. Besides, I’ve got a plan for him, which is why I’ve got some of our other zombies following him to make sure he gets back to the city in one piece.” Timmy glanced to the side as the extra wagon arrived with some of his other zombies. “All right, the rest of you, climb aboard. I might be handing you over to the authorities, but I’m not completely heartless. I’ll give you a ride there. I’d have given Arthur a ride too, but a jaunt through the woods in the middle of the night might be good for him. He can remember it the next time he thinks of doing something stupid.”


  “I don’t suppose you could let me go too?” one of the younger bandits asked hopefully. “I’m only twenty-one.”


  Timmy gave him a flat look. “How many people have you killed?”


  “Uh… fifteen, I think. I kind of lost count after I got to ten.”


  “No. Get on the wagon.”


  It only took them half an hour to reach the meeting point Timmy had arranged with some of the authorities. There was a group of soldiers waiting for them in a large clearing off the road.


  “Hello there!” The captain of the soldiers waved cheerfully. He was someone Timmy had met during his prior investigation of the city. Captain Zaran might not be the toughest fighter, but he was very cunning. More importantly, he was also a good man, one of the few officers of the law who wasn’t busy cutting deals with the city’s criminals. With the bandits Timmy was about to give him, Zaran would be in a perfect position to push for a promotion. It wouldn’t hurt that his more corrupt rivals with ties to Lord Tarrick were about to find themselves without the protection of their patron. “Not a bad haul.”


  Timmy came forward and shook the captain’s hand as his soldiers took custody of the bandits. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you. Can you handle these guys? We need to get back to the city.”


  “Of course.” The captain grinned. “There have been quite a few explosions tonight. In what can only be a lucky coincidence, my men are the ones rostered for patrols. As per our agreement, I’m having them steer clear of the area.” His grin widened. “Given who owns the compound you’re attacking, hearing about them beg the city guard for help and not get any has been wonderfully therapeutic.”


  “I imagine it would be.”


  Timmy could see how happy Zaran was. For years, the dutiful captain had fought to turn back the criminals strangling the life out of his city only to be stymied by corruption over and over again. Now, however, sitting back and doing nothing was exactly what he wanted to do. It was why Timmy had chosen this specific night to launch the attack. Criminals were happy to ignore the city’s laws, so they could hardly cry foul when someone bigger and scarier turned up to flout those laws too, and he knew Zaran wouldn’t be shedding any tears for them either.


  “Just be ready,” Timmy said. “The compound is only the start. After a little chat with the leader of the bandits, I managed to get a rough location for Lord Tarrick’s fortress.”


  “Lord Tarrick?” Captain Zaran scowled. “The thought of that criminal calling himself a lord disgusts me.” He nodded firmly. “But I’ll leave him to you and your friends. With him out of the picture, I might finally be able to clear the city of his cronies.”


  “Don’t worry. By the time we’re done with him, he won’t be in any position to help them.”


  “You have my thanks.” The captain chuckled. “I never thought I’d be saying that to a necromancer, but I’m a practical man. If a necromancer can help me save my city and bring the criminals who’ve all but destroyed it to justice, then I’ll gladly accept his help.” He glanced at the wagons and zombies. “By the way, do you think we could borrow those until we get the bandits back to the city? We can handle them, but I’d rather not take any chances.”


  “Sure.” Timmy ordered one of his zombie wyverns to land nearby. “The zombies can follow basic commands, and I’ll be aware of everything you’re doing. Just dismiss them once you’re done. They’ll find their way back to me.”


  “Handy things to have, zombies.” Captain Zaran shook Timmy’s hand one more time and then did the same with Katie and Spot although he was particularly careful with the dragon’s claw. It wouldn’t do to lose a finger when he was so close to success. “Take care of yourselves.”


  “You too, captain.”


  “Come on.” Katie tugged on his sleeve. “We need to get going, master. Otherwise, Avraniel might burn the whole compound down before we get there. It’s supposed to have a great library, and I want to see if there’s anything in there we can use.”


  “Ah, my young apprentice.” Timmy ruffled her hair and grinned. She still hadn’t combed it back down. She was halfway to looking like a cactus. “I’m so pleased to see you suggesting stealing from criminals.”


  “Well, Lord Tarrick’s bandits did try to rob us, and we are here to get back the princess he kidnapped.” Katie rubbed her hands together gleefully. “Besides, it’s always great finding another rare book.”


  
Chapter Two


  “Why can’t we just go through the damn front door?” Avraniel growled. “Look at that piece of crap. I could bust through it in a couple of seconds.”


  The door in question was a massive slab of metal reinforced with the sorts of magical defences usually seen on bank vaults and fortresses. Even so, it would be lucky to hold her off for more than a few seconds if she put her mind to it. Hell, it would be lucky to last more than a minute against Spot.


  “Because we need to capture the commander of this compound alive,” Amanda replied.


  The vampire was far too comfortable skulking around like a ghost in the middle of the night. As usual, she was wearing some fancy clothes, which she would probably end up destroying later – supposedly by accident. Avraniel smirked. Would it really be an accident? The people eater shredded her clothes on mission so often that Avraniel had begun to wonder if the vampire was secretly a nudist or something. It wouldn’t surprise her. Vampires were always weird, and the ancient ones tended to be the weirdest of all. Just because Amanda seemed more normal than most vampires didn’t mean she wasn’t weird. She was just better at hiding it.


  “Blowing up the front door would give him far too much of a head start.” Amanda gestured at the city around them. “I don’t know about you, but the thought of searching for him in a city of this size is not one that appeals to me.”


  Avraniel scoffed. Sure, Tarelan was big, and it looked nice, what with all of the tall towers, slender arches, and big domes, but she could burn the whole thing to the ground if she needed to. It wouldn’t even be hard since most of it was wood. A little bit of fire here, some more fire over there, and the man they were after would have no choice but to scuttle out of wherever he’d hidden like a rat fleeing a sinking ship.


  “So what is this plan then?” Avraniel liked it better when Timmy was in charge. The necromancer might have been an idiot most of the time, but he was always clear about who needed to do what. There was none of this cloak and dagger garbage. He told her what she needed to do clearly and early, so she could go out there and do what she did best. “Because standing around out here is boring.”


  It hadn’t escaped her notice that there was a tall, thick wall around the compound, which was patrolled at regular intervals. Nobody had security like that unless they had something worth defending, which was really another way of saying they had stuff worth taking. Avraniel had heard about an extremely rare – and stupidly expensive – plant that could turn into a giant, flying plant monster. Since she couldn’t be bothered looking for it herself, she’d have to pay someone to find it for her. Mr Sparkles could use more company, and raiding a vault full of valuables would go a long way toward covering the cost.


  Spot was also a growing dragon. He was already eating enough to feed several families a day although purchasing a herd of cattle and making some sound financial investments had helped to lighten the financial load. But it never hurt to have extra money, preferably lots of extra money. Who knows, maybe she’d buy her own castle one day? If she did, she’d have to get one way better than the idiot’s. His castle wasn’t half bad, and there was no way she’d move someplace worse.


  “Well?” Avraniel asked. “How much longer are we going to stand here?”


  Amanda ignored her growing irritation. What really annoyed Avraniel the most was that the people eater was powerful enough to get away with it. Oh, she was pretty confident she could beat the vampire in a fight, but it wouldn’t be easy. She’d actually have to try. “Our first step will be to infiltrate the compound. You will then create a distraction.”


  A distraction? Avraniel knew exactly how to do that. It involved fire, explosions, and stealing things.


  “I will take Chomp with me to help locate the hidden chamber our target is likely to be in.” The massive three-headed dog wagged his tail, and Avraniel gave him a fond scratch behind his ears. This was his first big mission with the rest of them, and the canine was eager to prove himself. “Old Man and Gerald will go to the archives and seize important documents and other evidence while you continue to keep as many of the guards occupied as you can.”


  “Take good care of my dog, people eater.” Avraniel scowled, and the temperature rose. “Because I am not about to go looking for another dog because you got careless.”


  “Chomp will be perfectly safe with me,” Amanda replied. The almost haughty expression on her regal features made Avraniel want to punch her teeth in. It reminded her far too much of some of the elves she’d been forced to deal with for centuries. Unfortunately, Amanda could not only laugh off having her skull caved in but also return the favour with interest. “Try not to burn the entire compound to the ground while we’re still in it.”


  “I’ll try, but it depends on whether or not the idiots we’ll be fighting can handle fire.” Avraniel cackled malevolently, and the demolition rats nearby joined her. They were wonderful little guys, way better than that one-eyed bastard Rembrandt. They knew the importance of inflicting maximum property damage to the enemy. The best way to make sure someone wasn’t a threat in the future was to set them on fire, burn their fortress to the ground, and steal all of their stuff. Anything else was just begging for trouble down the road. “Can we get started? At this rate, Old Man there might actually kick the bucket before anything happens.”


  The swordsman chuckled good-naturedly and tipped his hat. “I’m old, Avraniel, but not quite that old. I still have a few more years left in me, I think.”


  “You’d better. Spot likes you.”


  “I see. Well, I shall endeavour to not die a little longer then.” Old Man patted Gerald on the back. The paper pusher looked like he was about to throw up. He even had one of those paper bags out. Oh well. At least, he wouldn’t make a mess. “Fear not, Gerald. You’ll be safe with me, and you do have a complement of ninja rats to escort you as well.” The rats squeaked reassuringly, and Gerald relaxed ever so slightly.


  Avraniel’s lips curled. The paper pusher might be a coward most of the time, but she was confident he’d pull through if he knew what was good for him. He’d saved Spot during their attack on the empire’s island, and that had taken guts. “He’s right, paper pusher. You’ll be fine. Stay behind Old Man and the rats and let them do the fighting.”


  “Okay.” Gerald took several deep breaths and then nodded. “You’re right. I can do this. I can do this. I can… maybe… possibly do this.”


  Amanda smiled warmly. “Yes, you can. We all believe in you.” Her eyes gleamed crimson for a moment, and she turned to the rats. “We’re ready. On my signal, take out the patrols.” The rats nodded and moved into position. With this many ninja rats, they could take out multiple patrols at once. By the time anyone noticed something was wrong, it would be too late. Amanda waited until all of the rats were ready before she sent the signal, an illusionary owl that hooted loudly over the compound.


  All around the compound, the ninja rats scampered up the walls and struck. In the blink of an eye, the patrols closest to them went down. Avraniel grinned. She might not like most of them, but those sneaky little bastards were good at what they did. She’d give them that much. Spot had gotten a lot better at keeping track of his surroundings after a few of the tiny blighters had tried to steal his cookies as a training exercise.


  “Move.” Amanda dissolved into a mist that enveloped Chomp and carried the dog over the walls of the compound. Old Man transported the rest of the rats and Gerald while Avraniel simply used a burst of flame to help her leap over the wall. Teleporting to somewhere he couldn’t see might have been more draining, but it was easy enough for Old Man to teleport to the top of the wall and then down into the courtyard below.


  As they landed on the inside of the compound, an illusion rippled outward from Amanda. Nobody would be able to see or hear them unless they came into physical contact or used their magic. The elf rolled her eyes. The vampire’s magic might have been able to fool most people, but it wouldn’t have fooled her. Oh well. At least, the people eater was making herself useful.


  “Chomp, let’s go.” Amanda leapt onto the massive dog’s back and pointed. “Old Man and Gerald, the archives are in that building over there. The illusion I cast should hold for a while longer. Have the rats use their invisibility to conceal you once it wears off.” Her full lips curled, and Avraniel caught a glimpse of elongated canines. “Avraniel, I trust you know what to do.”


  Avraniel knew exactly what to do. She waited until the others were out of the open space of the courtyard and well on their way to their destinations before her magic flared to life. Amanda’s illusion shattered around her, and she ordered the remaining rats to take up strategic positions around the courtyard. She might not like all of them, but the twerp would be a nightmare to deal with if she accidentally roasted a few of them.


  “Hey, bastards!” she bellowed, cracking her knuckles as the air around her ignited. “Who wants to die tonight?”


  Her words echoed through the compound, and she felt a savage stab of satisfaction as guards rushed toward her only to stumble to a stop as the cobblestones beneath her began to melt. Her eyes gleamed in anticipation. Their armour wasn’t half bad, and their weapons were pretty decent too. Whoever was paying these guys definitely had plenty of money – money that would soon be hers. Fire swirled around her. She’d have to save some of their armour and weapons. She could sell some of it, and Spot always liked to have a nice, tasty piece of steel to munch on before bedtime.


  “So…” She beckoned the guards forward as the flames around her shifted from orange to white. “Which one of you losers wants to go first?”


  * * *


  “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Gerald whispered as he and Old Man hurried toward one of the larger buildings in the compound. He knew Avraniel was strong, but there were a lot of guards, and all of them were headed in her direction. Some of the ninja rats had taken over from Amanda’s illusion. With the rats’ invisibility in place, all Gerald and Old Man had to do was avoid running into any of the passing guards. The rats had gotten much better at dampening any sounds made by things they were concealing, and the loud clank of armour and the thunder of boots as the guards rushed around were more than enough to drown out any noise they did make.


  Old Man smiled. Apart from his customary hat, he was wearing a dark grey cloak over his usual tunic and trousers. “Honestly, I’d be more worried about the amount of property damage she’s about to cause. She’ll be fine, and she’s not alone. Some of the rats are with her.” His gaze flicked to the building ahead of them. “Be on your guard, Gerald. I can sense potent magical defences in the building ahead of us. Once we get inside, I doubt the rats will be able to conceal us. You have some of Timmy’s zombies, don’t you?”


  Gerald gulped. All of the times he’d been forced to run for his life lately had begun to pay off. He was getting much better at keeping up with Old Man. “I do. I’ll pull them out if we need them. Most of them aren’t very subtle.” His pulse quickened. He was still getting used to all of this cloak and dagger intrigue, and as much as he trusted Old Man and the ninja rats to defend him, he still wished Spot were here. Few things in the world could make someone feel safer than having a friendly dragon by their side.


  “Shouldn’t we wait for Avraniel to start fighting before we go in?” Gerald summoned his trusty frying pan and tested its weight. It was heavy, but it was a good kind of heavy. There were also a few dents in it from the last time he’d used it. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to bash anyone’s head in tonight, but he had a feeling his hopes would be in vain. They usually were when it came to avoiding danger and violence. “There might still be some guards inside.”


  “It shouldn’t be long now.” Old Man glanced over his shoulder. She’s already challenged them, so she should be starting right about –”


  BOOM.


  A massive explosion shook the night. Flame and force billowed outward. The shockwave ripped past them, and Gerald was thrown off his feet. Around them, the rats gave angry squeaks as they fought to maintain their invisibility in the wake of the blast. A towering plume of flame rose up into the air, and the sky was suddenly full of embers. Gerald looked up and blinked. There was something falling toward –


  “Watch out!” Old Man yanked Gerald out of the way as a burning body covered in melting armour thudded into the ground beside him. The swordsman chuckled. “Our elf friend seems quite enthusiastic tonight.” He prodded the body with his sword. “This armour is made of good steel, but it’s been completely melted.”


  “Enthusiastic?” Gerald swallowed thickly and did his best to ignore the smell. The body had been turned into something resembling charcoal covered in molten metal. It was hard to imagine anything except a dragon generating enough heat to do that, but Avraniel was far more powerful than any other fire mage Gerald had met. And unless Gerald was mistaken – and he doubted he was since he kept scrupulous records – then either she’d been getting stronger, or she’d stopped holding back so much after finally getting a chance to face opponents she couldn’t annihilate with a flick of her wrist. “That’s one way to put it.”


  “I believe it’s the most polite way to put it,” Old Man drawled as they continued toward the archives. More bodies fell out of the sky, and screams of panic filled the compound. Guards were running everywhere, and Gerald could hear the roar of combat magic as the compound’s mages tried to drive Avraniel back.


  “She’s a demon!” someone screamed as Avraniel’s mad laughter echoed through the air. She was screaming something about killing them all and taking their stuff, and if Gerald really tried, he could just make out the equally mad squeaking of the demolition rats as they added their own weaponry and magic to the pyrotechnical mix. “She has to be!”


  “Hit her with everything!” someone else wailed. “Don’t let up! She can’t fight all of us at once!”


  “Fire!” another man screamed. “Set her on fire!”


  “Fire isn’t helping!” The ground shook as another explosion lit the night. Bits of melting masonry rained down around them. “It’s only making her stronger!”


  “Well,” Old Man said. “I doubt we’ll get a better chance than this. Let’s go.”


  Gerald chanced a quick look back at the courtyard. All he could see was a vast ocean of fire as ash began to spread on the breeze. Avraniel stood at the centre of the devastation, laughing merrily as the growing inferno leapt and danced to the beating of her heart. Her cloak of phoenix feathers shone in the flames, and her eyes blazed like golden stars. If Avraniel had fought like this when he, Timmy, and Katie had first run into her, then he doubted he’d be worrying about paperwork, and Timmy and Katie wouldn’t be worrying about earning pardons. They’d be dead.


  “I think you’re right.” Gerald shuddered. “And the further we get from what’s happening back there, the better off we’ll be.”


  The archives were located in a large, squat building that likely extended deep underground. Old Man drew his sword and sliced through the building’s heavy reinforced doors with a single fluid strike. Runes and seals flared to life only to die just as quickly before a stout kick knocked the ruined doors off their hinges. They stepped into the building, and the ninja rats’ invisibility faded as the walls, floor, and ceiling lit up with magic. Gerald laughed nervously. This place was absolutely covered in magical defences, so there had to be important things in here. No sane person would have invested this much time and energy unless there were things in here worth defending. To make matters worse, there were still guards around. The guards gaped at them for a long moment and then burst into motion.


  “Stop right there!” one of the guards roared. “You’re not allowed in here!”


  “Yet here we are,” Old Man replied. Several runes and seals began to flash, and he lashed out with his sword. The magic fizzled before it could do anything, and Gerald took a step back. This was the part where he did his best not to get killed while everyone else handled the fighting. “I would ask you to stand aside, but you seem like dutiful men. I doubt you would.” He raised his sword in a quick salute. “Whenever you’re ready.”


  “Get them!”


  The guards charged as Old Man and the rats moved forward to meet them. Despite his age, Old Man moved with the ease and grace of a man decades younger. A single slash dropped the first guard to reach him before he stepped neatly to one side to avoid a thrust aimed at his chest. His reply cut his opponent in half before he darted forward to cut down three more guards in quick succession, the swordsman far too fast for the unfortunate guards to fend off. Around him, the rats were wreaking havoc, their small, deadly forms blurring from one opponent to the next as they wielded their tiny weaponry to lethal effect.


  “They certainly are efficient,” Gerald murmured as he watched the devastation unfold. He’d never realised how many weak spots armour had until he’d seen the rats in action. What they lacked in size and strength, they more than made up for in speed and precision. Even helmets wouldn’t keep their opponents safe. The ninja rats knew exactly how to slip their tiny weapons through the gaps necessary for breathing and vision. More guards poured in from the other end of the corridor, and Gerald grimaced. That was a lot of guards. How many did this compound have? “Should I summon some of the zombies Timmy gave me?” he asked the rat who had remained perched on his shoulder in case anyone got past Old Man and the others.


  The rat – who went by the name of Matisse – specialised in defensive magic, which was why he’d been chosen to hang back with Gerald. On the off chance that something got past Old Man and the other rats, he should be able to keep Gerald alive long enough for help to arrive. The rodent studied the situation intently before nodding.


  “Are you sure?” Gerald asked. The ninja rat nodded again and then explained his reasoning. “You’re right. We don’t know what’s ahead of us. It wouldn’t be good if we got tired this early in the mission.”


  The air beside him shimmered as several of Timmy’s elite zombie warriors appeared. Each of the hulking zombies was seven feet tall and weighed more than three hundred pounds. They wore finely crafted armour and wielded broadswords and tower shields of similar quality. As the newly arrived guards hurled themselves into the fray, Gerald ordered the zombie warriors to advance.


  The first clump of guards to reach them went flying as the zombie warriors used their huge shields as clubs. Their swords came into play a moment later. They didn’t have Old Man’s technique, but they were absurdly strong. Gerald cringed as blood splattered everywhere. Thankfully, he’d been quick enough to summon an umbrella to ward off the worst of it. He might have to summon a different pair of boots too. The floor was bound to be slippery with so much blood on it.


  “Okay.” Gerald took a deep breath to calm down and immediately regretted it. The air was heavy with the smell of blood and gore. A paper bag appeared in his hands, but he managed to keep himself from losing his dinner, if only just. He really shouldn’t have had dinner until after the mission, and he needed to stand further back the next time the zombie warriors fought.


  One guard somehow managed to get past the zombie warriors, but he was so intent on avoiding the zombie-wrought carnage that he didn’t notice Gerald until the bureaucrat whacked him over the head with his frying pan. To his credit, the other man staggered but managed to stay on his feet. A single well-placed needle covered in poison from Matisse did the rest. Suddenly, a hidden door opened in the middle of the corridor, and Gerald was tempted to rub his eyes as even more guards appeared. How could there still be this many guards left after so many of them had run off to fight Avraniel? It must cost an absolute fortune to keep them around.


  “Gerald,” Old Man said as he calmly impaled one guard and then turned to relieve another of his head. A dagger hurtled toward him, but he caught it out of the air and sent it back to its owner. Sadly, the other fellow wasn’t able to catch the weapon before it lodged in his throat. “If you have some oil, now would be a great time to use it.”


  “Oil?” Gerald blinked. Oh! The passageway that had opened up had a lot of stairs – and oil and stairs did not mix well. The air beside him parted to reveal several flasks of oil. He opened them and tossed the contents toward the stairs. The oncoming guards immediately slipped, and those behind them tripped over their comrades. In a matter of moments, there were more than a dozen heavily armoured men struggling mightily to get back to their feet.


  A nearby ninja rat cackled malevolently, and Gerald frowned. That was one of the demolition rats. He’d assumed they’d all stayed with Avraniel, but it did make sense for a couple of them to come along with him and Old Man. There was no telling when they might need something blown up. Eyes alight with the sort of malevolent glee that would have looked more appropriate on an evil dragon, the rat conjured a small, wavering flame and set the oil alight. Gerald looked away as the passageway turned into a bonfire. Technically, he wasn’t the one who’d set them alight, but still…


  The seemingly endless ranks of guards had finally begun to thin, and they were about to continue down the corridor when there was a blur of motion and a sound like thunder. Old Man appeared in front of him, and Gerald could only gape in confused amazement as shattered wood filled the corridor around them. It had all happened too fast for him to see. What was going on?


  “My master did not invite you here.”


  Gerald’s gaze snapped to the mage at the far end of the corridor. He wore a mottled green and brown cloak over a tunic and trousers of the same peculiar design. At first glance, Gerald thought he might be an elf, but his ears were only slightly longer than normal, which meant he was likely a half-elf. What truly caught the bureaucrat’s attention were the tree roots and vines that had grown along the corridor. In a matter of seconds, they had ripped through the walls, floor, and ceiling, and the pieces of a particularly large and spiky root lay scattered around them.


  That sound – Old Man must have teleported in front of him and destroyed the root before it could hit him. Gerald felt queasy. It had happened too quickly for him to perceive, but he would almost certainly be dead if not for Old Man. The enemy mage gestured with one hand, and the remaining guards retreated behind him. The half-elf had already transformed the corridor into a miniature forest. His next attack could easily kill anyone unfortunate enough to be caught in the middle of it.


  “You have done well against these guards, but they are mere foot soldiers. Their enthusiasm – although admirable – does not match their power.” The enemy mage walked forward, and with each step he took, more roots, vines, and branches spread through the corridor. “The same, however, does not apply to me. But I have other concerns – like that maniac outside, so I will give you one last chance. Leave or die.”


  Gerald had to admit the offer was tempting. If he was on his own he’d definitely have taken it. Fighting someone who could create so much wood and vegetation in a matter of moments was an awful idea. At the very least, he wanted to go back and get Avraiel. Her fire should be able to stop someone who relied on plants to fight, right?


  “I appreciate the offer.” Old Man inclined his head. “But we are not leaving until we have what we want. Allow me to make an offer of my own. Your devotion to your master is certainly worthy of praise although your master if unworthy of such loyalty. Stand aside. Our quarrel is with him, not with you.”


  “No.” The enemy mage’s green eyes blazed with emerald light. “My master has ordered me to stop any and all intruders. I will deal with you first and then the elf outside.”


  “What your master wants and what he’ll get are two very different things.” Old Man grinned. “And you should consider yourself lucky. Our friend outside doesn’t believe in pre-combat pleasantries. She’d have set you alight halfway through your offer.”


  “Is that so?” The half-elf’s magic surged, and the corridor undulated and writhed. Roots, branches, and vines thrashed, tearing through stone with terrifying ease. “How arrogant. Fire may burn regular wood and plants, but my magic is far beyond such things.”


  “Brace yourself.” Old Man’s sword was a blur of motion. The oncoming tide of wood and vegetation disintegrated. “This is about to get a little uncomfortable.”


  Gerald opened his mouth to reply, but his words turned into a terrified wail as the floor beneath them gave way. An enormous branch ripped up through the floor and smashed through the ceiling, carrying them out of the building and into the fire-lit night. He would have fallen, but Matisse was there to catch him with some wire. The other rats arrived, and they hauled Gerald to safety as the bureaucrat and the swordsman suddenly found themselves high above the compound atop a growing tower of interlocked branches, some of which were thicker than a man was tall. Gerald fought the urge to scream. How were they supposed to fight someone who could create a giant tree out of nothing?


  “Stay calm,” Old Man urged Gerald. More branches lanced toward them, and the swordsman calmly reduced them to kindling before turning to slash at their opponent who had arrived on a branch of his own. Space bent and tore, and the blow, which shouldn’t have had any chance whatsoever of reaching a target more than fifty feet away, carved a huge gash in the maze of interlocked branches as some vines yanked the half-elf out of the way. “Hmm… his control is impressive.”


  Gerald looked down. He sucked in a deep breath. He shouldn’t have looked down. They were more than a hundred feet over the ground, and the tree was still growing. A single step in the wrong direction would send him plummeting to his death, and their opponent still wasn’t done. The largest branches had begun to spawn branches of their own, and dozens of those smaller branches were now pointed their way. At this rate, the enemy mage could simply overwhelm them. They’d either be impaled or forced to fall to their deaths.


  So Gerald did the only thing he could think of.


  “Help!” Gerald screamed. “Avraniel, help!” He waved down at the ground. “We’re up here! Help us! Help!”


  Not far away, Old Man sighed and spun to cut down the next wave of branches. This was beginning to get dangerous. For every branch he destroyed, there were another two to take its place. At this rate, he might have to pull out some of his more… destructive techniques. But there were something that puzzled him. It would have been far easier to kill them using branches grown from right under their feet. Was their opponent simply toying with them? No. He didn’t seem like the type to do that, so there must be a reason why he was growing branches at a distance and then launching them at him and Gerald. Perhaps their magic was interfering with the half-elf’s control. It would explain why he was keeping his distance.


  Another piercing wail left Gerald’s lips, and Old Man winced. It should not be possible for a human to scream that loudly and at such a high pitch. Oh well. At least, their opponent was suffering too. The half-elf had clamped his hands over his ears in a desperate bid to protect them from Gerald’s shrieking.


  * * *


  Avraniel blasted another guard and then turned to stare. Was that a giant tree sticking out of one of the buildings? Her eyes narrowed. And was that Old Man and Gerald on it with some of the rats?


  “Help! Avraniel, help!” Yep. That was the paper pusher, all right. He was screaming again, and he’d somehow managed to get even louder since their last mission. It made her wonder if screaming was actually part of his magic or something. No normal person should be able to scream like that. “We’re up here! Help us! Help!”


  One of the demolition rats hopped onto her shoulder. The mantle of flames around her allowed the rodent to pass through unharmed. It had taken her years to hone her control this finely, but not setting her makeshift home alight when she’d lived in the forest had been one of her top priorities – along with not incinerating her clothes. It was tough enough finding decent clothes and a nice place to live with those damn elves hunting her all the time, so ruining her clothes and her home whenever she had to defend herself would have made it impossible to get by. The rodent squeaked quickly before turning to flick a small explosive at an approaching guard. The armoured man hurtled back, a hole blown right through the breastplate of his armour. Not bad. Rather than making a bigger explosion, the explosive was designed to focus the explosion it created in a specific direction.


  “What are you talking about? I’m sure they’ll be fine. Old Man is there. He might be an old geezer, but he can handle some stupid tree.” The rat squeaked again, and Avraniel rolled her eyes. “Fine. I suppose we can give them a little help.” She drew one arm back, and a torrent of fire condensed into a roiling sphere of heat in her palm. “But after this, we’re hitting the treasury or something.” She eyed the carnage around them with disdain. Not a single one of the guards or mages had put up a decent fight. “Because this is getting boring.”


  * * *


  Gerald’s frantic wailing did not go unanswered. Avraniel unleashed a titanic blast of fire that turned almost half of the magically enhanced tree to ash. The remaining half began to list alarmingly to one side, and more wood erupted from the building below them in a bid to steady it. Clinging onto the branch beneath him for dear life, Gerald could only watch as Old Man and their opponent played a bizarre game of tag. He wished some of Timmy’s elite zombie warriors had survived, but none of them were responding. They must have been destroyed during the tree’s expansion.


  The half-elf wasn’t only capable of using vines to pull him around. He could actually move through the wood he’d created, and he was using that ability to keep one step ahead of Old Man as the swordsman steadily cut his way through a seemingly endless forest of vines, branches, and other vegetation. Whenever Old Man got close enough to strike a potentially deadly blow, the enemy mage would vanish into the wood around him, only to reappear elsewhere. Old Man would then go after him, either teleporting over or simply moving with incredible speed.


  It felt like a stalemate. The half-elf’s attacks couldn’t get past Old Man’s blade, but Old Man couldn’t land a blow to end the fight. He’d gotten close on several occasions, and each miss carved huge furrows in the colossal tree or unleashed havoc on their surroundings. One missed strike sliced a nearby building in half, and another left a massive trench in the courtyard below. The rats were doing their best to help, but they couldn’t keep up with the blinding pace the two main combatants had set.


  “This isn’t working.” Old Man reappeared next to Gerald, and the bureaucrat gave a startled yelp and nearly tumbled off the branch. Thankfully, Old Man reached out to steady him. “I could use one of my stronger attacks, but I don’t want to risk destroying the archives.” His blade swept out to annihilate another wave of incoming branches. Shards of shredded wood hurtled past them. “I don’t suppose you have any herbicide, Gerald? I suspect our opponent is using his magic to enhance the growth of the tree. Herbicide should thus take effect far more quickly than usual.”


  “Herbicide?”


  Oh! Now that he thought about it, he did have some herbicide. In fact, it was ultra-strength magical herbicide that had originally been developed to fight off villainous, man-eating tree-folk several centuries ago after a marauding band of the carnivorous plants had decided to turn several elven villages into dinner. He’d bought it after almost getting eaten by Mr Sparkles, Avraniel’s giant man-eating rose. However, he’d never gotten a chance to use it since Mr Sparkles had apparently taken a liking to him, which meant he was no longer on the menu. Avraniel had also told him in no uncertain terms what she would do it him if he even thought about using the herbicide on one of her plants. Since Gerald enjoyed living, he hadn’t just put the herbicide away. He’d all but erased the very memory of it from his mind since he was fairly confident that what Avraniel had suggested would be enough to kill him several thousand times over.


  “I do!” Gerald cried. “What should I do with it?”


  “Get ready to use it.” Old Man’s magic stirred ominously. It was like being surrounded by a hurricane of blades. “This entire thing is one giant plant. Whenever he creates more branches or vines, they always grow out of the existing branches and vines.”


  “So everything is connected.” Gerald gasped. “Which means that if I use the herbicide on the central trunk…”


  “This entire thing will probably die.” Old Man readied his weapon again as their opponent appeared on a branch above them. More branches lanced toward them, along with a horde of vines that threatened to either trip them over or bind them in place. The rats leapt forward to intercept the attack, but the sheer volume of vegetation forced the rodents back. One of the demolition rats that had come along hurled a device into the surging tide of vegetation, and a large explosion bought them a moment or two to plan their next step. “Have the rats take you to the central trunk. I will keep him occupied.”


  “Okay.” Gerald gulped. “Good luck.”


  The bureaucrat bit back a scream as Matisse wrapped some wire around him and then shoved him off the branch. The sudden rush of movement had his stomach doing flip-flops before he tumbled onto another branch. Before he could even think of getting to his feet, another rat sent him sailing through the air again, courtesy of more wires, followed by another rat and another. Dimly, he was aware of Old Man renewing his attack as the swordsman and the half-elf traded blows at a thunderous pace. Chunks of wood the size of small trees tumbled past, and the air ripped and tore as Old Man’s magic warped space to add range and cutting power to each of his strikes. Matisse landed on Gerald’s shoulder, and a quick burst of healing magic gave Gerald the strength to stagger to his feet. Healing magic and defensive magic – Matisse was a handy rat to have around.


  “Ugh…” Gerald tried not to throw up. “Please, tell me we’re in position. I don’t think I can take much more.” Matisse squeaked his reply. “Oh, thanks the gods.” Gerald looked around. They were right next to the central trunk. “Okay. Time to use the herbicide.” The space beside him shimmered, and a huge, needle-like device appeared. “If I remember correctly, the instruction manual said I had to stab this into the tree I want to kill and then pour the herbicide into it.” He hefted the device and brought it down hard. However, the sharpened tip only managed to sink about a quarter of an inch into the thick wood. “Uh oh. That is not good.”


  Matisse and the other rats threw their paws up in exasperation.


  “Yes, I know it didn’t go deep enough.” Gerald dug through his magic for a mallet. “Can you hold the device in place?” The rats used some wire to hold the device in place, and Gerald began to hammer away at it with the mallet. Little by little, it sank deeper into the wood. “Come on… just a little bit more…”


  Matisse leapt onto Gerald’s head, and a glowing barrier flared to life above them. A massive branch that had been honed to a razor’s edge slammed into it, and a sound like breaking glass rang out. The makeshift barrier shuddered, and cracks began to spread across it. The ninja rat gave a growl of exertion, and the barrier’s glow brightened as it somehow managed to hold firm. However, only a moment later, a second branch joined the first in trying to smash through the barrier.


  “What are you doing?” the half-elf thundered. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll kill you before you get the chance to –”


  Reality shuddered, and the branches disintegrated. Old Man hurtled through the air and landed on top of the barrier. For a split-second, Gerald caught a glimpse of the older man’s eyes. There was no trace of his usual levity or warmth. Instead, they were as cold as ice.


  “I am your opponent,” Old Man said as he launched himself up at the half-elf.


  The enemy mage vanished into a nearby branch, but Old Man was undaunted. A slash pulverised dozens of yards of wood before a thrust left a hole more than ten feet wide in the middle of the branch above him. The half-elf reappeared, blood pouring from his left sleeve as his arm hung limply at his side.


  “How?” The half-elf tried to raise his arm, but the limb refused to move.


  “You’ve used your magic to move through your wood more than a dozen times now. It was only a matter of time before I figured out how it worked.” Old Man’s brows furrowed. “You have impressive reflexes. That strike should have killed you, but you were able to sense it and evade the worst of it even while moving through your wood.” His next words were for Gerald. “Are you almost done?”


  Gerald brought the mallet down one last time and then nodded in satisfaction. “I think so!”


  “Then do it.”


  With the needle-like device finally in place, Gerald summoned a large container of the herbicide and poured it into the device. The noxious purple fluid rushed down the needle and into the trunk. The results were quick and impressive. The area around the needle immediately blackened and withered, and the rot spread swiftly through the central trunk and then out along the branches. Gerald wiped some sweat off his brow. No wonder it had taken a special order using his bureaucratic privileges to get this herbicide. The damage it could do to crops or regular vegetation was too horrific to even contemplate.


  “What did you do?” the half-elf hissed. The rot had reached the branch he was standing on. His magic surged, but the rot continued to spread. He staggered to one side and clutched at his head. “You –”


  Old Man blurred into motion and reappeared above the half-elf. There was a flash of light, and Gerald felt the shockwave of Old Man’s attack rumble past. At the very last moment, the half-elf managed to curl some of the dying remnants of the tree around his body as a shield. Old Man’s attack hit with all the force of an avalanche. It pulped a vast section of the rotting tree and hurled the half-elf and his makeshift shield down through the withered vegetation like a meteor.


  “We should get down.” Old Man landed beside Gerald. “I doubt this tree will stand much longer.” The tree had already been badly damaged by Avraniel’s attack. With the extra damage from the herbicide and Old Man’s technique, it was a miracle it was still upright.


  Beneath them, the tree gave an ominous creak as the trunk began to splinter apart. “I think that’s a good idea.”


  Old Man used his magic to take them back down. The colossal tree broke apart only moments later, and its rotting remains tumbled down on everything like thick, pulpy rain. Gerald heard a cry of outrage from outside the building before a torrent of flame devastated the remains of the tree. Clearly, Avraniel was not happy about the rotting wood raining down on everything. Gerald couldn’t blame her. He’d gotten some of it in his hair, and it smelled awful and felt even worse. More than a little queasy – it was like having putrid sludge in his hair – he summoned a bucket of water, leaned over, and had the rats empty it over his head. Feeling a lot colder but far cleaner, he turned to Old Man. Thanks to either incredible luck or incredible skill, the swordsman had managed to avoid getting dirty.


  “I don’t see the half-elf anywhere. Is he dead, or did he escape?”


  Old Man pointed. There was a crater in the floor more than a dozen yards away. The half-elf lay in the middle of it. The wood he’d used as an impromptu shield had been reduced to kindling, and the sheer quantity of blood around him made it difficult to believe he could possibly have survived.


  “He’s dead.” The swordsman bowed his head in respect. “But he was a worthy opponent, for all that he served an unworthy master.” The rats mirrored his gestured, and Old Man grinned at Gerald. “You did well – except for the screaming. I think my ears are still ringing.”


  “Oh… yeah. That.” Gerald winced and scratched the back of his head. “To be honest, it seemed like a good idea at the time.”


  “Well, you certainly distracted him for a few moments, and you did manage to get Avraniel’s attention.” Old Man strode down the corridor. The floors above them had been completely ruined by the giant tree, but the floors beneath them had most likely escaped intact. “We need to keep moving. The archives should be below us.” His lips curved up into a small smile when no guards appeared to block their path. “It seems as though the guards have abandoned their posts, not that I blame them.”


  Gerald didn’t blame them either. If the half-elf couldn’t stop them, then what hope did regular guards have? “Hopefully, we don’t run into anyone else power – oh!” He covered his mouth with his hands, and Old Man gave him a wry smile.


  “What’s that saying again, Gerald?” Old Man’s eyes crinkled. “Don’t tempt fate.”


  “I’ll try not to.” Gerald shuddered. “My luck is bad enough as it is.”


  They followed some stairs down to another set of corridors, and Old Man frowned. “The magical defences in this area are not only intact but they are also stronger than the ones above us. Attempting to teleport or otherwise manipulate space in here would be unwise.” He rubbed his chin. “It makes me wonder if Lord Tarrick has any enemies capable of teleportation. The defences here are oddly specific – and far more powerful than you would expect.”


  “I’m not sure. We could ask Timmy about it later.” From the way Old Man said it, Gerald assumed that attempting to teleport or manipulate space would result in them all dying horribly. “But at least there’s no guards, right?”


  Old Man chuckled. “That’s true. But why are there no guards? I have a hard time believing we scared all of them off by defeating the half-elf. There should still be at least a few men determined to fulfil their duties.” His gaze sharpened, his eyes studying their surroundings intently. “I’ve encountered situations like this before. This area may not have guards because it doesn’t need them. It is likely full of traps. I could simply destroy the corridor, so we could pass through it unharmed, but this building is almost certainly designed with certain fail-safes in place.”


  “Fail-safes?” Gerald didn’t like the sound of that.


  “It would not surprise me if destroying or severely damaging anything in this area would result in the building exploding or something else similarly unpleasant.”


  “Oh.” Gerald looked heavenward. There was that luck of his again. It would have been far too easy if they could just walk down the corridor in peace. He wished he could have gone with Timmy, Katie, and Spot. Bandits were still scary, but they were a lot easier to deal with than a building full of traps that might explode if they did something wrong. Unfortunately, he was the only one with the skills required to find and store critical documents from the archives. “So what do we do?”


  “We need to get through this corridor, and we don’t have the time to disable all of the traps.” Old Man examined the corridor again. It looked innocuous enough – marble floors, plaster walls, and a high ceiling – but Gerald wasn’t an expert in trap detection. Dealing with traps was something Timmy and the rats were better at. “Do exactly what I do and step exactly where I step. Pay very close attention and be careful at all times.” Old Man waved one of the rats forward. If Gerald remembered correctly, the mahogany-furred rat was an expert in detecting and disarming traps. “You’re with me.”


  Gerald sighed. He hated traps. Several weeks ago, he’d made the mistake of participating in one of Timmy and Katie’s brainstorming sessions regarding the castle’s defences. The things he’d learned about traps had given him nightmares ever since. The things traps could do, the way traps could be concealed, and even the sheer number of traps that could be crammed into a seemingly innocent corridor all terrified him. If this place had been built by someone whose mind was even half as creative as either Timmy or Katie, then they were about to have a very unpleasant time. “I guess we haven’t got a choice. Let’s go.”


  Gerald was the furthest thing in the world from an expert in detecting and disarming traps, so he paid extremely close attention as Old Man and the rat studied the corridor. It seemed innocuous enough, but appearances could be deceiving, especially in places like this. Crime lords weren’t exactly known for their excellent workplace safety practices. He could feel Old Man’s magic at work, but he wasn’t sure what the swordsman was doing. He had just said that teleporting or trying to warp space would be a bad idea. Then again, Old Man’s magic wasn’t only the ability to manipulate space. Mages and scholars had long speculated that space and time were closely connected, and it wasn’t unheard of for mages who could manipulate one to be able to manipulate the other too, albeit far more weakly. Old Man had hinted at it several times in the past, so it was entirely possible that Old Man could manipulate time. Perhaps he could do it too subtly for Gerald to notice, or maybe he’d never had to use that aspect of his magic before. After all, when was the last time Gerald had seen Old Man fight with all of his strength?


  Old Man could cut through most of their opponents as easily as paper, and even against the half-elf, he’d never seemed truly threatened. In fact, Gerald had a feeling Old Man could have ended the fight sooner if he hadn’t been so worried about protecting him or destroying the archives with one of his bigger attacks. The swordsman’s magic was extremely powerful, but he seldom used it because of how good he was with a blade. But Old Man was not the sort of person to neglect his magic, and he’d lived a very long time. After a brief moment of consideration followed by a quick conversation with the rat on his shoulder, Old Man nodded firmly and began to step from one marble tile to the next. Gerald squawked in alarm and then hastened to follow in his footsteps.


  “Careful,” Old Man warned. “Do not fall too far behind me, and do not step anywhere except where I have stepped.” He glanced back. “I mean it, Gerald. Be careful.”


  “Right.” Careful. Gerald could do that. It was basically how he preferred to live his life.


  Old Man continued to weave his way down the corridor, and Gerald did his best to follow him. A misplaced step had him scrambling for cover as the rats used their wires to yank him forward. The marble tile he’d stepped on fell away to reveal a pit full of spikes before several holes open up in the wall beside him to unleash a hail of poison darts. Matisse blocked the projectiles with one of his barriers, and Gerald promptly fell to his knees in relief – which activated yet another trap. The ceiling opened up, and a huge boulder tumbled down.


  “Ah!” Gerald hurled himself at Old Man. He crashed into the swordsman, but the older man somehow managed to keep his balance and maintain his position as the boulder smashed through dozens of marble tiles to reveal the gaping abyss below. No. That wasn’t quite right. There were things far below them – things with teeth.


  “Gerald.” Old Man raised one eyebrow. “Perhaps you could get off me and do try to be more careful.” His lips twitched. “Although I can’t say I’m surprised. You do have a knack for finding trouble.”


  “Uh… right.” Slowly, carefully, Gerald climbed off Old Man’s back. It was a little cramped on the marble tile with the two of them there plus the rats, but the last thing he wanted to do was to set off more traps. It would be just his luck if this place had a copy of the acid rain trap Katie had come up with. Her cackling as she’d described how acid would rain down from the ceiling and melt everything had been truly disturbing. Timmy, though, had simply ruffled her hair and congratulated her for coming up with a suitable fiendish trap before suggesting they add a few good, old-fashioned spike pits to spice things up.


  “Still,” Old Man murmured with a grin. “I wonder if we should tell Timmy and the Little Miss about some of these traps. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone hide a boulder in the ceiling in at least three decades, and having the entire corridor built over a pit full of…” Old Man peered down into the abyss. “Crocodiles is an interesting choice although our two necromancer friends would likely insist on using zombie crocodiles or perhaps composite zombies built around crocodiles like zombie crocodile-cobras or something of that nature.”


  Gerald nodded slowly. It would be just like Katie and Timmy to make zombie crocodiles even scarier by giving them cobra venom. Knowing them, they might even give them wings too because what could be better than flying zombie crocodiles with cobra venom? “Do you think this is the last corridor with traps?”


  Old Man stepped onto the next tile. “What did I say about tempting fate, Gerald?” He chuckled. “In my experience, anyone willing to build this many traps is bound to have even more of them ready and waiting.”


  After finally making it past the corridor – Gerald had a close encounter with a device that fired venomous spiders at him – they reached another corridor… that was full of giant, swinging blades that were enchanted against magic and heavy enough to make stopping them practically impossible.


  “Who builds something like this?” Gerald wailed. He jabbed one finger at the blades. “It makes no sense! How could someone even get past this? At least with the booby-trapped tiles, you’d be fine if you memorised the path, but this is crazy! I mean… think of how much it would cost. They could have just hired more guards or built a sturdier building or something – anything – except this!”


  Old Man patted Gerald on the back. “I’m assuming there is a switch hidden somewhere to shut off the blades.” Old Man watched the blades swing back and forth and frowned. “I should be able to make it through, but you might have some difficulty.” That was a polite way of telling Gerald there was zero chance of him being quick and agile to make it through in one piece.


  “What if I used my magic to summon some boulders?” Gerald asked. “I could use them to block the blades, so we could get past.”


  Old Man pointed at several spots on the walls. “See those? Those are actually concealed explosives. If the blades stop for any reason other than the switch being used to disable them, then the explosives will detonate and bring down most of the building.”


  “…” Gerald’s jaw clenched. “Of course.” He rubbed his temple. Maybe he should have stayed with Avraniel in the courtyard. At least up there, people would be trying to kill him in more normal ways. “Wait… how do you know that?”


  Old Man pursed his lips and patted the rat on his shoulder. “Our friend here noticed something amiss… and I saw what could happen.”


  “You saw? What does that mean?”


  “Time is an interesting thing, Gerald. It is closely related to space, and my magic can affect both although affecting time is a more difficult and costly affair. Altering the flow of time significantly – even stopping it – cannot be done easily, and there are always consequences. However, taking a quick peek ahead can be accomplished without too much risk if you have enough practice and the right sort of magic. Of course, the more often you look and the further ahead you look, the greater the price you pay, which is why I don’t usually rely on that aspect of my magic. I also don’t like using it. I am a swordsman. Being able to know what my opponents are going to do takes all of the challenge out of the fight.” He smiled faintly. “And the future is not nearly as static as people think it is. The very act of glimpsing one possible future can nudge fate in the opposite direction.” He stretched and worked some kinks out of his neck. “And I’m not as young as I used to be. I can’t throw my magic around the way Avraniel does.”


  “But you looked, right?” Gerald knew he was probably better off not knowing, but he had to know. The bureaucrat inside him wouldn’t have it any other way. “What happened?”


  “If you summon boulders to block the blades, everything seems fine for about five seconds, and then the explosives detonate and the building collapses. If I don’t use my teleportation, we are both dead in a little over ten seconds. If I do, the magical defences in this building are strong enough to kill all of you except me. I reappear outside – as do bits and pieces of the rest of you.”


  Gerald said nothing for several seconds. Eventually, he swallowed thickly and forced himself to speak. “Okay… blocking the blades is not an option. What should we do instead?”


  Old Man chuckled. “Peering half a minute into the future doesn’t tell us what to do, but it does tell us what not to do. The rest is common sense.” He glanced at the ninja rat on his shoulder. “This building was heavily staffed with guards, so the switch is likely on the other side. This fellow here should be able to get past the blades and find it.”


  The ninja rat hopped off Old Man’s shoulder and watched the blades intently for several moments. The other ninja rats chortled and began to make bets about how long it would take him to get through. The ninja rat rolled his eyes and then burst into motion. Despite his small size and agility, he was still hard-pressed to avoid the storm of blades. There was no way Gerald would have made it through – in one piece, anyway – and he had a hard time imagining Old Man getting through either although the swordsman was a great deal faster and more limber than he let on.


  The ninja rat ducked away from one blade, leapt over another, slid under a third, and then launched himself upward, spinning end over end as he sailed through the air and avoided half a dozen blades by a hair’s breadth. He landed in the midst of yet more blades and darted forward, somehow making it past two blades before he was forced to leap over a third and then roll away from a fourth, fifth, and sixth. Pausing for a split-second as a blade came within a whisker of cutting him in half, the rat dodged the last four blades in a flurry of acrobatic motion before emerging unscathed on the other side.


  Gerald felt the urge to clap, but one of the other rats squeaked a warning. It was entirely possible that making too much noise would activate yet another trap. He had a hard time imagining what could be worse than a corridor full of giant, swinging blades, but then he remembered the lava trap Katie had tried to include before Timmy had pointed out the difficulty of securing a permanent source of lava in an area that wasn’t volcanically active. In the end, Katie had settled for something a bit more pedestrian – a trap that unleashed a flood of boiling oil. He also didn’t want to distract the rat that had made it through. The spry rodent had yet to find the switch, and there could be traps on the other side just waiting to catch him off guard.


  After a brief search on the other side – a search that involved avoiding five concealed traps, two of which led to spike pits while the other three involved deadly projectiles of various kinds – the rodent finally located a hidden panel. He pried it open and flicked the switch. The blades stopped, and Gerald and the others quickly hurried across. The switch might have stopped the blades, but it was best not to take any chances. There was a chance the pause was only temporary.


  Unfortunately, they weren’t out of the woods yet. There was a third – and hopefully final – challenge ahead of them: a massive staircase that basically screamed booby-trap. For a moment, Gerald considered sliding down the banister or leaping over the side of the railing to the floor below, but both of those were probably covered in traps too. Everything in this place seemed to be. There was also the not-so-small problem of the welcoming committee.


  A burly man in a grey cloak stood not far from the bottom of the stairs with more than a dozen guards. “I don’t know how you lot got this far – this damn place is full of traps – but I, Jiren the Master of Paper, shall stop you!”


  He punctuated his statement by striking a series of outlandish poses, not unlike those Katie sometimes struck when she was practicing in front of a mirror when she thought nobody else was around. Gerald only knew because he’d been passing by, and she’d forgotten to close her door. He had wisely chosen to hurry along without saying a word, and Rembrandt had later approached him to ensure his silence continued. Katie was keen to appear appropriately menacing, which was difficult due to her small stature and love of the colour pink. What better way to be more menacing than to practice? At least, that was what Rembrandt had said. He’d said some other things too, but Gerald had been more focused on the way the rat had glared at him. Rembrandt might not be very big, but Gerald had seen what he could do.


  Old Man tilted his head to one side. “Master of Paper? Do you mean that in a literal sense or a figurative sense? If it’s the latter, I daresay my friend here could best you.”


  Gerald felt a surge of pride. He might not be much of a fighter, and he was still working on getting through a mission without screaming in terror, but he could definitely handle paperwork. In fact, he could honestly – and very proudly – say that he was one of the best bureaucrats in Everton. He’d even placed in the top five during the last National Bureaucratic Championship, a most prestigious and noble event. The next one was coming up in a few months. Hopefully, he’d be able to crack the top three.


  In answer to Old Man’s question, a sheet of paper raced toward them with incredible speed. The swordsman cut it in half, and there was a blinding flash and a sound like thunder. The next thing Gerald knew, he was fifteen feet away with his stomach doing its best to turn itself inside out. An explosion had consumed the area where they’d been standing only a moment ago.


  “What happened?” Gerald summoned a paper bag and fought to keep the contents of his stomach where they belonged. A few seconds later, the nausea passed although his eyes were still watery. “I thought you couldn’t teleport in here?”


  “I didn’t teleport,” Old Man murmured. “But I have other ways to move at seemingly instant speed.” He gestured at the scorch marks left behind by the explosion. “Given what we faced, I had little choice.” His gaze drifted back to Jiren. “Impressive. I once fought a man who could control paper, but your secondary magic must be different from his. He could turn paper into metal. I’d say yours has something to do with explosions. I didn’t sense any runes or seals on the paper, and it still exploded.”


  Gerald’s eyes widened. If Old Man was right, then Jiren could not only control paper but also make it explode. Magic that could make explosions was already bad enough, but being able to guide those explosions made it even deadlier. And then there was the question of how many pieces of paper he could control. Depending on the answer, they could be facing a barrage of exploding paper.


  “Runes and seals?” Jiren gasped. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?”


  For a moment, Gerald was genuinely convinced that Jiren was being sarcastic. Gerald wasn’t an expert in combat, but he knew how powerful runes and seals could be. Paper was not a good medium for them since the magic involved usually destroyed any normal piece of paper after one or two uses. But that shouldn’t be a problem for someone whose magic could control paper. They could simply bring along lots and lots of paper.


  If Gerald’s magic had allowed him to control paper, then using runes and seals on paper was one of the first things he would have tried. However, as the look of enlightenment lingered on Jiren’s face, Gerald realised that, no, the other man was not being sarcastic. He really hadn’t thought of it until Old Man had brought it up. Then again, if Jiren focused primarily on combat, being able to control exploding pieces of paper had likely been more than enough to win most of his fights. Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time a mage got tunnel vision when it came to their magic.


  “A boulder would be good now,” Old Man murmured.


  “A boulder? Is it safe to use one now?” Gerald cringed as he remembered Old Man’s earlier warning when they’d faced the swinging blades.


  “It should be. I doubt our opponent would come out to meet us if it was possible to accidentally blow up the building by using the wrong kind of magic. There must be a system in place to activate or deactivate different parts of this building’s magical defences. Only a madman would do otherwise.” Old Man glanced at the rats, and the rodents began to spread out. “Lord Tarrick is said to be many things, but a madman is not one of them.”


  Detecting and disarming traps could be a risky, time-consuming affair. Triggering them was not. Something like, say, rolling a boulder down the stairs ought to do the trick. A boulder would also do a pretty good job of crushing their enemies. Katie had asked some of the rats to come up with more advanced boulder traps, but to her dismay – and Gerald’s quiet relief – the cunning rodents had yet to come up with anything fiendish enough for the young necromancer.


  The air in front of Gerald shimmered, and a large boulder appeared. It was poised at the top of the stairs, perfectly balanced, until Old Man gave it a stout kick. As the boulder began to roll down the stairs, Jiren stopped muttering about the possible applications of runes and seals. His eyes widened comically, and he made a sound not unlike a startled seagull.


  “What?” Jiren squawked. “A boulder?”


  An assortment of traps went off in quick succession. Pits appeared, arrows fired, and acids flew, along with all manner of more bizarre obstacles. There was even a trap that unleashed what looked an awful lot like a gang of rabid rabbits, but the animals took one look at the oncoming boulder and scattered. Rabid or not, they weren’t about to pick a fight with several tonnes of rock.


  “Hah! You think I’m afraid of some boulder?” Jiren had recovered his composure, and he gestured extravagantly. “A mere boulder is no match for the power of my exploding paper!”


  Unfortunately for Jiren, this was no mere boulder. It was a boulder that Timmy had asked Gerald to store in case he ever needed a particularly large and sturdy projectile to throw at something with his earth magic. The boulder was solid granite, and all half a dozen sheets of exploding paper did was scorch the exterior. The boulder continued its descent, and all Jiren had to show for his efforts were some scorch marks.


  “Never mind,” Jiren cried. “Move! Everyone, move!”


  Even more unfortunately for Jiren’s men, the mage had forgotten one small detail – not all of the traps on the floor had been deactivated. One poor fellow went headlong into a spike pit, another was incinerated, and several more fell prey to a large pit full of cobras. As the remaining guards and Jiren finally managed to scramble to positions of safety, Old Man smiled at Gerald.


  “Nicely done.” The rats squeaked their agreement, and Matisse patted Gerald on the shoulder.


  “Uh… thanks.” He hadn’t done much. All he’d done was summon the boulder. Gravity had done the rest. Below them, the boulder thudded into the far wall and lurched to a stop. Interesting. That wall must be incredibly thick and sturdy because the boulder would have smashed through any normal wall. “But Jiren and some of the other guards are still around.”


  “The rest of the rats and I will deal with them.” Old Man paused. “Although I don’t suppose you have some more of Timmy’s zombie warriors, do you? I haven’t seen any since we fought the half-elf.”


  Gerald shook his head. “I lost them when he grew that giant tree. They haven’t come back, so they must have been destroyed.” As durable as the hulking zombies were, being pierced by dozens of roots and branches before being ripped apart and crushed would have been enough to destroy them. Hopefully, Timmy wouldn’t be too upset about losing them. Then again, the necromancer could always make more, and he was constantly refining his designs. More than once, he’d also told Gerald not to worry so much since he could always make more zombies, but there was only one Gerald. “I could summon some of the other zombies he gave me.”


  “Perhaps later.” Old Man began to walk down the stairs, and Gerald followed him, keeping a close eye on their surroundings in case any other traps activated. “Wait at the bottom of the stairs. We can handle the rest.”


  Gerald waited at the bottom of the stairs as Old Man breezed forward, light and easy on his feet. He’d paid close attention to which parts of the floor were safe and which were likely to have traps, and he moved from one safe spot to the next with speed that belied his age. The rats were a step behind him, scampering eagerly toward their targets.


  “Stop him!” Jiren bellowed. “Don’t let them get close!”


  The guards with crossbows opened fire as Jiren began to hurl paper at Old Man and the rats. The swordsman dodged the crossbow bolts and used the barest sliver of his magic to extend the range of his strikes, destroying the incoming pieces of paper before they could reach him. From the minute tightening of his expression, Gerald could tell that using his magic had come at a cost – the building’s magical defences must be formidable – but it had to be done. The rats followed his example with one of the demolition rats producing a steady stream of tiny explosives to blow up any paper headed their way. It was the sort of thing Avraniel would have loved – destroying exploding pieces of paper with explosions.


  As Jiren called more paper out of the satchel he’d brought, one of the rats unleashed a flurry of needles. The mage was forced to use his paper defensively, forming a wall of the material to ward off the attack. Gerald had seen the ninja rats pierce steel with their needles, so Jiren’s magic must have some way of reinforcing the paper he used. However, with Jiren on the defensive, the rats were free to shift their focus. They darted over to the guards and drove the poor fellows off the safe sections of the floor. With their small size, incredible speed, and inhuman agility, the guards simply couldn’t lay a hand on them.


  Gerald winced as one guard met a particularly gruesome end. In a bid to pry one of the ninja rats off his helmet, he stepped onto an unsafe section of the floor. A pit opened up beneath him, and he tumbled into acid. The rat leapt off, and the guard had just enough time to give a terrified wail before he dissolved. Gerald cringed. What an awful way to go.


  Elsewhere, Jiren had abandoned his position on the floor in favour of soaring over the battlefield on a hastily crafted platform made out of dozens of sheets of paper. The so-called Master of Paper was busy lobbing paper at Old Man as fast as he could, but the swordsman was having none of it. The swordsman’s magic stirred, and he blurred into motion, so fast that all Gerald perceived was the crack of displaced air he left in his wake. He reappeared on the ceiling, and the front half of the platform fell away. Gerald’s eyes widened. Old Man must have used his magic to either slow down time for everyone else or hasten it for himself. It would explain how he had managed to move so quickly. Pushing off the ceiling, Old Man vanished again only to reappear on the ground. Behind him, the platform disintegrated, and Jiren tumbled to the floor. It was simple luck that allowed him to land on a safe section of the floor, and he scrambled to his feet only to screech to a halt as Old Man’s sword stopped a hair’s breadth from his throat.


  “Wait!” Jiren cried. He looked to be somewhere in his late thirties to early forties with the heavily tanned skin of someone who’d lived along the coast for most of his life. “Is surrender still on the table?”


  “You want to surrender? Our last opponent was loyal even unto death. I was under the impression that all of Lord Tarrick’s senior followers were.”


  Gerald huffed at Old Man’s use of the title. As a bureaucrat, he was all for propriety. The title of lord should not be used willy-nilly. Timmy got to call himself Lord Bolton because Black Tower castle actually had been recognised as a seat of lordship for centuries, well before it had been taken over by necromancers. Lord Tarrick, however, was a criminal with illusions of grandeur. Being rich and having access to a seemingly endless horde of guards did not make him a lord, nor did running a vast criminal enterprise. If anything, he should be calling himself Boss Tarrick or Grand Boss Tarrick since he was arguably the most powerful crime lord in the Combine.


  “You must have fought Belior, right? You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t. He’s been with Lord Tarrick from the start, so it’s no surprise he was willing to fight to the death.” Jiren eyed Old Man’s sword warily and pressed on when the swordsman motioned for him to continue. “I’m only loyal because the pay is good and because Lord Tarrick is the biggest, scariest guy around. Based on the fact that you’re here – not to mention the explosions I can hear and feel all the way down here – I think it’s safe to say that’s no longer true. If you’re after him, I doubt he’ll even be in a position to pay me later on. Don’t get me wrong. Lord Tarrick has been an okay boss, but I’m not about to die for him, especially if it’s for free.”


  Old Man’s lips twitched. “You’re a practical man.”


  “I have to be. It’s how I’ve survived this long as an independent mercenary. I can tell when I’m beaten. It’s about cutting my losses and living to fight another day.” Jiren gulped. “I will live to fight another day, won’t I?”


  “You will need to cooperate fully, and we will also be restraining your magic. Do you accept those terms?”


  “Sure. And if you let me ‘escape’ after we’re done here, I’ll show you where all the good stuff is. You won’t have to beat it out of me or anything.” Jiren shrugged. “A man has to make coin somehow, doesn’t he? Don’t worry. I won’t go looking for revenge or anything. I get it. This is business. You let me go, and I’ll just disappear – no hard feelings or anything.”


  “Very well. Let those be our terms.” Old Man lowered his blade. “But if you betray us…”


  “I get it.” Jiren shuddered. “I’m not stupid. You’re a terrible matchup for me. I don’t know exactly how your magic works, but you can move fast enough that I can’t tag you with any of my paper. You can also cut through my reinforced paper like it’s, well, paper.”


  Gerald couldn’t blame Jiren for his actions. He was a mercenary, and there were many mercenaries who practiced a more pragmatic approach to surrender, rather than worrying entirely about honour. It wasn’t even unheard of for mercenaries on opposing sides to let each other live with the understanding that the favour would be returned in the future.


  “Give me some restraints,” Old Man said to Gerald. “And watch your step while you’re walking here. One of the rats can show you a safe path.”


  Gerald summoned some magical restraints – he had plenty of them with him at all times – and Old Man put them on Jiren. “Do you need any more?”


  “Two sets should be fine,” Old Man replied. He chuckled. “He’s not Avraniel.”


  Gerald shuddered. The elf could shatter multiple sets of magical restraints through the magical equivalent of brute force. Jiren was skilled, but Old Man was right. He didn’t have the sort of overwhelming power needed to simply smash his way out of magical restraints. Besides, with a ninja rat on his shoulder, Jiren wasn’t in a position to try anything sneaky. One nick with a poisoned needle, and that would be the end of him.


  For his part, the paper-wielding mage was true to his word. He led them past more traps and down a winding, labyrinthine set of corridors filled with various monsters and the occasional puzzled guard who quickly decided to run for it after being informed of the dire straits the compound was in. It seemed like the most loyal guards had been the first to reach Avraniel, which meant most of them were either dead or about to be dead.


  “I don’t suppose whoever you’re working for is hiring?” Jiren asked as they made their way past another handful of spike pits and a huge swinging blade. Gerald gaped at the man’s audacity, and Jiren grinned. “Hey, don’t give me that look. I’m a mercenary. Today’s enemy could easily be tomorrow’s ally. I go where the work is, and I might as well scout potential work while you guys are around. Considering what you and your friends have done to the place, I know whose side I’d rather be on.” The building shook, and dust tumbled down from the ceiling. “Yep. That elf you’ve got is something else. I thought the casualty reports were a joke when they started coming in, but now I just pity the poor bastards who’ve got to fight her.” He nodded at Old Man. “No offence. You’re better with a blade than anyone I’ve ever seen, but being burned alive is kind of a nightmare for someone who relies on paper to fight.”


  “No offence was taken. Our fire-loving friend does have a tendency to go overboard. I’m simply relieved she hasn’t accidentally set this building on fire too although it’s likely only a matter of time, which is why we must keep moving.” Old Man looked around them. “It took us some time to get down here, so getting out will also take a while.”


  “Don’t worry we’re just about there, and I’ll show you an emergency exit you can use to get to the surface easily.” Jiren stopped in front of a large door. “Well, this is it. The archives are past this door. If you’re looking for more records about his criminal enterprises and all that, the people inside can help you find them. I don’t think they’ll give you much trouble once you explain what’s going on. If anything they’d be more than happy to help.”


  Jiren unlocked the door, and Gerald’s eyes widened in horror and amazement. Dozens upon dozens of bureaucrats were chained to desks piled high with enormous stacks of barely sorted paperwork. Their desks were shabby to say the least, their stationery was of absolutely pitiful quality, and their chairs were the very opposite of ergonomic. It was a complete nightmare.


  “What is this place?” Gerald screamed.


  “Lord Tarrick runs a criminal empire, and criminal empires generate lots of paperwork.” Jiren shrugged. “This is where the paperwork gets done.”


  Gerald didn’t think he was someone who cried easily – others might have begged to differ – but he was in tears now. To see fellow bureaucrats – fellow travellers on the road of paperwork – enslaved and forced to work in such awful conditions was heartbreaking. Even the lighting was bad, and many of them were wearing broken glasses that were either tied together with string or glued back in place with low-quality adhesive. No bureaucrat deserved to work in such terrible conditions for a man who clearly did not respect the importance of proper bureaucratic procedure and workplace safety. This… this was an abomination, and he would not tolerate it a moment longer!


  “Fellow bureaucrats!” Gerald bellowed, summoning a horn to magnify his voice. “Fear not! We are here to liberate you from this bureaucratic nightmare!”


  That got their attention, but like true bureaucrats, they kept working.


  “Yeah.” Jiren took the horn from Gerald. “This guy is telling the truth. The compound is currently under siege, and I figure most of the other guards and lieutenants are either dead or about to be dead. I doubt the others will be willing to surrender like me, so you’ll all be free soon.”


  That finally got the bureaucrats to stop working. Many of them began to openly weep and wail about the horrors of unsorted paperwork, insufficient stationery, and poorly designed furniture. The ninja rats got to work immediately, and the captured bureaucrats were soon freed from their chains. Old Man and Gerald helped too, the former with his sword and the latter with a pair of bolt cutters he kept around for emergencies.


  As they were freeing the last of the bureaucrats, a group of guards rushed in. Apparently, a few of the braver and more loyal ones were still alive.


  “What are you doing, sir?” the leader of the guards shouted. “Why aren’t you fighting them?”


  Jiren shrugged. “I already tried that. It didn’t go so well. Look, you’re a nice guy, Elton. I suggest you either run for it – they’ll let you go – or surrender.”


  “I will do nothing of the sort –”


  Perhaps Gerald was feeling a bit vindictive after seeing his fellow bureaucrats held in such awful conditions, but he reached into his magic for something – anything – to show them how angry he was. A jar appeared in his hands, and he hurled it at the guards. His aim was a little off, so it was about to go over them, but Matisse had caught onto his plan. A well-placed needle shattered the jar, and its contents rained down on the guards.


  The guards promptly began to melt.


  “…” Gerald’s mouth opened and closed, but only a strangled squawk of horror emerged. “What… but… I…?” He stared at his hand. “I thought I was throwing itching powder at them not… not…”


  “Huh.” Jiren tilted his head to one side. “That looks like hydra acid.” He cringed as Elton turned into a puddle of goo. “Really strong hydra acid.”


  “I didn’t mean to!” Gerald cried. “It was supposed to be itching powder or something – not hydra acid!” He looked at Old Man. “You have to believe me!”


  “Gerald, given how many people I’ve killed tonight, I’m not going to judge you.”


  “But –”


  “And given the horrid conditions these people have been kept in,” Old Man continued. “Most people wouldn’t think any less of you for wanting a bit of revenge although perhaps melting them is going a little bit too far.”


  “But –”


  “Damn.” Jiren nudged Old Man and laughed nervously. “And I thought you were scary. It’s always the quiet ones you have to watch out for, I guess. I’m glad I surrendered. It’s a pity about Elton though. He was a nice guy. We used to get pork buns from this great bakery down the road.” He sighed. “We even went fishing a couple of times, you know.”


  Old Man smiled faintly as Gerald continued to stammer denials. “He may not be the bravest man around, but he has his moments. He is brave when it matters, and he would never abandon a friend.” He gestured at some doors at the far end of the hall. “I assume Lord Tarrick has an office here. Can you get us into it?”


  “Sure. But we’ll need to grab some of the bureaucrats. They’re the ones who filed everything.” Jiren looked about furtively. “And now that I think about it, could you maybe give me a few cuts, possibly even a conveniently placed stab wound? Just in case I ever end up working with these guys again, I’d like to be able to say I somehow managed to survive fighting you guys although I was gravely wounded.” He paused and glanced at Gerald. “I was going to ask him to do it, but… yeah. After what I just saw, I think I’ll take my chances with you.”


  Old Man chuckled. “We can work something out once we’re done here.”


  “I told you, I didn’t mean to do that!” Gerald wailed.


  “Relax,” Jiren said. “I’m not judging you. Sure, the hydra acid was a bit over the top, but, hey, nobody’s perfect although you should probably work on your aim. You would have missed unless that rat over there helped you.”


  
Chapter Three


  Never let it be said that Avraniel was easily amused, at least, not for long. After setting the courtyard on fire and incinerating/exploding a seemingly endless horde of weak guards, stupid mages, and other random idiots, she was on the lookout for not only better challenges but also better rewards. Sure, the quality of their weapons and armour was good, but carrying it all around would be a hassle until Gerald came back. She did have a bag that was bigger on the inside than the outside – one of Timmy’s many, many attempts to replicate the magic Mike the corpse dealer used, albeit not with much success – but it wasn’t nearly big enough, and she wanted to save it for more valuable loot.


  What she wanted right now was something small, easily carried, and extremely valuable. A pure soul crystal would be nice. Most of those were about the size of her fist, and they could bind and seal away creatures like elementals, demons, and spirits. She’d even seen someone use a soul crystal to seal away a mongoose although that had been by accident. The mongoose had simply gotten in the way when he’d been aiming for an earth elemental. More importantly, pure soul crystals were worth obscene quantities of money.


  The rat on her shoulder, Bramante, squeaked a suggestion. He was one of Spot’s favourites, and he was an expert in the noble art of large-scale demolition. None of the rats could match his expertise when it came to identifying structural weaknesses and chaining together explosions. He also had a keen eye for treasure, and Spot loved all of his stories about robbing people blind before blowing up their castles, dams, bridges, mines, and vaults. It was an approach to life that Avraniel could definitely appreciate.


  “The treasury?” Avraniel grinned toothily. “We could have a look. We are supposed to be drawing their attention, and what could draw more of their attention than attacking their treasury? We’re just doing our bit to help out with the mission.” The fact that the treasury was probably overflowing with valuables was simply a happy and very profitable coincidence. “Do you know which way it is? I might have stopped listening to the damn people eater about an hour into her lecture about the layout of this dump.”


  Honestly, the people eater should have just done what the idiot did: grab a map, point at all of the important places, and then summarise what they needed to do in the first fifteen minutes of his lecture before going into more detail. That way, she’d only have to listen to someone prattling on for a quarter of an hour. Avraniel wasn’t one of those stupid soldiers the vampire had gotten used to bossing around as a councillor. Avraniel had goals – and one of those was lining her pockets while making life as horrible for their enemies as possible.


  Bramante pointed.


  “Good.” Avraniel raised her voice and flicked a bolt of flame at a guard who had faked being dead before trying to ambush her. Unless he could survive being blasted in half and set alight, she was fairly confident he was dead this time. “Come on,” she told the other rats. “This is getting boring. We’re hitting the treasury.”


  The other demolition rats cheered, and Bramante rubbed his little paws together while cackling malevolently. Avraniel smiled. No wonder he and Spot got along so well. He looked positively adorable when he was planning to rob someone. She’d have to let him pick out something nice in the treasury. After all, if he was going on more missions with them, he’d need better equipment. It wouldn’t do for one of Spot’s favourite rats to get hurt.


  As she ambled toward the treasury, she took a few moments to set the barracks on fire, along with the towers closest to her. Fighting in the dark would have been tiresome although she did have essentially perfect night vision. There was something so soothing about the way the flames leapt and danced as they devoured everything. More guards and mages poured out of nearby buildings to confront her, and she rolled her eyes. Whoever owned this place had to be loaded because it felt like every damn mercenary in the Combine was here. Hopefully, he hadn’t spent all of his money on mercenaries. She was not going to be happy if the treasury was empty. If it was, then she might have to burn this whole place down – after the others had gotten out, of course. She wasn’t an idiot.


  “Die, demon!”


  A bolt of lightning crackled through the air, and Avraniel jerked out of its path. These guys didn’t have a hope of beating her in anything even remotely resembling a fair fight. They should be trying to sneak up on her, not screaming about killing her. Her reply turned her opponent and the guards closest to him into living bonfires. They screamed and scattered in all directions. On her shoulder, Bramante snickered and continued to prepare more of his weaponry. That was another thing she liked about him. He was perfectly happy doing some of the dirty work himself.


  “Yes,” she agreed as Bramante squeaked a few comments. “They would have been better off stopping, dropping, and rolling to put out the flames, but I’m not going to complain.” She shrugged. “If they want to run around and set other people on fire that just makes my life easier.”


  One of the burning guards had grabbed onto a healer in a desperate bid to secure their aid. Alas, all he accomplished was setting the healer on fire too. Apparently, despite having the money to afford this many mercenaries, their employer hadn’t bothered to get fire-resistant cloaks. In fairness, her fire was far from normal. It could burn things that couldn’t normally be burnt, but it wasn’t like she’d put a lot of effort into her attack. A few anti-fire runes or seals should have been enough. Timmy, for all that she called him an idiot, never went on a mission without clothing that had protective runes and seals stitched onto it. As for the enemy mage – the one who’d thrown lightning at her – he’d stumbled headlong into another group of soldiers, and now all of them were on fire. Avraniel sighed and shook her head. She almost felt sorry for the poor bastards. Almost. He’d thrown lightning at her, so she wasn’t about to shed any tears for him.


  Her keen hearing picked out the hiss of a crossbow bolt, and she turned to bat the projectile out of the air. It was followed by half a dozen more, but her mantle of flames roared to life, and the bolts were reduced to ash in mid air.


  “Not bad.” Whoever was shooting at her had tried to ambush her – and they’d chosen a fairly thick and sturdy wall to hide behind. “But you’re still dead.”


  The rat lobbed a small metal sphere over the wall. It was an interesting device. It was designed to explode after a short delay and unleash a hail of metal shards. It wouldn’t do much to someone like her, but it would make mincemeat out of lightly armoured troops without access to defensive magic. A moment passed before the device exploded, and screams filled the air. Her lips curled. It might not do as much damage as her magic, but the device could be thrown over obstacles like walls or even bounced off walls to get around corners. If Spot had been around, they could have gotten him to fly over the compound and drop bunches of them on their enemies.


  Another mage emerged from the shadows of a nearby building, and Avraniel gaped in disbelief as he actually had the audacity to throw a fireball at her. She snuffed his attack out with barely more than a thought and then turned to glare. The air around her rippled with heat at her displeasure.


  “Are you serious? You’re going to throw fire at me? Me? Where have you been?” She gestured at the fire consuming large sections of the compound. He must have realised his mistake because he tried to scuttle back into the building. She growled, and her attack melted him and one corner of the building.


  “Dumb bastard,” Avraniel muttered. Her brows furrowed. “Hmm… am I getting stronger, or is everybody getting weaker?”


  In the decades prior to meeting Timmy – and getting whacked over the head by a shovel – she hadn’t really exerted herself all that much when fighting. That had changed. Sure, she didn’t fight powerful opponents on every mission, but she usually ran into at least one or two who weren’t completely hopeless. And even if she didn’t fight any strong opponents, she was almost always tasked with crowd control. If magic was like a muscle, she was finally beginning to get some regular exercise. She grinned. If she could get a pardon and get stronger while robbing her enemies, she wasn’t going to complain about her good fortune. No. She’d had plenty of bad luck over the years. She was due for some good fortune. “Look out world,” she drawled. “Because here I come.”


  The building that housed the treasury was – surprise, surprise – absolutely bristling with magical defences. On one hand, that was pretty damn annoying. She’d been hoping to walk straight in, so she could begin blasting away and looting. On the other hand, it was also a good sign. Nobody would use this sort of magic to defend an empty treasury. Her first attack was answered by a brilliant display of emerald and sapphire light as a barrier rippled into existence to ward off her flames. She frowned. She wasn’t an expert in barriers like the idiot, but she’d learned a lot from watching him. She’d even borrowed some books about barriers from the twerp. She might be powerful, but what had happened to the vampire was a perfect example of how even someone powerful could be captured and imprisoned under the right circumstances.


  A sufficiently strong barrier might be one of the only ways to keep her locked up, and she wasn’t about to give up her freedom without a fight. Studying might not be her favourite thing to do in the world, but she couldn’t afford to leave herself so vulnerable. Her second attack was weaker, but it was supposed to be. As the attack hit, she focused on her eyes and deepened her magical perception. As an extraordinarily powerful elf, her ability to perceive magic was well beyond what most human mages were capable of. It was possible that only the people eater and Spot could see magic more clearly than her when she was this focused.


  Despite her best efforts, the details of the barrier were still a bit fuzzy. However, she took careful note of the areas where the flow of magic was denser, as well as the way magic flowed from place to place. Those must be the anchors. If she’d interpreted the books she’d borrowed correctly – and if what she’d seen of Timmy in action was anything to go by – then her best chance of bringing the barrier down was to concentrate its power somewhere else and then hit the anchors hard and fast enough to destroy them before the barrier could adjust. A damaged or destroyed anchor might not bring down the barrier immediately, but her next attack would if it was big enough. Most people wouldn’t have been able to generate a big enough attack on their own, but Avraniel wasn’t most people.


  Avraniel drew on her magic again. The flames around her brightened from smouldering orange to blinding white. She smirked and pointed with one hand. The blast struck the top of the barrier, and the air was once again bathed in brilliant shades of blue and green. Her fire raged against the magical bulwark, and the barrier hardened, growing more and more opaque and solid as it fought to ward off the assault. Her next attack was a needle-thin lance of pure heat aimed near the base of the barrier where it had begun to thin as more and more power was redirected toward the top where her first attack had hit. The lance pierced through the barrier and struck one of the anchors. The anchor melted, and the flow of magic throughout the barrier grew wild and choppy.


  “That’s more like it.” Avraniel clenched one fist. “Let’s see how you handle this.”


  Her next attack was the biggest one yet. The shockwave it produced threatened to rip Bramante off her shoulder. The rat squeaked in alarm and dug his claws into her cloak as the remaining anchors struggled and failed to manage the increased load. The barrier shattered like glass, and she laughed in delight.


  “Not bad… not bad at all.” Avraniel waved one hand at the front doors and blew them off their hinges. “I might have to pick on the twerp a little less when we get back home.” She pointed at some of the rats. “Stay out here. I do not want anyone sneaking up on me. If anyone does get past you, it won’t be fried snake on the menu tomorrow – it’ll be fried rat.”


  The rodents in question chortled and took up their positions, some hiding behind debris while others hid amongst the charred bodies scattered throughout the area. They were confident little bastards, weren’t they? Her lips curled. They were lucky she liked them. Otherwise, they really would end up on the menu. On her shoulder, Bramante took careful note of their surroundings as they entered the building.


  “Yeah,” she muttered. “This guy is rich, all right. Unless he blew all of his money on the foyer, there should be plenty of good stuff in the treasury.”


  The fine marble floor and the intricate sculptures that greeted them in the foyer were good signs. If Gerald were there, she’d have asked him to pocket the statues. They had to be worth a decent price, and the paintings hanging on the walls weren’t half bad either. She’d have to be careful about accidentally burning those. She might not have liked them, but there were plenty of people who’d pay good money for crap like that.


  Naturally, that was when someone leapt out into the open to spoil her fun. He was dressed entirely in black, so her first thought was that he was an assassin of some kind. But what kind of assassin leapt out into the open? The answer was obvious: a stupid one.


  “Halt!” the darkly clad man cried, holding up one hand. All she could see of him were his eyes, which were a bloody, unnatural crimson. Was he a vampire? She reached out with her magic and senses. He was definitely cooler than a human or an elf would be. “You shall go no further, villain!”


  “Really?” Avraniel pointed over her shoulder. “Did you not see what happened outside, or did you maybe miss the bit where I blew up your barrier? Give me all of your treasure, and I might let you run while you still can.”


  “Hah! You have no hope of defeating me! Brute force is no match for exquisite skill!”


  To Avraniel’s utter disbelief, the vampire actually struck a pose. Son of a bitch – it was worse than the poses Spot sometimes caught the twerp practicing in the mirror in a bid to look more menacing. Sure, she didn’t mind Spot going to the twerp for stories or lessons, but if he started posing, she was not going to be happy. Posing was for chumps, especially posing before a fight. If you absolutely had to pose, why not win the fight first? Besides, Spot was a dragon. Give him a few years, and he’d be absolutely terrifying without having to lift so much as a single claw.


  “I am the Great Reaping Wind!” the vampire cried, throwing himself into what Avraniel had to admit was an impressive series of flips and tumbles. The bastard might be stupid, but he was agile. “No foe has ever escaped me, for I am the greatest assassin in these broken, war-torn lands.” He struck one more pose and jabbed one finger at her. “Consider yourself honoured to fall…” He clenched his fist and struck his chest. “At my hands!” He paused and looked at her meaningfully. She stared back. He raised one eyebrow. “Aren’t you going to do anything?”


  “Okay. Yeah. Whatever. I am not posing.” Avraniel shrugged. “I’m in a hurry, so are you going to fight, or are you going to just stand there and pose?”


  The Great Reaping Wind tensed at the insult – and at her refusal to engage in a posing battle – and then blurred into motion, his every movement enhanced by centuries of relentless training with the vampire monks of the eastern lands. With speed so great that Avraniel couldn’t hope to react in time, he rushed forward. Dozens of wind blades sprang to life around him, and before she could take even a single step, she was cruelly cut down, her body sliced into hundreds of pieces as the rodents that had accompanied her were reduced to clouds of blood and gore. Skidding to a stop behind her, the Great Reaping Wind struck his legendary victory pose, one arm extended up and back, his head lowered into the crook of his other elbow, and his knees slightly bent.


  Once again, victory was his.


  At least, that was what was supposed to happen.


  What actually happened was rather different.


  Unfortunately for the Great Reaping Wind, Avraniel had sparred against Old Man plenty of times. Despite his age, the old codger was unbelievably fast, even without his magic. With his magic, he could not only teleport but also move so fast that he might as well have been teleporting anyway. The Massive Reaping Idiot was fast, but not nearly as fast as Old Man was when the swordsman decided to pour on the speed. As he rushed forward, she raised one finger and pointed. A beam of immensely concentrated fire lanced toward his heart.


  His eyes widened in shock, but he wasn’t able to stop himself. The attack pierced right through the storm of wind blades raging around him. As a vampire – and not an ancient one like the people eater – the effects of having his heart incinerated were both immediate and impressive. By the time he reached her, his winds had dissipated, and he was already disintegrating. A few seconds later, there was nothing left of him except ash scattering on the breeze.


  Bramante snickered.


  “Yeah, he was a dumb ass.” Avraniel rolled her eyes. His wind magic had been quite powerful. If he’d ambushed her and struck with all of his strength, he might actually have been able to do some damage. He must have gotten used to fighting weak people he could beat in a straight up fight. The whole point of being an assassin was to get people when they weren’t expecting it. Any assassin who had to charge at their target was crap at their job. “Let’s keep going. Hopefully, he’s the last idiot we run into.”


  She was both right and wrong.


  They did run into someone else, but he wasn’t as big of an idiot as the Great Reaping Wind. Of course, he was also the sort of person to verbally capitalise a ridiculous title instead of using his own name or at least something sensible.


  “So… you defeated the Great Reaping Wind?”


  The man on the opposite end of the hall had a bow. She’d managed to dodge his first shot, but he’d come very close to hitting her. If she’d relied solely on her flames to ward off the blow instead of dodging, he could have done some real damage. His arrow had been wrapped in several layers of powerful corrosive magic. A single hit might not have killed her, but it would not have been a pleasant experience. She might have been forced to incinerate the affected area to protect the rest of her body. It was at times like this that she appreciated Spot’s resilience. The young dragon could simply have waddled forward without a care in the world. Corrosive magic had about as much chance of harming a corruption dragon as a campfire had of harming an inferno dragon. It just wasn’t going to work.


  “I see… you must have some skill, and that was a most capable evasion. But prepare yourself! You now face the Master of Archery… the Great Dissolving Arrow! You may be an elf, but you are no match for my prowess!”


  “…” Avraniel’s eye twitched. She might not like her fellow elves – they were a bunch of tree-hugging bastards – but even she had to admit that elves, as a whole, were very good at archery. She wasn’t about let this dumb ass get away with thinking he was better than her. He launched another arrow at her, and she rolled to the side. As she got back to her feet, she drew her bow and loosed several arrows in quick succession while her opponent continued to rattle off threats. The Great dissolving Arrow found himself pinned to the wall with arrows through his shoulders, wrists, and legs. “And here I thought you might be less stupid than the other guy. The only thing you got right was trying to hit me the second I walked through the door, but are you really claiming you’re better with a bow than an elf? No wonder you work for a criminal. No one else would be dumb enough to believe that crap.”


  “How dare you!” the Great Dissolving Arrow retorted. “I was in the middle of my speech! It’s not polite to attack people while they’re talking!”


  “I didn’t want to be standing here all night, and politeness doesn’t matter when you’re trying to kill each other.” Avraniel glanced at one of the ninja rats, and the rodent knocked the man out with several precise strikes before summoning a creature made of rock to cart him off. She had no problems with killing people, but this guy might be worth more alive than dead. If nothing else, she could search him later to see if he had anything good on him. If he was as great an archer as he claimed, he should have some decent equipment. “What a dumb ass.”


  Shaking her head, Avraniel pressed on only to be confronted by yet another idiot. Where did they find these people? Was there a farm somewhere that grew idiots and shipped them to crime lords? If there was, then she needed to find it, so she could torch the place.


  “I, the Great Raging Fist, salute you for having the skill to defeat my comrades, but know that you could never hope to defeat me!”


  Avraniel rolled her shoulders and smirked. A fistfight sounded kind of fun. Hopefully, this idiot wouldn’t disappoint. He was certainly big enough to be a hand-to-hand combat specialist. He had to be a shade over seven feet tall with arms like tree trunks and shoulders so broad she wondered if he could fit through a regular door without turning sideways. “Yeah. Whatever. Less talking and more fighting.”


  He shifted into his stance and then sprang forward to throw a punch straight at her solar plexus. Magic curled around his fist, and she stepped back to avoid the attack. His lips curled, and the air between them shattered. The sudden blast hurled her back, and the flames trailing in her wake wavered for a moment before strengthening again as she flipped to land on her feet. She skidded for almost a dozen feet before coming to a stop. Her eyes gleamed. Not bad. That shockwave – had it been compressed air? No. She would have taken more damage if he’d been able to direct compressed air straight at her at such close range. It hadn’t been wind magic either. It felt more like he’d shattered or exploded the air itself. Not bad. That was powerful, and if he could shatter or explode other things he touched, then it was no wonder he was so confident about his chances in hand-to-hand combat. She didn’t know if he could use it on people, but she’d have to assume he could even if her mantle of flames should be strong enough to ward it off. It would suck losing a limb to one of these idiots.


  “You’re quick.” The Great Raging Fist took up his stance again. “Few have the skills to avoid my first strike, but simply avoiding my blows will not spare you from their force.”


  Avraniel wasn’t famous for her hand-to-hand combat skills since most of her opponents either ended up as ashes or with an arrow through one of their eyes. What few people realised was how much her magic had grown since her childhood. Back then, she’d been forced to fight barehanded quite often to conserve her magic and to keep from being detected by the trackers the elves sent after her. Setting people on fire was much easier than pummelling them, but even a crap tracker would be able to follow scorch marks and explosions. Since she’d lived alone, she hadn’t been able to waste her magic – at least not until she’d gotten stronger – because she wouldn’t have anyone around to help her if she ran out. As a result, she’d gotten very good at fighting barehanded, and she’d eventually found people to give her more formal training as well, albeit for the right price.


  She’d hated parting with her hard-earned money, but she wasn’t stupid. In a world where the only person she could trust or rely on was herself, anything that made her stronger or more capable was a sound investment. She was not going to get captured because someone managed to get close to her and she didn’t know how to fight properly.


  The Great Raging Fist advanced, and she ducked and dove around a storm of blows, ever mindful of the shockwaves he could create. He was very fast for a man of his size, and even without his magic to enhance his blows, he would have done a lot of damage if he’d managed to connect. His style reminded her of some of the warrior monks she’d encountered over the years. Either he’d been trained by one of them, or he was a warrior monk who’d left his order. As another shockwave threw her back, a small smile slipped across her lips. He’d been doing his best to kill her for several minutes now, but so far, the only thing he’d managed to do was to throw her back a few times.


  More importantly, she’d had time to study his magic. It might be highly destructive, but it took time to use. If she sharpened her senses enough, she could tell which limb he was going to attack with since he had to concentrate his magic around it beforehand. Moreover, he seemed to favour larger, more powerful blows, which was a mistake. With magic like his, even a glancing blow would have been potentially deadly. He should have focused on a style that favoured speed and precision. He might even have been better off hiding his magic and taking a hit on purpose, so he could land one of his own since a single blow could easily end the fight in his favour. He must have developed his magic later in life after he’d already begun to focus on strength and power.


  It was actually something she was working on with Spot. Once he had worked out how strong his enemies were, he needed to stop wasting valuable energy on overkill. Sure, a full strength swipe from his claws could turn an average soldier into a cloud of gore, but he didn’t need to go that far. A casual swipe would save energy and still rip any normal person into several pieces. It might not matter immediately, but against enough opponents, the difference would eventually add up. When he got older, Spot would have essentially limitless stamina. Adult dragons almost never got tired. But right now, he was still a young dragon, and although his stamina was impressive, it was far from limitless. The last thing she wanted was for him to get exhausted in the middle of a big fight. He might get hurt or even killed if he wasn’t careful.


  Despite the allure of the treasury, Avraniel took a few more moments to enjoy the fight. It had been a while since someone had gotten close enough to take a swing at her head, and she wondered if she should ask the idiot to spar against her more often, and maybe the people eater too. The idiot was supposed to be an expert in hand-to-hand combat, which was a bizarre speciality for a necromancer. Wasn’t that what zombies were for? Then again, he did go around hitting people with shovels. Not far away, the rats had gathered to watch the fight, and they were busy commenting amongst themselves. The rodents were not very big, but they had honed their abilities to a razor’s edge.


  Finally, Avraniel decided to go on the offensive. The fight had gone from fun to tiresome. She ducked under one punch and braced herself against the shockwave that followed. The flames around her rippled, but she kept her footing. As The Great Raging Fist tried to get into a defensive position – he must have expected the shockwave to throw her back again – she drove one fist into his gut. An average elf was much stronger than an average human, and she was way stronger than an average elf. He doubled over immediately, and she grabbed his hair and slammed her knee into his face. His nose broke, and he staggered back, woozy. She lunged forward and kicked him into the wall nearby with enough force to crack it.


  The burly man groaned and went limp, but he was still alive. Her lips twitched. She wasn’t doing half bad this time. She could take him into custody too. Oh, and those were some nice daggers at his side. Why hadn’t he used them? Maybe his magic would have destroyed them if he’d tried to channel it through them. Never mind. They were her daggers now. She unsheathed them and grinned. These were definitely of elven make although not by the elves she came from. Like most elf daggers they were better suited for slashing and cutting, as opposed to dwarf daggers, which tended to be used more for stabbing. Hmm… they weren’t as good as the daggers she had now, so maybe she could sell them. Good elf weapons always fetched a fine price since they were not only useful but also nice to look at, not that looks mattered much in a fight. She’d use a rusty, broken dagger if it meant winning a fight.


  At long last, they reached the treasury. It was tempting to simply blow the vault open, but she didn’t want to risk damaging the things inside. Instead, she let Bramante and the other rats get to work. Whistling a cheerful tune, Bramante hopped onto the door and began to scurry all over it as he tapped certain parts with his paws and squeaked instructions to the others. Less than five minutes later, he gave her a jaunty salute as the door toppled backward, courtesy of some precisely placed runes, seals, and explosives. She grinned at the rat and rubbed his back appreciatively. He was good at what he did, and what he did was perfect for a mission like this. She was definitely going to let him pick out something nice.


  Her eyes gleamed as she took in the contents of the vault. It was a shame the idiot and the twerp had borrowed Spot for their part of the mission because the dragon would have loved all of the shiny things in here. Before they left, she’d have to send Gerald here to empty it out. All of this gold and jewels were just rotting away. She’d be more than happy to liberate them, and the dragon-shaped gold statue over there would be a perfect addition to Spot’s growing hoard.


  She wasn’t a big fan of jewellery – it got in the way too much – but she knew how much a good piece could fetch. The jewellery here was all top notch. Some of it was magical too, so she’d have to ask the idiot to take a look at it. Magic rings and necklaces could look nice and have all sorts of handy abilities, but they also had an annoying tendency to be cursed.


  Bramante hopped onto her shoulder and squeaked.


  “What? You think there’s something else in this building?” The rat pulled out a map and pointed out several discrepancies. Her brows furrowed. He was right. It did look as though there was a concealed room hidden away, and a concealed room almost always had valuable things in it. “Why didn’t you mention that earlier? Let’s go take a look.” She paused and reached for the bag she had, the one that was bigger on the inside than the outside. “But before we go, let’s take a few things. If we can’t come back later, I don’t want us leaving empty handed. Pick out some stuff for you and the others. You’ve done good work today.”


  A short trip later – and after exploding one final idiot who’d called himself the Great Shining Star before trying to blind her with light and then stab her – they found the hidden room. Bramante and the others carefully blew a hole in the wall of a corridor to reveal a reliquary. Most of the stuff inside didn’t interest her. Sure, there was a magic sword in there, but all the magic did was keep it sharp. But it wasn’t like it was sharp enough to cut through steel like cheese or anything like that – that would have made it worth keeping. No, it was just a sword that stayed sharp no matter how badly it was treated.


  There was also a magic shield, but the rats were more interested in it than her. One of the rats was an expert in shields, and he said it was designed to withstand a single blow, no matter how powerful. If they could copy the effect onto smaller shields, they’d have access to a very handy piece of equipment. Once the rats got close to someone, it was usually all over. Their biggest problem was that they couldn’t shrug off damage the way the people eater could. The vampire was difficult to damage, and she barely even cared if she lost a limb since she could easily regenerate it. If the rats did manage to make smaller versions of the shield, she might have to ask them for some. She doubted she’d need them, but it never hurt to have a trick or two up her sleeve.


  What did interest her was the bow that Bramante found in a hidden compartment. Just the fact that it was hidden – after already being placed in a hidden room – made her wonder how much it was worth. Slowly, she picked it up. The bow was shaped like a recurve bow, but instead of being made of wood, metal, or a composite of different materials, it was fashioned out of a strange crystalline substance. Bramante put one paw on it and immediately recoiled with a startled cry.


  “Cold?” Avraniel touched the bow. “What are you talking about? It’s not cold. It’s warm.” The rat squeaked again, and Avraniel shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe it doesn’t like you, but I’m telling you it’s definitely warm to the touch.”


  She lifted the bow out of the case it was in. It wasn’t just warm to the touch anymore. It was almost hot. Moreover, it wasn’t brittle and rigid the way crystal should be. Bending it several times revealed a lot of flexibility. If she closed her eyes, she wouldn’t have been able to tell it apart from a normal bow. However, nobody who looked at it could ever mistake it for a normal bow. Within the ghostly crystal were helixes of runes and seals along with two long, spiralling tendrils of substances she couldn’t identify. She definitely needed to get the idiot to have a look at this, maybe even the people eater too, although she wasn’t about to let anyone else have it. Her current bow had served her very well for a long time, but she knew, on some strange, instinctive level, that this bow would be better – that it would be perfect for her. Her hands tightened on the weapon, and she was filled with the certainty it was immensely durable. She could probably whack one of the idiot’s armoured zombies over the head without leaving a single scratch on it.


  Unbidden, an old memory came to her, something from her long-ago childhood. It was a story about a bow that was supposed to look a lot like this one. What had her instructors called it again? Oh. Right. It was the Bow of the Sun, and if the stories she could remember were correct…


  She raised the bow. It didn’t have a bowstring, but she still moved as though she was about to loose an arrow. A shimmering string of pure magic appeared to link the two ends of the bow, and a moment later, a fiery arrow formed as well. Her magic shivered as the bow drew on her power, eager for more. The arrow brightened and focused until it was like she had a miniature sun at her beck and call. Her eyes widened. There was no way she could be this lucky. What were the odds that some crime lord had found something the elves had lost for millennia and that she would stumble across it? Then again… Spot had found her a four-leaf clover the other day. They’d encased it in glass and put it on the wall, so maybe she was due for some good luck.


  Dispelling the arrow and putting the bow on her back, Avraniel turned to leave the reliquary. It was time to see what the others were up to. The quicker they got this over with, the quicker she could drag Gerald to the treasury to empty it. On the way out, Bramante pointed, and she stopped and stared. She had no idea why someone would keep a miniature magical mace. It was far too small for even a dwarf or a gnome to use, but it was the perfect size for one of the rats.


  “Sure.” She laughed. “Go ahead and grab it. It’s not like anyone else can use it without looking stupid.” She paused, and a lazy smirk crossed her lips. “Actually, have a quick look around. Maybe he’s got a collection of them hidden away.” The thought of the rats running around killing people with pilfered miniature magical weapons was too good to pass up. “If there are any extra, we can give them to the twerp. I’m sure she’d love that.”


  Bramante and the other rats shared a sceptical look. Oh well. It wasn’t like Katie could actually kill Avraniel for teasing her although she would definitely give it a try.


  * * *


  It said a lot about the strangeness of Amanda’s life that this was not the first time she’d ridden a giant three-headed dog. Despite being as big as a warhorse, Chomp still had some growing to do before he could match the other three-headed dog she’d ridden. Fire-Fang had been huge for a labyrinth hound, but Chomp still had a few years of growing left in him. He probably wouldn’t end up quite as large, but he’d probably add at least another foot of height.


  Few people recognised what Chomp was, mostly because his kind were rarely seen above ground or outside of the caverns, tunnels, mazes, and labyrinths they favoured. Instead, they spent almost all of their time deep beneath the earth in caverns that seldom saw the light of day. Long ago, the dwarves of the Broken Mountains had made great use of them – the ornery hounds got along well with the rustic and rowdy dwarves – but there were far less of them these days since most of the cities that had housed their kennels had fallen to hosts of goblins and other horrors. There weren’t many labyrinth hounds left, and there were even fewer people left who knew how to tame and raise them. Naturally, Avraniel had won over Chomp by threatening him with horrible, fiery death, but not everybody had that option. The dog now spent most of his free time patrolling the many corridors of Timmy’s castle or hanging out with Spot. Dragons and labyrinth hounds were usually bitter enemies, but the pair had become great friends. Spot even shared some of his food with the dog, which was incredible considering how possessive and hungry the young dragon could get.


  Chief amongst the abilities of a labyrinth hound – and one that Chomp rarely had to use at Timmy’s castle – was an instinctive talent for finding hidden places and concealed routes. It was how they navigated even the most complex and labyrinthine cave systems, and it would be very handy today. Capturing their target, a man named Reginald who was Lord Tarrick’s second-in-command, would not be easy. He was known not only for his great loyalty but also his great intelligence. Once Avraniel commenced her attack, he would undoubtedly begin preparing to evacuate, so time was of the essence.


  “Quickly.” Amanda patted Chomp on the side. “We cannot allow him to escape.” They had managed to procure an old tunic that Reginald had left behind at a brothel, so Chomp had the man’s scent. If he was here, then Chomp would find him.


  The monstrous dog howled and quickened his pace. Around his necks were collars Timmy had made. Each was covered in protective charms and various other runes and seals to ensure the dog’s wellbeing although labyrinth hounds were already quite durable and hardy. As the first explosions began to shake the night, they ran headlong through a group of guards. Chomp didn’t bother to slow down, nor did Amanda try to replace the illusion that had concealed them. There was no time for sneaking around. Instead, Chomp simply barrelled through them. Anyone foolish enough to stand in his way was either trampled or knocked aside. On his back, Amanda drew her sword and lashed out to either side. Three guards fell, and she grabbed hold of the blood pouring out of them. Crimson fluid spiked outward and dropped more of the guards. The remaining guards and a handful of mages retaliated, and she crafted the blood into a shield to ward off their attacks as they rushed past. Any thoughts the guard or mages had of pursuing her vanished as Avraniel advanced in their direction. They wanted to stop her, but they had bigger problems to worry about – like an elf that could melt stone without even trying.


  “Demon elf!” someone shouted, and Amanda laughed. Demon elf? That was a fitting title indeed for Avraniel.


  The dog continued his frantic pace until they reached a seemingly empty part of the compound between two buildings, but she trusted his instincts. She concentrated and then flared her magic. She smiled. Yes. There was an extremely subtle and skilfully woven illusion here, but now that she was aware of it, it should only take her a few moments to dispel it. She reached into her pocket for a trio of treats for Chomp, one for each of his heads. There was a door built into the ground. Clever.


  Reginald must have fled to an underground chamber for protection, and she would bet her descendants’ holdings that it was connected to an escape tunnel too. She raised her arms, and the blood she’d collected descended on the door like a giant hammer. To its credit, the door didn’t crumple immediately even though the blow would have cracked the wall of a castle. A network of seals appeared around it, but her second and third blow fell in quick succession, and her fourth attack finally smashed the door open.


  She and Chomp began their descent into the gloom. Had she been travelling with Old Man, Gerald, or Timmy, she would have been more worried about how they would manage in the dark. However, both vampires and labyrinth hounds had little to fear from the dark. They could both see perfectly well in total darkness, and there were few things in the dark more deadly than her. Chomp gave a low growl. His right head wanted to move more cautiously while the left wanted to press on as quickly as possible. His middle head advised a combination of speed and caution. Amanda bit back a chuckle. Dealing with the differing points of view that sometimes emerged was what made working with labyrinth hounds so interesting.


  As they reached a broad corridor, she sensed an ambush ahead. She leapt off Chomp’s back, and the pair charged forward side by side. She had wondered where the elites were. The guards Avraniel had drawn out were the rank and file – easy prey for the absurdly powerful elf. The guards here were better, much better.


  The guards immediately went for the vulnerable points on Chomp’s large body: under his chins, his belly, and his joints. At the last moment, the blood she’d gathered formed into crude armour around the dog, and the weapons clattered off. Small flashes of light filled the air. The guards were either using magically enhanced weapons or were using their own magic to bolster their weaponry. Given the uniformity of the flashes, she’d say it was the former, probably in the form of runes, seals, or enchantments. The dog snarled and rounded on his opponents. His left head unleashed a blast of foul air, a toxic gas that mimicked the effects of the deadly vapours sometimes found in mines. The elite guards stumbled back, and Chomp bounded forward, ripping, stomping, and tearing. His sheer bulk was enough to render even a glancing blow fatal, yet the elite guards refused to break. Instead, they darted behind pillars and other obstacles, so they could survive and continue to buy time for their master to escape.


  As for Amanda, the vampire was in her element. Her sword sang through the air as she slashed, stabbed, and sliced through her opponents while ripping and tearing them to pieces with her other hand. Armour was good – and magical armour was even better – but she was an ancient vampire. Her physical strength alone was incredible. With a growl she seized one guard by the neck, crushed his windpipe, and drank him dry before using the power and blood she’d gained to hurl spears of blood in all directions. Guards fell, and she conjured half a dozen illusions, layering them one on top of the other to conceal her true whereabouts as she retreated back into the shadows. This area had defences against magic, but she was there to anchor her illusions, and pain was not going to stop her or disrupt her concentration. It would take time – time they didn’t have – to dispel her magic. She picked her opponents off one by one, and the spheres of blood that orbited her grew larger with each kill. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Chomp smash through a pillar in a shower of stone before he bit one of the guards. He gave a vicious shake of his heads and tore the man to pieces.


  “Good boy.” Amanda dispatched the last of the guards and patted the canine on the head. The huge dog wagged his tail happily. Blood dripped from his jaws, and his eyes were alight with hunter’s glee. Like any good guard dog, Chomp was absolutely vicious toward his enemies yet unfailingly friendly toward his allies. If Spot had been around, the young dragon would have been only too happy to join in. Few things made dragons happier than killing their enemies, save perhaps killing their enemies alongside some of their friends.


  They continued onward, but the space ahead of them was clearly another trap. She wasn’t sure how much power the people waiting for them had – she could just barely sense two presences that were incredibly well concealed – so she didn’t want Chomp to simply charge in. A pair of attacks thundered toward them, and she pushed Chomp out of the way. Twin spears of raw force twisted the air and shattered the stone floor with ease, and she ordered Chomp to engage the elite guards that had appeared behind them while she dealt with the pair in front of them.


  Her eyes gleamed crimson in the dark. There were only two of them, but they were very well hidden. She only knew they were there because her vampiric senses were too keen for them to hide themselves completely. Even so, she couldn’t tell where they were, but the fact she’d spotted their attack gave away more information than she’d like. In battles between powerful mages, information was always important. It was critical to uncover the flaws of the opponent while concealing her own strengths and weaknesses. They already knew she could see in the dark or had some other means of sensing her surroundings with great clarity. Likewise, the fact that she hadn’t run headlong into their ambush told them she could, at least in part, sense their presences. That meant they would be more cautious than normal, which was a pity. A reckless, overconfident opponent was almost always easier to deal with than one who was being careful. She, however, did not know much about them.


  Amanda wove a handful of illusions and sent them ahead, but her opponents didn’t take the bait. A small smile crossed her lips. It had been a while since she’d faced worthy opponents. Perhaps these two would be up to the challenge. As the illusions faded, the pair attacked. Amanda leapt back, and the area she’d been standing in dissolved into a cloud of shattered stone and shredded air. Their magic was impressive – a form of telekinesis not unlike that wielded by her descendant, James. It was more limited, at least at first glance, but still quite potent. James could manipulate small objects with incredible precision, create protective barriers, or use his magic like a sledgehammer. His magic felt like a finely honed dagger, razor-keen and ready to strike at a moment’s notice. The pair attacking her either lacked the ability to be subtle or had abandoned it entirely. Instead, they projected force in what appeared to be straight lines. However, the amount of force they could exert was tremendous. If Amanda had been hit, she would definitely have felt it. A glancing blow would have pulped the body of a normal person.


  More attacks hurtled her way, and she was hard-pressed to keep clear of them, even with her inhuman speed and agility. On the few occasions that she used the blood she’d collected to block their attacks, she was only partially successful. Her blood shields could stop ballista bolts, but some of the damage from their attacks was still getting through. Whoever these people were, they must have spent years honing the offensive potential of their magic. Another shred of her clothing drifted to the ground, and Amanda sighed. Why was her clothing always getting damaged on missions? At this rate, people were going to start wondering if she was secretly a nudist. Not all vampires cared about exposing themselves, but she would rather not go around fighting her opponents naked all the time.


  The pair pressed their advantage. They were trying to herd her into a corner, so they could guarantee something more than a glancing hit. They managed to hit her left arm, and the flesh on the limb was stripped bare before the bones shattered. Impressive. As an ancient vampire, she was incredibly durable. It had been a while since a single attack had damaged one of her limbs that badly, but she barely noticed. With the blood she’d drunk, the injury healed in a matter of seconds. However, taking a direct hit to her chest or head would be troublesome. She flung a hail of blood into the shadows around her. She didn’t know exactly where they were, but their attacks moved in straight lines. She could guess roughly where they were. They paused in their attacks to blast some of the incoming blood aside before once again targeting her. Impressive. The attack she’d used would have riddled a thick steel door with holes. No longer content to remain on the defensive, she upped her speed and leapt onto the ceiling.


  She could feel their surprise as she ran toward them – few vampires were as comfortable running upside down as ancients – but they reacted with admirable speed. Rather than relying on narrow, tightly focused attacks that she could dodge, they switched to wider, area-of-effect attacks. They wouldn’t do as much damage if they hit, but they would be a lot more difficult to evade. However, they had underestimated how fast she could go if she put her mind to it. She dodged their attacks and finally managed to pinpoint one of her attackers. His secondary magic was still concealing him, but he hadn’t noticed the small speck of blood he’d stepped on after her previous attack. It wasn’t much, but it told her where he was. Fangs bared, she leapt at where he should be.


  A foolish man might have tried to ward off the attack. It wouldn’t have worked. She was close enough to rip through any defence he might have been able to throw up in the split-second before she reached him. But he was not a foolish man. Instead, he sacrificed one arm, using it to slow her down just long enough to gather as much magic as he could and hit her with an attack even she wouldn’t be able to dodge at such close range. Her eyes widened as she ripped his arm into pieces. Not bad. She sailed back into the far wall with punishing force. There was a big hole in her chest, and her clothing was all but ruined.


  Now she knew why Avraniel hadn’t run into anyone powerful in the courtyard. The elites had been held back to cover Reginald’s retreat. It was a wise choice. If the elites had attacked while all of them were together, it would not have gone well for them. Instead, they had chosen to mount an ambush once she and Chomp had left the others. Her lips curled. It was a pity she’d ruined her clothes. She’d quite liked them. Oh well. She’d have to get more. It was honestly incredible how many she went through on these missions. Of course, she wasn’t dying. She hadn’t chosen such an aggressive approach on a whim. She’d chosen it because she knew she could take a lot of big hits whereas her opponents couldn’t. As the hole in her chest began to knit shut – being an ancient vampire came with so many benefits – she lunged forward again. He was still clutching at the stump of his arm, but he was somehow able to react in time to avoid being killed outright although he lost a foot for his trouble. She smiled. He was truly skilled. Unfortunately for him, she couldn’t afford to waste any more time.


  Staying too close to him for his partner to get a clear shot with his magic, she conjured three illusions while throwing a tide of blood in his direction. He saw through the first two, but the third was subtler. It was an illusion designed to throw off his perception of distance ever so slightly. He misjudged the position of her right hand by two inches – and lost his head.


  As his concealment magic came to an abrupt end, his headless body reappeared and toppled back. Her remaining opponent wasted no time in hitting her with the full force of his magic. It would have crushed her to a pulp if she hadn’t fought back with her own power. A dome of blood expanded above her to blunt the force of the attack, and she waited patiently for the power behind it to dwindle before she hurled herself through the air. Blood flew ahead of her and sprayed in all directions. There! Blood had coated the walls except around her opponent. A blast threatened to tear off her left arm, but her right hand closed around his throat. Her hand tightened and crushed his throat, but he managed to maintain his focus enough to continue his attack. However, his aim was off, and instead of severing her hand and freeing himself, the attack skimmed her hip and blasted a chunk of flesh out of her side. Before he could attack again, she latched onto his ruined throat and drank. Power flowed into her, and her wounds healed. She reached out for the blood around her and flung it outward. As she dropped her opponent’s body to the ground and licked her lips, more bodies fell to the ground as well. Chomp’s three heads gave low rumbles of annoyance. He’d been in the middle of dealing with his share of their enemies when she’d unleashed her attack.


  “My apologies, but we need to hurry.” Amanda scratched Chomp behind the ears and yanked a cloak off one of the dead guards. It wasn’t ideal, but it was in better condition than her clothes. “Those two were very, very good. They slowed us down quite a bit.”


  They stormed into a large chamber, and Amanda couldn’t help the snarl that burst from her lips. It was empty. Behind it, Chomp found the entrance to a tunnel, but it was sealed with enough magic and other defences that even she wouldn’t be able to break through before Reginald escaped. However, Chomp didn’t seem disheartened. Instead, he gestured for her to follow him.


  As an ancient vampire, Amanda had access to telepathy of a sort, so understanding the dog was not a problem. “What? You can find the tunnel he’s using?” It didn’t hurt that she’d spent years alongside Fire-Fang and his master, who had been one of the other members of the First Council. Chomp’s body language and mannerisms were very similar to Fire-Fang’s. “Then let’s get back above ground. If you can locate the midpoint of the tunnel, we might be able to get ahead of him and break into it. Due to how long it probably is, it’s unlikely the entire thing will be as heavily defended as the entrance.”


  They returned above ground, and Amanda stared as Old Man and Gerald approached with a large group of bureaucrats. Even more striking were the remains of a giant, dead tree that were sticking out of a badly damaged building behind them. Avraniel was there too, and she was holding a weapon that Amanda hadn’t seen in a very, very long time. What was the Bow of the Sun doing in a place like this? It was supposed to have been lost long ago in one of the many, many conflicts between the Elves of the Forever Wood and the foul beasts of the Dread Abyss. For it to end up here of all places was utterly bizarre, and for it to end up in Avraniel’s hands… it was terrifying to think of how much property damage the elf could inflict with it. However, there was likely no one alive whose magic was better suited to the bow than the fiery elf, and it was better in her hands than Lord Tarrick’s.


  “What happened to your clothes, people eater?” Avraniel drawled with an obnoxious smirk. “Just had to strip off, didn’t you?”


  “Oh, be quiet.” Amanda scowled. “I ran into some talented opponents.”


  “And ended up losing your clothes again? Hah! You really are a nudist, aren’t you? Come on. Just admit it. I won’t judge.” The elf threw her head back and laughed before gesturing at a trio of men who were heavily restrained and guarded by some kind of rock creature one of the rats had summoned. “And look at this. I even managed to capture three of my opponents. I don’t see any of you guys lugging prisoners around.”


  Old Man inclined his head. “Well done. I had to kill one of our opponents, and the other managed to escape.” There was something about the way he said ‘escape’ that made Amanda wonder if Old Man’s opponent had escaped or been let go. She’d have to ask him about it later.


  “We can compare stories later, but our target has escaped – for now.” Amanda scowled at Avraniel. The elf smirked back, and the flames around her seethed, shifting from orange to white and back again. “He’s moving through a tunnel. Chomp thinks he can find it.”


  “Figures you’d screw this up.” Avraniel snickered and scratched Chomp behind his ears. Her mantle of flames didn’t singe so much as a single hair on the massive dog. “Come on, boy. Let’s go grab this slippery son of a bitch.”


  “Indeed.” Old Man turned to Gerald. “Stay here. We will pursue the target. Summon some of Timmy’s zombies if there’s any trouble.”


  Gerald stepped to one side, and one of Timmy’s zombies – a colossal specimen that appeared to combine parts from bears, a basilisk, and what was probably a giant badger – appeared. As the towering zombie surveyed its surroundings, the three of them ran off with Chomp leading the way. The huge dog led them past the walls of the compound and into an area beyond the walls of the city. Amanda extended her senses to the fullest. Yes. She could just barely feel vibrations beneath them. Her lips curled into a toothy smile.


  She pointed. “You two break into the tunnel there.”


  “And what will you be doing?” Old Man asked. The swordsman had kept up with both her and Avraniel, which was no easy feat, especially given his age.


  Since her clothes were already ruined, she might as well have some fun. Amanda bared her fangs. “I doubt he’ll want to help us. I plan to… persuade him.”


  “By flashing him?” Avraniel asked.


  Amanda glared and tossed some blood at the elf. The attack whistled through the air quickly enough to put crossbow bolts to shame, only to evaporate against the flames that surrounded Avraniel.


  “Nice try, people eater.” Avraniel gave her a jaunty, mocking salute. “Whatever you’re doing, don’t screw this up. I did my bit, and I refuse to put up with the idiot or the twerp lecturing us if this doesn’t work out.”


  “I assure you, there will be no mistakes.”


  Amanda turned and ripped through the top of the tunnel. She landed in front of Reginald and his guards. The balding man stared at her in shock and terror. He’d been so close to escaping.


  “Who are you?” he screamed.


  “You’re going to surrender and tell me everything I want to know about Lord Tarrick and his fortress… or else.”


  “Or else what?” Reginald postured. He didn’t have the powerful build of a warrior or the lean frame of an assassin, but his eyes were full of cunning. Nobody rose to the rank of second-in-command of a large criminal organisation without plenty of intelligence and determination. “You must have beaten the twins, which is truly remarkable, but I doubt you got past them unscathed. The guards I have with me should be able to dispose of you easily enough.”


  Amanda laughed. It was an utterly beguiling sound – a sound that had enchanted men and women alike over the years – but it soon gave way to something utterly inhuman as she allowed the roiling madness and corruption within her to escape. Vampires had been created through experimentation with eldritch entities, and nowhere was that more obvious than in the true forms ancient vampires could take. As her vast, twisted shape filled the tunnel, Reginald backed away.


  “Kill her!” he muttered before his voice rose to a wild, panicked shriek. “Kill her now!”


  His guards didn’t move. They couldn’t. Whatever powers Amanda possessed in her humanoid form, they were far, far stronger once she cast aside what little remained of her humanity. “I’m glad you chose ‘or else’, Reginald.” Her voice came from every direction at once, an inhuman, sibilant drone that spoke of anatomy that bore no resemblance whatsoever to that of a human being. “This is going to be fun – but not for you, no, just me.”


  A few moments later, she emerged from the tunnel with Reginald slung over her shoulder. His guards were indisposed – or rather, she’d disposed of them, and quite messily too.


  “I will not ask what happened,” Old Man said. “It’s probably better if I don’t know, but the screaming we heard suggests a certain level of… horror was involved.” He handed her his cloak. She’d shredded the one she’d taken from the guard during her transformation. “Although perhaps you should wear this until you can get something from Gerald.”


  “Thank you.” Amanda’s eyes faded from crimson to blue. Reginald was lucky to be alive. Ancient vampires were, at their core, eldritch horrors and inhuman abominations. Without sufficient care, she could easily have reduced his mind and brain to mush through her mere presence alone.


  “Not bad.” Avraniel grinned. “Whatever you did must have scared the crap out of them. I didn’t even know somebody could scream like that and still live. I approve, and I’m sure Spot would too.”


  “Of course, you approve.” Amanda adjusted her hold on Reginald. He wasn’t especially heavy, but he may have soiled his pants at some point during her persuasion. It made carrying him rather more complicated than it would otherwise have been. “We should go back.” She glanced at the city and sighed. “Avraniel, why are parts of the city on fire?”


  “Who knows?” The elf shrugged. “It must be a coincidence. There’s no proof I did it. Maybe the criminals set those fires as a distraction tactic when they realised they couldn’t beat me. And, hey, it’s not that bad. Only a little bit of the city is on fire. The authorities can totally handle it.”


  “Good grief. I hope the whole city doesn’t burn down. That might make our deal with the authorities a bit tough to fulfil.” Amanda reached out with her senses. Something was approaching them at extremely high speed. Seconds later, Spot landed beside them.


  Are we burning things? The dragon hopped around eagerly. Can I burn something too?


  “Sure,” Avraniel drawled. “We’re going back to the compound. I’m sure there are at least a few more idiots still looking to pick a fight.”


  Above them, Timmy and Katie were circling the area on a zombie wyvern. Amanda’s keen hearing could pick out the sound of Timmy slapping his face with one hand. Her lips twitched. He was no doubt thinking of how troublesome this would be to deal with. On the upside, the fires hadn’t spread too far from the compound, and they could blame it all on the criminals. The authorities would certainly be happy to pin more crimes on Lord Tarrick.


  “Come on,” Amanda said. “I don’t think it would be wise to leave Gerald on his own for too long.”


  
Chapter Four


  Katie sat down and stifled the urge to complain about the height of her chair. Due to her short stature it was difficult for her to find a chair that didn’t leave her feet dangling above the floor. Oh, sure, she could have asked her master for a shorter chair, but that would not only be embarrassing – she wanted to be treated as his esteemed apprentice, not the twerp Avraniel was always calling her – but also pointless. They were all sitting at a normal table. A shorter chair would leave her unable to see what was going on at the table clearly, which would be even more embarrassing than having her feet off the ground. Instead, she used her magic to create a shadowy stool for her feet to rest on. If anyone noticed, they were at least nice enough not to say anything – either that or Avraniel was waiting for a better opportunity to sneak an insult in. Despite her blunt approach to combat, the elf could be surprisingly sneaky sometimes.


  If only she could climb up onto the table the way Spot had, but there were things a young dragon could get away with that a young human could not. Flopping onto the large table with his limbs akimbo while munching on some steak happened to be one of them. Thankfully, he’d learned how to eat much more neatly. The last thing she needed was to be showered in mangled bits of steak. However, she’d have to keep a close eye on his tail. He liked to wag it when he was happy, not unlike a dog. It wasn’t a problem yet since it was still fairly stubby, but once it got longer, it would definitely become a hassle. There were even records of dragons swinging their tails with enough force to either pulverise people in full plate armour or cut them in half.


  “So,” her master began. “How did everything go? I had a quick chat with the authorities, and as pleased as they are about us eliminating their enemies, they’re a little less pleased about all of the explosions and fires.” He glanced meaningfully at Avraniel.


  The elf rolled her eyes. “Hey, don’t blame me. The people eater said she wanted a distraction. Consider the enemy distracted. As for the fires, it’s not like I wanted to set parts of the city on fire. If I happened to set some dumb bastards on fire and they ran around and set other things on fire, that’s their fault not mine. Besides, the authorities can just blame it all on those guys in the compound. They’re criminals, right? They’re already charging them with every crime they can think of. They might as well charge them with arson too.”


  Katie could understand Avraniel’s point of view. The elf wasn’t exactly known for her light touch. If Amanda had asked her to create a distraction, she should have expected something like this to happen. Given what Avraniel could do, she’d actually shown a reasonable degree of restraint this time. If she had wanted to burn the city down, it would already have burnt down. Just the fact that the compound was still – sort of – standing and not a giant crater spoke volumes about the progress she’d made since she’d joined the team. She’d even managed to capture three of her opponents, which had to be a new record or something.


  “That’s what I suggested. The story they’ll be going with is that the criminals decided to light fires outside the compound to draw the attention of the authorities. Blaming the fires on Lord Tarrick’s people actually works out quite well for them and us. The authorities look great since they were able to bring down a bunch of criminals and put out the fires they started, and Captain Zaran’s men did most of the hard work against the fires. Our friend the captain is now guaranteed a promotion and a position of power. I won’t say that he’s pleased you set parts of the city on fire, but he’s not unhappy either since it worked out for the best.


  “Oh?” Avraniel raised one eyebrow. “I thought a bastard like him would be too uptight to appreciate the wonders of fire.”


  “Like I said, he’s not pleased about the fires, but he is pleased about the outcome. Once word gets out of the role he and his men played in putting out the fires – and it will get out – he’ll be the most popular captain in the city. Regardless of how the other authorities feel about all of this, we’ll have a firm ally in the captain for the foreseeable future.”


  “See?” Avraniel folded her arms across her chest and leaned back in her chair. She would have put her feet up on the table, but the look Amanda gave her was enough to make her reconsider. The former councillor was a proponent of good manners, and putting boots covered in ash, soot, and who knew what else on the table was the opposite of good manners. The elf looked like she was about to pick a fight anyway, but Spot slithered over and flopped onto his back. Avraniel chuckled and contented herself with scratching Spot’s belly instead. “It all worked out for the best. I don’t know what’s wrong with you idiots, but fire is awesome and so am I.”


  Her master gave her a small smile, and Katie bit back a giggle. For all of her bluster, Avraniel did not like it when people outperformed her on a mission. This time, the elf had not only managed to capture three people but she had also helped to secure a hoard of valuables, as well as various relics and weapons. Her opponents didn’t have the biggest bounties on their heads, but extra income was always welcome, and they did know a few useful pieces of information. Capturing them was better than killing them, and taking them into custody gave Captain Zaran a few more feathers to add to his cap. All in all, the captain had to be ecstatic about working with them. If they were ever in this area again, they would definitely be able to count on his support.


  “How did it go with your objectives?” It was already late in the evening – or possibly early in the morning, it was hard to tell – but her master wanted to talk things over before they went to bed. It was usually easier to remember everything when it was still fresh in their minds, and the smallest details were sometimes the most useful later on. “You do remember those, right?”


  Avraniel snorted and scratched Spot under his chin. The dragon preened and looked toward Chomp to see if the dog wanted a scratch too. However, Chomp was already fast asleep, his massive form curled up by the fireplace. The three-headed dog had done well, but he wasn’t used to so much running around. He was more of a watchdog. It was easier if his enemies came to him. However, the happy sounds he’d made when she and her master had approached him earlier were a sign of how much he’d enjoyed himself. “Ask the people eater and the paper pusher. They’re the ones in charge of that stuff. I was just the distraction, and I can guarantee you the enemy were extremely distracted.”


  “We were successful,” Gerald began. Katie was always worried when she wasn’t around to keep an eye on him. The bureaucrat had a knack for attracting danger – and a knack for surviving it by the skin of his teeth. His hands weren’t shaking too badly to hold his mug of tea, which was a good sign. Whenever his hands shook really badly, it meant he’d gone through more than his usual two or three brushes with death. She’d have to talk to the rats. Hopefully, they hadn’t had to save him too many times. “Thanks to some, uh, cooperation, we were able to retrieve far more documentation and evidence than we expected. We can definitely prove that Lord Tarrick was responsible for the princess’s kidnapping and that he acted at the empire’s behest. We also have almost complete knowledge of Lord Tarrick’s dealings, both legal and otherwise.”


  “Fantastic work, Gerald. You too, Old Man.” Her master smiled warmly. “But what do you mean by cooperation?”


  “We ran into a fellow named Jiren,” Old Man explained. “And unlike the fellow responsible for the giant tree, Jiren was most cooperative once it became clear he couldn’t win. In exchange for letting him ‘escape’, he provided a great deal of assistance.”


  “Jiren?” Her master laughed. “I didn’t think he’d be here. He must have only been hired recently. Was he some guy who threw around exploding paper?” Old Man smiled and nodded. Her master rubbed his chin, and Katie’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t shaved in a while, so he was beginning to look a bit scruffy. Hopefully, he’d go back to his more clean-shaven look. It made dealing with the authorities and random villagers easier since he looked less nefarious. “I’ve run into him before. He’s not the bravest man, but he is extremely practical.”


  “Wait… did you say exploding paper?” Katie asked.


  Old Man chuckled. “Yes. Jiren could control paper – both its movement and durability – and also make it explode. The blasts were powerful enough that getting caught in them would be an awful, awful idea. He was troublesome at first, but I defeated him in the end. He was certainly less dangerous than the half-elf who created the giant tree.”


  “How did that happen?” Katie asked. She’d been wondering about it. She’d seen the remnants of the tree after arriving with her master, but it had clearly taken severe damage before their arrival. Even so, the rotting remains of the tree had still towered over everything. “Did he create it using his magic?”


  “When we ran into him, he immediately destroyed the corridor we were in with a wave of roots, branches, and vines. It was a truly impressive attack. Within moments, he’d managed to grow that tree. It was tricky, but we managed to beat him. Gerald did well to help me end it using some remarkably strong herbicide.”


  “That must be some herbicide,” her master murmured. “That tree was enormous.”


  Avraniel leaned forward and growled. “I remember that stuff! I better not catch you pointing that crap at Mr Sparkles or any of the others because I will set you on fire if I see so much as a single withered leaf on any of them.”


  As Gerald hastily stammered a promise to keep the herbicide as far away from Mr Sparkles as possible, Old Man continued. “In any case, Jiren surrendered once he was beaten. The aid he provided ensured we missed nothing, and it greatly reduced how much time we had to spend in the archives.”


  “That sounds like him, all right.” Her master gave Katie a wry smile. “I ran into him back when you were still too young to leave the castle with me on missions. I was raiding the headquarters of a minor crime lord. He’d managed to get his hands on an artefact I wanted, and he’d hired Jiren to help fight off his rivals. But once I had Jiren cornered with my zombies, he surrendered and showed me where the artefact was.” He rubbed his temples and smiled wearily. It really was quite late. “He even asked me to hit him with my shovel a few times. He wanted to convince everyone he’d put up a good fight before being overwhelmed by the evil, villainous necromancer.”


  “He asked me to do something similar,” Old Man said. “And since he’s still working as a mercenary, then it must be a reasonably effective strategy.”


  “We found plans for Lord Tarrick’s fortress,” Gerald added. “They don’t show where it is, but they do show its layout. They must have been used during its construction.”


  Katie gasped. That was an excellent find. “Really?”


  “Here.” Gerald cleared some space on the table and then laid the plans out. Spot peered at them for a moment and then hopped off the table to finish his steak. He’d likely grab another one in a few minutes once he was done with the first one.


  “Good boy.” Katie patted Spot on the head. “Thank you for moving. It’s nice that you’re being considerate of others.”


  The dragon nudged her with his head. I’m helping.


  “Yes, you are.” Even if he did his best to eat more neatly, the odds were good that Spot would have gotten some food on the plans. However, he’d gotten clever enough to realise that the plans were important, so getting them dirty was a bad idea. It didn’t hurt that the kitchen was fully stocked with food, plenty of which had placed on the ground on plates to make it easier for him to reach.


  “I’m not an expert in interpreting these kinds of plans,” Gerald admitted. “But I think that’s where you all step in.”


  Katie leaned forward and studied the plans intently. When she was wasn’t able to get a good enough look, she sighed and stood on her chair. Thankfully, all Avraniel did was snicker and mouth the word ‘twerp’ at her. That wasn’t too bad.


  Her master had taught her how to read plans not only to make sneaking into tombs or the fortresses of their enemies easier but also so she could supervise the tradesmen who were helping to renovate the castle if he was, for whatever reason, incapacitated or otherwise occupied. Honestly, it was probably so he could foist more of his work on her, but she couldn’t deny how useful a skill it was to have.


  The fortress was shaped like a square with a square-shaped wall around it, but what drew her attention immediately were the towers at each corner of the wall and the central building. She wasn’t an expert on barriers like her master was – and she intended to improve her skills in that area as much as she could as quickly as she could – but she was no novice. If the plans were right, the fortress had complex systems in place to handle massive amounts of magic being channelled through the corner towers and the central building, which meant… “Master, they must have a powerful barrier around this place.”


  He smiled and would have ruffled her hair if Rembrandt hadn’t put down the grape he was eating to brandish his sword. She giggled and patted the rodent affectionately. He was her favourite for a reason. He nodded and went back to enjoying some of the grapes he’d gotten his paws on. “Well spotted.” He glanced at the others before continuing his explanation. “As my apprentice has noticed, the central building and the corner towers are each built deep into the ground – far deeper than is necessary for normal foundations. That is so they can tap into the currents of ambient magic flowing through the surrounding area. Combined with the specific geometry of the towers and the mechanisms in these chambers here, here, and here, we’re looking at what is likely to be a very powerful and versatile barrier. At the very least, it seems to be designed not only to repel intruders but also to conceal the fortress from prying eyes.”


  “To build an illusion into the barrier…” Amanda bit her full lips ever so gently. She was wearing a fine silk robe although she’d been wearing Old Man’s cloak earlier. She must have shredded her clothes again. Katie wondered if that was something all ancient vampires did, or if it was specific to Amanda. Avraniel insisted she was a nudist, but Katie wasn’t so sure. Amanda seemed perfectly happy to wear clothes most of the time. “Whoever built this barrier had to be incredibly skilled. Illusions of this size are generally flimsy and easy to disrupt. If the fortress has escaped notice for so long, then it must be very well made.”


  “I doubt Lord Tarrick has a barrier master of that skill level under his permanent employment. Even he would be hard-pressed to afford it, and trying to imprison or coerce one is generally considered an exercise in futility since barrier masters are, by necessity, masters of runes and seals as well.” Her master shrugged. “He most likely received assistance from his backers. After all, the other crime lords are trying to stay as far away from the coming war as they can. Why would he act at the empire’s behest? Either they’re paying him very generously, or they’ve been backing him for some time, and he owes them some favours.” He gave Katie a teasing smile. “Can you see anything else?”


  Katie studied the plans again. “I know our mission is to locate and capture Lord Tarrick because he’s the only one guaranteed to know the whereabouts of the princess he kidnapped, but isn’t it possible she’s being kept at the fortress? It’s his centre of power, the safest place for him and anything he considers valuable. It’s what I would do.”


  As her master nodded in agreement, Katie’s mind drifted back to the start of this mission. Someone had kidnapped the princess of the Shimmering Isles, a strategically located archipelago. Some digging had first uncovered Lord Tarrick and then the suggestion that he had acted at the behest of the Eternal Empire. If the empire could use the Shimmering Isles as a staging ground, then Everton would be hard-pressed to keep their navy at bay. Holding the princess – who was the king’s only child – hostage would force her father to cooperate. But if Everton could use the Shimmering Isles to launch an assault on some of the empire’s naval bases, then they could cripple any potential naval campaign before it began. Both Everton and the Eternal Empire were playing a dangerous game, and although the empire had made a bold first move, Everton still had a chance to make the winning move.


  Their mission was simple: capture Lord Tarrick, retrieve the princess, return her to her father, and present conclusive evidence that the empire had been the mastermind behind Lord Tarrick’s actions. If they could do that, then there was no doubt in her mind that the king would be willing to work with Everton. Kidnapping a member of the royal family was a slight that could not be overlooked. The Shimmering Isles lacked the might to contest the empire directly, but with Everton’s help, it was another story. Naturally, they needed to act swiftly and without the empire realising what they were doing until it was too late.


  Gerald had already found convincing proof of the empire’s culpability. She’d have to review it with her master later, but she trusted the bureaucrat’s judgement. Now all they had to do was to capture Lord Tarrick and get the princess back. It went without saying that they needed to get the princess back safe and sound. The king would not be happy if they gave her back without all of her limbs intact. She winced. They’d have to keep an eye on Spot and Avraniel. Even if it wasn’t on purpose, returning the princess heavily singed wouldn’t go too well either.


  “They must have a lot of people in this fortress. It’s bigger than the compound you guys attacked tonight, and they’ve even got multiple barracks. They won’t have to hold back either since they’re not in the city. If we attack them, they’re going to hit us with everything they’ve got.”


  “Indeed.” Her master smiled thinly, and she could tell he’d already come up with a few ideas. “But we have two advantages: we know the layout of their fortress, and they will be reluctant to harm the princess.” He grimaced. “I know it’s not pleasant to talk about, so I’ll be blunt. If the princess dies or is seriously wounded, we win as long as Everton can plausibly deny its involvement and implicate the Eternal Empire.”


  “Master!” Katie hissed. “Really?” Sure, they were necromancers, but they were supposed to be rescuing the princess. They could hardly say they’d rescued her if she ended up dead or missing a limb or two.


  “Relax. I’m not saying we should kill her. On the contrary, we’ll be doing our best to save her. But this works in our favour. If something happens to her, her father will undoubtedly blame her captors, especially since we don’t officially exist and we will be able to provide proof of who kidnapped her and why. Once the king realises who was involved, he’s going to blame them and go looking for allies against the empire – allies like Everton. The empire isn’t stupid and neither is Lord Tarrick. There will be strict orders in place to ensure her safety and survival. She is worth nothing to them if she is dead because her father will not cooperate. They need her alive more than we do.”


  “I guess…” Katie huffed. Her master had a point – he usually did when it came to stuff like this – but it wasn’t nice to have it laid out so bluntly. “That means we don’t have to hold back either, doesn’t it?”


  “Exactly. Neither side wants to harm the princess, but they have to be especially careful about harm befalling her, which means they can’t use her as a human shield.” He chuckled and smiled at Avraniel. “What you did tonight actually helps us. If they think we don’t care about collateral damage, they definitely won’t risk her. But getting through the barrier will be tricky. I doubt I’ll be able to bring it down the way I brought down the Nameless Citadel’s barrier.”


  The vampire frowned at the mention of her captivity. Katie couldn’t blame her. She remembered how the vampire had been restrained – starved of blood and impaled multiple times – and she remembered the fury and viciousness with which Amanda had dispatched her captors. Katie never wanted to get on the ancient vampire’s bad side. “But you are confident you can bring it down, aren’t you?”


  “Not from the outside,” her master admitted. “But I am confident we could smuggle some people – or rather, some rats – inside…”


  “And have them bring it down? Excellent.” Amanda reached for her goblet and took a long sip. Katie wasn’t sure whether it was wine or blood although the smell hinted it was the former. “As for Reginald, Lord Tarick’s second-in-command, I was able to apprehend him. He was not in a cooperative mood, but I was able to peer into his mind.”


  “You should have heard his screaming.” Avraniel chortled. “I didn’t know people could scream like that – even Gerald can’t.”


  “I merely showed him a glimpse of what I truly am,” Amanda replied archly. “Any terror he felt was merely a… coincidence.”


  “Oh?” Katie asked.


  “Vampires are basically descended from eldritch monstrosities that would make even Sam look weird.” Her master ignored Amanda’s raised eyebrow and continued. “You don’t really notice it since vampires, especially the younger ones retain their humanity, but ancients are another matter. They have an alternate form, one that better reflects their inhuman origins.”


  “That’s one way to put it, yes.” Amanda smiled in a way that let her elongated canines catch the light. Her skin had a rosy tint to it, and Katie wondered how much she’d fed to get it that way. Given the devastation she and her master had seen in the compound, the vampire must have fed quite ravenously indeed. “I can tell you what he knows. He might not understand how the barrier works, but he has seen it in action. I can also confirm that they are keeping the princess there.” Her master raised an eyebrow of his own, and Amanda chuckled. “I was going to tell you, but you and Katie seemed to be having such fun deducing it all. I thought it would be a shame to interrupt the lesson. Unfortunately, Reginald’s memory has two major gaps: he does not know where the fortress is, and he does not know precisely where in it the princess is being kept.”


  “How can he not know where the fortress is?” Katie blurted. “Isn’t he Lord Tarrick’s second-in-command?”


  “His memories have been tampered with. I assume it’s a safety measure in case he is ever captured. Whoever did it is quite skilled. Prying any deeper would have turned his mind into mush, and he may still have useful information for us. It’s a pity we’re on such a short timeline. Given more time, I’m sure I could retrieve his memories.”


  “That’s fine. Katie and I weren’t able to get the exact location of the fortress, but we were able to get a general idea of where it is.” Her master shook his head. “They didn’t have the same level of security on the bandits. People always forget that bandits are a loose end. We’ll have to do a bit of looking, but with my aerial zombies and Spot, we should be able to find it.”


  “So when are we going?” Katie asked.


  The princess was similar in age to her, and she wouldn’t have liked being captured and held hostage. Then again, the odds of that happening were fairly low. She wasn’t as strong as Avraniel or Amanda in a fight, but she could handle most opponents. Plus, she was almost always around her master and the others. Rembrandt would die before letting anything happen to her – as would the other ninja rats – and he was extremely dangerous in his own right. Even if she was captured, her master had taught her plenty of ways to escape confinement, albeit using some unconventional training exercises.


  She’d woken up more than once to find herself dangling over a pit of slime in a cage she had to break out of without using any magic. She’d complained mightily each time, but those experiences had taught her a lot about how to pick locks under pressure. It had been a less horrible version of the training her master had been subjected to. The slime in the pit had been horrible, but far from fatal. Her master had been dangled over a pit full of hydra acid, which would definitely have been fatal. It might be why he was so good at getting past locks, not that she wanted to go through that sort of training.


  “We need to review the information we’ve gathered more thoroughly before we make our move.” He drummed his fingers on the top of the table. It was something he did every now and then although she’d never been able to pick out any rhythm to his tapping. “We’ll only get one shot at this, so we need to make it count.”


  “You said you had a general idea of where the fortress is,” Old Man said. “How large an area do we have to search?”


  “Yes,” Amanda said. She took another sip from her goblet before using a napkin to wipe her lips. Whenever she moved, it was with an effortless grace that couldn’t help but draw the eye. “Depending on how long it takes to find it, we may need to rethink our plans.”


  “I’m still amazed they had someone capable of altering memories enough to keep you from getting them, Amanda.” Her master rubbed his temples again. “Either they’ve got another ancient vampire, or they’ve got someone with incredibly specialised magic. But, like I said, the bandits tipped us off. Their leader never went to the fortress, but he did get close to it.”


  “It seems like such an obvious security risk, but people always forget about the bandits they hire,” Amanda murmured.


  “Bandits are a lot like servants. People tend to forget how much they see and know until it’s too late.”


  Katie mulled over his words. They made sense, and they explained why her master was so careful about selecting their servants. Not only did they have access to the castle but they also knew a lot about it too. Some of the maids would definitely have been able to tell people what Katie and her master were researching, considering how frequently they were asked to bring food to the labs or to help tidy up.


  “The area we need to search isn’t too big. Now that I think about it, Spot could cover the whole area on his own, and I doubt their illusion would stand up to a dragon’s scrutiny at close range. Once he notices something odd, you can have a look and confirm it, Amanda.”


  Katie giggled. “Did you know that one of the bandits was only fourteen years old?”


  “A fourteen-year-old bandit?” Old Man was taken aback. “That is a bit young, isn’t it?”


  “You should have seen the look on his face when we started lecturing him. Some of the other bandits even joined in.” Her master laughed. “I wasn’t sure if he was more scared or embarrassed. Sure, Spot had just eaten somebody, but the look on his face…”


  “It’s for the best,” Katie said. “I’m younger than him, but even I know how awful the long-term prospects for bandits are. We let him go, and we’ll be meeting with him later.” She frowned faintly as she tried to puzzle out her master’s plan. As much as she’d improved her scheming, he was still several steps ahead of her. “Are you planning to start an information network here, master? If you are, he’s a bit young to be involved, don’t you think?”


  Her master had always impressed upon her the importance of information. In the right hands, information was more valuable than gold. Timely access to accurate information would let her win her battles without ever having to fight. In contrast, trying to make good decisions with bad information was almost impossible and all but guaranteed to end in disaster. Her master had thus worked to establish contacts and information networks wherever he could. The rats agreed, and they had worked hard to increase their reach as well. Forewarned was forearmed, and the rats were at their most dangerous when they could set traps and ambush the enemy.


  With the ninja rats on board, it wasn’t that hard to get things going. All her master had to do was to buy a property, staff it with people loyal to them, and throw in some of the ninja rats and some zombies suitable for spying and communication. Information was key not only for negotiating with other necromancers, smugglers, traders, and mercenaries but it could also function as a currency in its own right. Knowing the right information at the right time could be worth far more than mere gold to the right people. Only a year ago, they’d made an absolute killing after learning about the unfortunate kraken-related sinking of a fleet laden with spices before anyone else after some of their contacts in the monster-hunting community had witnessed the disaster. They’d managed to buy large quantities of spices before the market adjusted, allowing them to sell them later at far higher prices when shortages began.


  Trusting a fourteen-year-old boy to participate in information gathering didn’t seem very wise, especially when that same fourteen-year-old boy had thought that becoming a bandit was a good idea. Then again, she was her master’s apprentice, and he trusted her with far more important things despite her being much younger. Of course, she was also far more sensible that Arthur, the would-be bandit. There were many less than legal ways to make money, and banditry was not the method she would have chosen. With her magic, picking pockets or spying on people would have been trivially easy. Even without her magic, she knew enough to commit at least twenty different kinds of fraud.


  “I’m not interested in just him. His mother is important too.” Katie’s eyes narrowed ominously. The bandits had mentioned how attractive Arthur’s mother was. However, her master laughed and ruffled her hair. This time, Rembrandt allowed it although only grudgingly. “Not like that, Katie. What I mean is that unless she is a total idiot, she must have suspected what her son was doing. She’s sick, not blind, so she had to have noticed the kind of people he was with. You heard him, right? They’ve been poor for a long time, but they’re still around, and apart from being a bit skinny, he looked fairly healthy. He also hasn’t fallen into a life of crime. Believe me, you don’t survive that long being poor in a city like this by being stupid or naïve. Since Arthur appears to be a bit of both, I think it’s safe to say his mother has done a lot to help them get by. If I can give them an alternative, as well as demonstrate our favour with the local authorities while guaranteeing that Lord Tarrick will no longer be a factor…”


  “They’d definitely want to be on our side,” Katie murmured. “In fact, we’d be their best option.”


  “Arthur said she’d been sick for a while, so to survive this long she at least has to be cunning because he certainly isn’t. It’s hard getting information from this area, so having some eyes and ears – and rats and zombies – here would be very handy, especially if the empire tries to rebuild its influence here after we get rid of Lord Tarrick.”


  Katie grimaced. The more she learned about the Elerian Combine’s fall into anarchy following the death of its last king, the more worried she became that her master might be right about the empire trying to rebuild or even strengthen its influence here. The Combine was currently a morass of crime, corruption, and general nastiness. There were some genuinely decent and honourable authorities – this city was lucky enough to have several – but they were generally horribly overworked and badly outnumbered.


  “Did you find anything else in the compound?” Katie asked. She and her master had plucked several promising books out of the library before they’d left, and some of the rats would be going back tomorrow to check if they’d missed anything. It never hurt to be sure, and they could bring Chomp to make sure they hadn’t missed any hidden rooms or secret passages.


  “I’m going to assume that Avraniel looted the entire treasury.” Her master ignored the look of supreme smugness on the elf’s face. “Gerald, I don’t suppose you’ve got a list of what you guys took, do you?”


  “As a matter of fact, I do.” Katie giggled. Gerald had probably written it while storing everything away with his magic. He was quite particular when it came to details, and keeping track of what they took helped him stay calm on missions. “The quantities of gold, silver, copper, and other more normal valuables were all substantial, and there were many more exotic items as well, such as fine jewellery and magical items. I don’t know enough about magical items to accurately judge their value or purpose, so you might want to have a look later.” He paused. “Some of the jewellery is magical too, but it may or may not be cursed.”


  Her master skimmed through the list quickly before handing it to her. Katie’s eyes widened. There was a lot of gold and silver on this list, and the sheer quantity of gemstones and jewellery was incredible. “Good work, Avraniel.” The elf smirked. “We will, of course, have to give some of it to the local authorities.”


  “Why the hell would we do that?” Avraniel growled.


  “To help smooth things over and because after we deal with Lord Tarrick there is going to be a power struggle. We want to make sure the authorities – the people we have a deal with – come out on top. Having them indebted to us will only make it easier for us to work with them in the future. Sadly, winning won’t be cheap.” He raised his hands in a placating gesture as Avraniel’s expression darkened. Spot didn’t look very happy about handing any of the loot over either. “Relax. There will be plenty left over. We’re only going to give them enough to make sure they win. And once we capture Lord Tarrick, I’m sure we can prise more treasure out of him too.”


  “Fine.” Avraniel scowled. “The gold and stuff is nice, but I’m definitely keeping this.” She put a bow down on the table. Unlike her usual bow, it was seemingly made of crystal instead of wood although there were helixes of runes and seals inside it, along with twin spirals made of substances she couldn’t recognise.


  Katie leaned forward. There was something very strange about the weapon. It was clearly magical, but simply looking at it sent an odd shiver down her spine. It reminded her of some of the eldritch phenomena she’d encountered. It was impossible to look away from, yet looking at it directly was mildly uncomfortable. “What is that?”


  “That is the Bow of the Sun,” Amanda said. “It has been lost for a very long time. Like most people, I assumed it had been destroyed when its previous wielder fell in battle.” Her eyes shone crimson for a moment. “It is worth more than everything else on that list combined although I doubt Lord Tarrick knew what he had. Otherwise, he’d never have kept it there.”


  Avraniel’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “I thought it was the Bow of the Sun. I’m definitely keeping it now.”


  “What does it do?” Katie asked.


  “This.” Avraniel moved to ready an arrow despite the bow having now bowstring or arrow. It didn’t matter. A bowstring made of fire and light formed, along with an arrow of blindingly bright and incredibly intense flames. “That’s what it does.”


  Katie’s mind whirled as she processed what she’d seen. “It draws on the magic of the user to create projectiles made of heat and light. The projectiles are extremely dense and focused, far more than would normally be possible. That should give it incredible range and power.” She gasped. “It’s perfect for you!”


  “Damn straight. I haven’t really had a chance to use it, but I can feel it. This bow… it’s strong. I can’t wait to try it out.” Avraniel cackled, and Katie gulped. They were already getting close to breaking some of their records for property damage on this mission. If Avraniel started firing away with that bow, they wouldn’t just break those records. They would annihilate them. “I don’t suppose you idiots can tell me any more about it, can you?”


  “I don’t know a lot about it,” Amanda said. “I’ve never been this close to it before. The last time I saw it, I only caught a brief glimpse of it. Supposedly, it could be used to blow up entire mountains, but I don’t know if that’s true. The powers of legendary weapons have a tendency to grow after they’ve been lost or destroyed.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I still cannot believe that Lord Tarrick somehow got his hands on it. Gerald, I want to see everything you have about how Lord Tarrick moves things around, along with any contacts he might have amongst tomb raiders or treasure seekers. I want to know how he found the bow. He must have realised it was valuable, but he clearly didn’t know how valuable it was. Otherwise, he’d have put it somewhere far more secure than the reliquary. There’s a chance that whoever he got it from might have more artefacts.”


  “Can I take a closer look at it?” her master asked. Avraniel grudgingly passed him the bow, and Katie watched closely as he examined it. Her master had a keen eye for relics and plenty of experience with ancient artefacts. “Odd.”


  “Oh?” Amanda took another sip from her goblet. “I must admit, I’m curious to know what you think of it.”


  “I don’t know what this bow is made out of, but I do recognise the two spirals running through it.” He grinned. “I don’t know where they got it from, but one of those spirals is made from the blood of a solar dragon and the other is made from the blood of a radiant phoenix.” He stretched one hand out toward Gerald, and the bureaucrat handed him one of the devices used by jewellers to examine tiny details. “And unless I miss my guess, the runes and seals are made up of a substance that combines the two. I honestly don’t know how they managed to stabilise the mixture. The last time I made the mistake of mixing dragon blood and phoenix blood, I was lucky to survive. If I hadn’t been wearing some of my most powerful fire-resistant clothing and working with plenty of protective charms in place, I would be dead.”


  “It was that bad?” Katie winced. Her master was always careful when working with something new. “Was that before I became your apprentice?”


  “Yes.” Her master made a face. “I was lucky Sam was there to help me. He lost half a tonne of flesh dealing with the flames, but he was fine in less than a minute. I wouldn’t have been so lucky.” He shrugged. “On the upside, the incident helped Sam refine some of the adaptations he was working on. He’s a lot more resistant to fire now because of it.”


  Solar dragon? Spot hopped onto the table, and Amanda had to put her hand on it to keep it from tipping over. He was practically trembling with excitement. What’s a solar dragon?


  “Some kind of crossbreed dragon, I guess.” Avraniel patted Spot’s back. “Kind of like you.”


  “Yes. Solar dragons are what you get from an inferno dragon and a dawn dragon. Considering how rare dawn dragons are – they’re supposed to be a subtype of light dragon, and light dragons are already rare – you can imagine how rare solar dragons are. In my entire lifetime, I’ve only seen a handful of scales from a real solar dragon, and the prices on those… well, I’d rather not sell my castle for some scales.


  “But how can you recognise solar dragon blood if you’ve never seen a living one before?” Katie asked.


  “Solar dragon blood is one of the rarest substances in the world – and it is also a key ingredient in certain… esoteric rituals. I’ve read plenty of descriptions about what it is supposed to look like although I never thought I’d see any.”


  “Why use solar dragon blood?” Avraniel put one hand on the bow. The crystal shimmered ever so slightly at her touch. “If their scales are so expensive, their blood must be worth even more.”


  “You’re right. A vial of solar dragon blood would be worth stupidly huge amounts of money. The reason it’s used in this bow is because runes and seals made using solar dragon blood can channel light and heat far better than anything in existence except maybe the blood of an empyreal dragon, and no one has seen one of those in centuries. From what I can make out of the runes and seals – I can recognise around a quarter of them since they seem to be older, more archaic forms of the most ancient runes and seals I know – the bow takes your magic, condenses and compresses it into projectiles, and then propels it without those projectiles losing their focus or cohesion. Like Katie said, the projectiles would have incredible range and power. Moreover, their accuracy would be absolutely incredible. What makes this bow so special is that I can’t see an upper limit on how much power it can channel. I’ve examined magical weapons before. The ones that rely on runes and seals always have a limit, a maximum amount of power they can channel before they break. Because of that there are always runes and seals in place to cut off the absorption of power. This bow doesn’t have any of those, so either the people who made it were incompetent…”


  “Or it doesn’t have a limit,” Katie whispered.


  “Exactly.” Her master hunched over the bow and continued to pore over the runes and seals within it. “The drain would be absolutely enormous, but it should be able to channel however much magic you want to give it. Most elves would be exhausted after firing even a handful of lesser arrows with this thing. You? Your magical reserves are gigantic, far beyond those of any other elf I’ve met. You’d run out of opponents before you ran out of magic because of how much damage this bow can do with even a single arrow. And as for its maximum output, I’m tempted to ask Vicky if we can find a nice, abandoned mountain range somewhere to see if we can recreate those legends Amanda mentioned. And whatever this bow is made of… it must be something special to be able to harness so much magic without breaking.” His brows furrowed. “I’m tempted to say it’s made of star crystal, but star crystal is so rare that I can’t be sure.”


  Katie went very, very still, as did everyone else at the table except Spot. She’d seen Avraniel blow up entire towns in a single attack. The thought of that same level of power being focused and concentrated was terrifying, and the thought of the elf being able to attack across large distances… Katie was going to have nightmares for weeks about huge explosions reshaping the countryside.


  “This is the greatest bow ever.” Avraniel cradled the weapon lovingly. “I can’t wait to try it out.”


  “Speak for yourself.” Katie shuddered. “Just remember not to blow us up while you’re using it.” She tilted her head to one side. “But it seems a bit odd for the elves to make it since powerful fire magic is quite rare amongst elves.”


  “It was probably made that way to make it more effective against their enemies from the Dread Abyss. From what I remember, they were foul beings of darkness and corruption, so fire and light should have been potent against them. In any case, it’s far better to have the bow in our hands than in Lord Tarrick’s.” Amanda paused as she remembered the colossal towers of flame that Avraniel had unleashed before getting the bow. “Or perhaps not. I suppose we’ll find out.”


  Katie nodded in agreement. “Hopefully, we’ll live through the experience.”


  Her master chuckled. “The radiant phoenix blood serves much the same purpose as the solar dragon blood, but combining the two should make the overall effect even stronger, as well as more volatile. I wish I could speak to whoever made this bow. Whoever they were, they had an incredible grasp of how to combine runes, seals, and materials.”


  “Sadly,” Amanda replied. “The Elves of the Forever Wood lost their battle against the Dread Abyss. They ended up having to abandon the place, and nobody has entered the Dread Wood in centuries. Well, that’s not exactly right. Plenty of people have gone in. None have come out.”


  “Sounds wonderful,” Avraniel muttered. “Did you take good care of Chomp, people eater? He looks okay, but I’ll be taking a closer look at him later to make sure. He better not be hurt.”


  “Chomp is perfectly fine although some of the protective charms and other defences on his collars might need to be replaced or reinforced. He was very helpful.”


  “Good. I don’t know where I can get another dog like him, and Spot doesn’t like it when his friends get hurt.” The dragon growled and bared his teeth. They were very big teeth.


  Amanda sighed and patted the dragon on his snout. “Rest assured, Spot, your friend is fine. He’s simply sleeping because he’s not used to so much running around. Labyrinth hounds are typically watchdogs, not hunting dogs. He might also be feeling sluggish because of how much he ate.”


  “And by ate you mean…?” her master asked.


  “Some of the elite guards,” Amanda replied. “And in fairness, they were trying to kill him, so they cannot complain about being eaten.”


  “Fair enough.” Her master stretched. Like all of them, except Amanda, he looked a little sleepy. “That should be enough for tonight. We can cover the rest tomorrow. For now, get some sleep, and I’ll see all of you in the morning.” He grinned tiredly at Katie. “We wouldn’t want you to miss any of those precious growing hours.”


  Katie glared as frostily as she could. “I’ll be taller than you one day, master.”


  “Katie, I’ve met your parents. Unless you’re secretly an adopted giant, there’s no way you’ll end up taller than me.” His lips twitched. “And, no, cutting off my legs won’t count.”


  Her master had rented a manor in the city for them to use during the mission, and Katie headed back to her room. They had thoroughly searched the building earlier, and they’d put up all manner of magical and non-magical defences too. They even had some rats and zombies on patrol. Right now, the only thing she was interested in was crawling into a warm, soft bed for the night.


  However…


  She found her mind drifting back to the compound. The people who’d managed to survive Avraniel’s assault had gazed at the elf in a combination of awe and terror. They had called her the Demon Elf, an incredibly apt and impressive title. Katie scowled. She didn’t have a title yet. It wasn’t surprising. She was still an apprentice. But it was fun to think about what sort of title she might get. Hopefully, it would be suitably impressive and terrifying. There were many necromancers who referred to her master as the Lord of the Horde due to his ability to command huge numbers of zombies with incredible precision and coordination. What title would they give her?


  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She didn’t look very intimidating, but that would change. She grinned and drew herself up to her full height before flaring her shadows majestically and striking a pose. “Beware the power of Katie… Katie… the… um…” She looked over to the side where Rembrandt was tending to his weapons. “What’s a good word that starts with a ‘K’, Rembrandt?” The rat paused for a moment and then squeaked his reply. “I don’t think Katie the Killer sounds very impressive. I’m a necromancer, not a serial killer.” He shrugged. Naming things wasn’t one of his specialties. He offered another suggestion. “Kaleidoscope? That sounds interesting, but I don’t think it fits…” Her eyes widened. “I know!” She flared her shadows once more and struck her pose again. “Beware the awesome and terrible power of… Katie the Kaleidoscope of Darkness, the World’s Mightiest Necromancer!” She smirked. “Not bad. I’ll have to remember that for when I get older –”


  “Ahem.”


  Katie froze and turned very, very slowly. Her master was standing there. “Uh… hi.” Her eye twitched. She must have forgotten to shut the door. “Did you just get here?” The question she wanted to ask but couldn’t was whether or not he’d seen her striking a pose and announcing her makeshift title.


  “Yes. I wanted to remind you that I’d be meeting Arthur and his mother at noon.” Katie breathed a sigh of relief. Good. He hadn’t seen or heard anything. “Although I wouldn’t want to wake you up too early. Who knows what the mighty and terrifying Kaleidoscope of Darkness might do if she’s cranky?”


  Katie’s face did a wonderful impression of a tomato. “Master! I… um… I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  To her horror, he mimicked her pose perfectly. “Fear not, your master, Timmy the Triangle of Terror can teach you all about being scary and menacing.”


  Katie tried to reply, but the only sound she could make was an embarrassed squawk that drew Spot’s attention. The dragon toddled over to her door and tilted his head to one side. Was she posing again? Can I pose too?


  “Not a chance.” Avraniel was right behind Spot. “You are not posing, Spot. You’re a dragon. You don’t need to pose. You’ll be terrifying enough in a few years. I don’t want you becoming one of those dumb asses who poses in the middle of a fight or something.”


  But it looks fun. Spot chortled. And the twerp does it all the time when she’s on her own.


  Katie honestly wished the ground would open up and swallow her, but alas, her master wasn’t kind enough to use his earth magic to spare her any further embarrassment. “Please, just… just stop.”


  “It’s all right.” Her master patted her on the back. “You’re a necromancer. It’s a phase all of us go through. I’ll admit that after I took over the castle, there was a part of me that was tempted to go all in on a more menacing outfit before realising that overly long and elaborate cloaks or capes are simply easier ways to trip over or get strangled.” He struck another pose. “Next time, tell me, and we can practice together. I am your master, after all.”


  “Gah!” Katie couldn’t take it anymore. Her shadows surged out and shoved them all out of the room. Slamming the door shut, she threw herself onto her bed and buried her face in a pillow. “Ugh.” Rembrandt patted her on the head sympathetically and offered to give her lessons on how to be more menacing. If a rat could intimidate people, surely she could too. “Maybe… but isn’t it kind of pathetic if I need help looking more menacing from a rat? No offence.” Rembrandt snickered. When she put it like that, it did sound rather pathetic. “I’m going to go to sleep.” Hopefully, it would all be forgotten by the time morning came. Her master would probably let it go. It was Avraniel she was worried about.


  Unfortunately, sleep did not come easily. Instead, she decided to try to get the embarrassment out of her mind by reading through a book she’d recovered from the compound. Some of the rats had crawled into the bed beside her while Rembrandt methodically reviewed all of the security measures he and the others had put in place.


  The Tome of Fallen Stars was a fascinating treatise that delved into the truly ancient and esoteric lore surroundings stars that fell from the sky. Such stars often fragmented as they fell, and it was only rarely that they left anything behind. Star crystals were immensely rare objects that could be used to craft relics of unfathomable power. It made her wonder if her master was right about the Bow of the Sun being one such relic. It would certainly fit. Of course, she’d never seen a star crystal before, and she wasn’t sure if her master had either. Even if he had, there was no way he’d seen one as big as the bow. He would have told her if he had. But if the legends were to be believed, sometimes the heart of the falling star survived, and the soul of the star lived on inside it. That soul would take on another form after falling to earth and become a being of incredible power. Well, that’s what the legends said. Katie had never seen any solid evidence of such beings although the dwarves of the Broken Mountains had many stories about an ancient dwarf who had, apparently, been born from the heart of a fallen star.


  Sam had even looked into the matter, noting that the stars themselves often influenced eldritch entities or at least heralded the powers that could affect them. There were a host of potent rituals that could only be performed at certain times and under certain conditions, which was why both she and her master had grown reasonably adept in astronomy. Their next ritual – which was scheduled to take place during an especially rare celestial convergence – was designed to grab corpses from other dimensions. It would be fascinating to see if those corpses could be added to regular corpses to create functional zombies, assuming necromancy worked on them at all.


  As tiredness finally began to overcome her, she yawned and put her book away. Rembrandt hopped over and took her glasses. He put them on the bedside table and nuzzled her cheek. He might be fully grown, but she had plenty of growing to do. A good night’s sleep was important.


  “Good night, guys,” she whispered as she reached out with her shadows to douse the light. Rembrandt squeaked his reply and then moved to watch over the window. The rats had already closed it and covered it with protective magic, but it was still the most likely entry point for an assassin, not that she expected one to come after her here. “Thank you for working so hard tonight.” She yawned and closed her eyes. Rembrandt was very dutiful, if a bit too serious sometimes. “If Spot knocks on the door, let him in.”


  The dragon seemed to think she was very cuddly, and he would occasionally sneak in to curl up to her if his mother or Chomp weren’t available. Her master hypothesised that dragon hatchlings slept curled up to their siblings in their nests, but Spot didn’t have any siblings, and she was the only other child in the group. It had been alarming the first few times he’d done it, but she’d gotten used to it, and Spot was surprisingly cuddly himself despite being a dragon.


  Sure enough, she awakened later to find the dragon crawling into bed beside her.


  Mother is taking Chomp for a walk, but I’m still sleepy. The dragon yawned and draped one wing over her. Cuddly.


  Katie closed her eyes again. Spot was very warm, and there was something soothing about the strong, steady beat of his draconic heart. “Just don’t chew on my hair, okay?” It was still dark outside. Hopefully, Avraniel was taking Chomp for a walk and not getting into more trouble. Her master and the others would not be happy if they woke to find half the city ablaze.


  Okay. Spot buried his snout in her hair. Each breath he took reminded her of a warm spring breeze rustling past. A low rumble of contentment ran through him, and he snuggled closer. If someone had told Katie a year ago that she would be a dragon’s teddy bear, she’d have called them insane. Then again, Spot wasn’t a regular dragon. She felt his whole body relax as he shifted into a more comfortable position. Sleepy.


  * * *


  Timmy was waiting for Arthur at the manor. The others were all occupied, but he’d set time aside for this meeting. Some people might have called it foolish, but meeting Arthur here was the best option. He’d already fortified this place, and nobody could get close to it without him knowing. More to the point, he needed to impress upon Arthur and his mother that working for him was their best course of action. The boy and his mother turned up five minutes early, and Arthur looked like he was about to throw up.


  “So,” Timmy began. “You made it back here in one piece.”


  Arthur twitched. The trip back had not been pleasant. Wolves would have gotten him at least twice, but Timmy’s zombies had quietly dealt with them before they could eat the boy. “Um… I… yeah.” He gulped. “So… uh… what now?” He paused. “And does my mother really have to be here?”


  Timmy thought it spoke well of him that as terrified as Arthur was, he was still more concerned about her than himself. His gaze shifted to the boy’s mother. She was a few years older than him, and Arthur must have gotten all of his looks from his father because they did not look very similar at all. The boy was all gangly limbs and teenage awkwardness. Even once he grew up, he was likely to end up looking more than a bit scruffy. His mother, though, was a lovely woman with long, silky hair, picturesque features, and a good figure. The only things that detracted from her appearance were how pale she was and how she occasionally shook and coughed. They must be symptoms of the illness she had. He’d have to ask her about it. “She does because what I have to say concerns her too.”


  “It’s all right,” Arthur’s mother said. She seemed to realise the predicament they were in. “My name is Dorothy. Please, forgive my son if he has offended you.” She bowed her head, and Arthur hurried to do the same. “Please, he’s all I have in this world. If you could spare him…”


  “Raise your heads, both of you.” Timmy gestured at the food on the table. “And have something to eat and drink. You two look like you could use a good meal. And relax. If I wanted to kill you or harm either of you, I’d have done it by now.” As they slowly began to eat and drink, he continued. “I’ll be blunt. In my line of work, information is a valuable commodity. Obtained at the right time and given to the right people, information can be worth more than gold. Unfortunately, obtaining reliable information in this area isn’t easy.”


  Dorothy nodded. “The crime lords control almost everything in the Combine. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember.”


  “Yes. However, the power of the crime lords – at least in this city – is about to be broken. You may have noticed what happened to Lord Tarrick’s compound last night. Something similar will be happening to his fortress fairly soon too. When that happens, I want to have eyes and ears in this area.” He snapped his fingers, and one of the ninja rats appeared. Arthur flinched away, and Timmy grinned. The boy was right to be wary of the rodent.


  Dorothy had a different reaction. She stared at the rodent in fascination. “Is that… a rat?”


  “Not an ordinary rat – a ninja rat.” Timmy glanced at the rat, and the rat produced a small sword and moved through an impressive display of his skills before tucking the weapon away with his magic. “As you can imagine, ninja rats make excellent spies and assassins. However, even they need a place to work from, and people would be very suspicious if they came across an otherwise well-maintained building that was filled with rats.”


  Dorothy nodded. “It would seem odd. A building full of rats would be more rundown.”


  “To that end, I need someone to watch over a property that I will be purchasing in the city. It won’t be this one. It’s a little too… showy for what I have in mind. However, it should be a fairly spacious house in a good part of the city. The rats will live there and set up a base of operations for themselves and some of my zombies. You’d be amazed by how much you can fit into a normal-sized house if you’re willing to dig a new basement. What I need are people to act as the face of the house, people who can deflect suspicion and meet with certain individuals in this city without arousing suspicion.”


  She put the rest of it together herself. “You want us to do that? But why us?” She frowned faintly and then coughed. “This seems risky. How do you know that you can trust us – not that we’re going to betray you. We’re not in a position to do that.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy folded his hands together. “I believe in the capacity of most people to make decisions that benefit them when those benefits are laid out clearly and the alternatives are far worse.” He looked at Arthur. “Boy, do you want a good, stable life for you and your mother, a life where you won’t have to worry about where your next meal comes from or how you’ll make ends meet?” Arthur swallowed thickly and nodded. “I’m not asking you to do this for free. You would live in the house I purchase, and you would be paid for your services – quite generously, I should add. I think you’ll help me because it is the single best way to help yourselves, and if you do ever decided to betray me, I can always have the rats or my zombies deal with you. But I don’t think it will come to that. You need this opportunity – badly – whereas I can always find someone else.”


  Dorothy wrung her hands. “You’re right. We do need this.” She wavered. “You’re not a crime lord, are you?”


  “No. I’m a necromancer who owns his own castle and has an interest in keeping an eye on things out here. I have no intentions of conquering this area or anything like that. I just want to know exactly what’s going on as quickly as possible.” His gaze sharpened. “What’s wrong with you anyway? It’s clear that you’re sick, but it’s not contagious. Otherwise, Arthur would have it too.”


  “I was travelling with Arthur some years ago when the caravan we were with was attacked by a dragon. We were fortunate enough to survive, but the corruption the dragon unleashed has afflicted me ever since.”


  Timmy blinked. Surely, he couldn’t be this lucky. “You mean the caravan was attacked by a corruption dragon?”


  “That’s what they told us it was.” Dorothy shuddered. “It was a black dragon, and it breathed black fire. Everything it hit withered and died. I was almost caught in one of its attacks, and I ended up breathing in some of the fumes. They told me I was lucky to survive, but I’ve been sick ever since. There is medicine that helps, but I can’t afford a healer good enough to fix it.”


  “I see.” Timmy peered at her. He had a knack for reading people. It was one of the reasons he’d survived this long. There was quiet acceptance in her eyes. This was a woman who had accepted her own impending death, but she was determined to last as long as she could, so she could help her son as much as possible before passing on. She wasn’t a woman whose loyalty was easy to win, but it would be unshakeable once she gave it. He smiled. “What if I told you I could cure you today?”


  Her eyes widened. “I…” She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I would do anything if you could cure me. Anything.”


  “Mom!” Arthur cried.


  Timmy could imagine some of the things she’d done to make ends meet. The world was not always a kind place. He knew that better than most people. Fortunately, this was their lucky day. “Serve me well,” he said. “And try to keep your idiot son from joining a bandit group again. I doubt he’d last more than a month before getting stabbed. And keep plenty of peanuts and grapes around – the rats love those, but buying them is a tad difficult, you know, since they’re rats.”


  “Oh.” Clearly, she’d expected him to make bigger demands. “But… but how will you cure me?”


  Timmy raised his voice. Hopefully, the group’s resident dragon was awake. “Spot, can you come here?”


  A moment later, the dragon arrived… draped over Katie like some kind of scaly shawl. The only reason the girl hadn’t collapsed under his weight was because her magic made carrying the dragon trivially easy.


  “You seem to have acquired a barnacle,” Timmy said.


  “Spot was still sleepy,” Katie replied. On her back, Spot was snoring. “But he didn’t want to let go of me, so I’m stuck with him.” She poked Spot in the side with her shadows. “Spot, wake up.”


  The dragon opened one silver eye and looked around. The dining room… is it time for breakfast?


  “Technically, it’s lunchtime now. The others are busy, but your mother let you sleep in since we’ll be quite busy in the near future.” Spot’s stomach gave an ominous rumble, and the dragon hopped off Katie’s back. One of the cooks at the manor was alerted, and it wasn’t long before a servant arrived with some food to placate the hungry dragon. Spot gobbled up several plates of food before turning his attention to a pineapple. “We need your help with something.”


  What? Spot trilled happily. He liked pineapples, and he’d gotten better at eating them without making a mess. Timmy didn’t know if dragons could get scurvy, but the amount of fruit Spot could get through when he was in the mood for some guaranteed that Spot would never have to worry about it.


  “Dorothy here has had her lungs damaged by the fumes from a corruption dragon’s fire.”


  Spot set his pineapple aside for a moment. Was it a bad dragon?


  “Yes. Do you think you can help her?”


  I’m part corruption dragon. Spot padded over to Dorothy, and his silver eyes gleamed. Let me look.


  For several moments, the woman sat there, frozen in shock, as the little dragon poked and prodded her with his snout. Finally, Spot huffed and nudged her with his head.


  I think I can fix it. Spot grinned. The other dragon was bigger than me, but her wound is old. There’s not much of his power left. White flame kindled in his jaws. I can fix it with my other fire.


  “What?” Arthur yelped. “Fire?” He moved to stand in front of his mother. “I won’t let you hurt her!”


  Timmy lifted his shovel and used it to gently shove the boy out of the way. “We are not going to hurt your mother. Spot is part corruption dragon, but he has access to another kind of fire – fire that can fix your mother’s injuries.” He scratched Spot’s back. “It’s a good thing you’ve been practicing with your healing fire, isn’t it?”


  Spot nodded. I want to help my friends. Once Spot had realised that not everybody was as tough as him, he’d put much more effort into learning how to use his healing fire. He’d practiced on wounded animals first before moving up to the rats and eventually members of Timmy’s staff. He couldn’t use it too flexibly yet, but simply healing an injury was something he could do. It was harder than destroying things, but making sure his friends were okay was worth it. He never wanted to see any of his friends get hurt or even killed. He nudged Dorothy’s leg. Stay still.


  Spot drew his head back and unleashed a blast of white flame. Through careful experimentation, Timmy and the others had learned that Spot’s healing flame didn’t heal things in the usual way. Instead, it restored things, undoing damage and cancelling out what had happened. It was an ability that astral dragons and other spirit- or light-based dragons often had. It worked by removing ‘impurities’ from the target’s ideal form, and injuries were classified as impurities since they were deviations from how something should be. The blast enveloped Dorothy, but it left her clothing and surroundings completely untouched. Spot growled and intensified his flame, holding it for almost a minute before he allowed it to subside.


  “I…” Dorothy gasped. “I feel better!” The colour had already returned to her cheeks, and there was an air of health and vitality around her.


  “What a dragon has done, another dragon can undo,” Timmy said. “And it was a lot cheaper than having a highly skilled apothecary brew a potion. Trust me. Those guys can make a killing once they get good enough, but I don’t know this city well enough to recommend one.” He patted Spot on the head. “Great work, Spot.”


  Spot wagged his tail happily. Thanks. He was about to go back to his pineapple – Timmy would have to get him another one as thanks – when Arthur stopped him. The dragon rounded on the boy, ready to strike, only to stop. Arthur was kneeling, his head pressed to the ground.


  “Thank you!” Arthur cried. “I will forever be in your debt!”


  Spot nudged him. I’m still hungry. Get me more food.


  Arthur leapt to his feet. “Right away!”


  “We’ll let Spot eat a bit,” Timmy said. “And then we’ll discuss our terms in more detail. Can I assume we have an agreement?”


  Dorothy nodded firmly. “Yes!”


  “See that?” Timmy said to Spot. “That’s what a good deed can do. If your mother asks, tell her you’ve already done your good deed for the day.”


  Spot munched on his pineapple. I’m a good dragon.


  * * *


  Spot soared majestically over the forest. His vast bulk blotted out the sun and cast a titanic shadow over the land below him as his pathetic enemies fled in absolute terror. Every beat of his wings was a hurricane, and each breath he took was an inferno. His jaws could crush ships, and his claws could smash castles. Let all who lived look upon him and despair!


  Or not.


  Spot still had a long, long way to go before he was big enough to blot out the sun, never mind the fact that he was flying at night. Even blotting out the moon wouldn’t be easy, at least not for a while. But he’d get there. Dragons lived a very long time, and he had plenty of growing to do.


  As for why he was flying around at night, the idiot had wisely pointed out that it would be a lot easier for their enemies to see him flying around during the day whereas it would be a lot easier for him to sneak around at night, especially since his scales were a deep black. As long as he didn’t fly too high and get silhouetted against the moon, he’d be almost impossible to see. They didn’t know where the fortress was exactly, but they did have a rough idea of its location. As a dragon, his sight was incredibly keen, and few illusions would be able to slip past him if he got close enough, which was why he was scouting the area with some of the rats on his back to offer advice and directions.


  He chirped a question as he banked over a large, still lake. It was tempting to see if there were any good fish in it, but he had a job to do. He could always come back later. The forest below him was lush and full of tall trees, so he would have liked to explore a bit since there was bound to be interesting stuff in it. He’d have to look around later with Chomp. There should be plenty of deer, along with rabbits and other game – perfect food for a hungry dragon and a hungry three-headed dog. He’d even glimpsed a unicorn, but his mother had warned him about them. They could be very fussy, and they wouldn’t like him much since he was part corruption dragon. A unicorn’s horn was also incredibly tough. It might be able to hurt him if he wasn’t careful. The rats squeaked their replies and consulted the map they’d brought. The plan was to have Spot search the area in a pattern, so there was no chance of them missing anything.


  It was a good plan, and Spot would do his best to remember it in the future. The rats had also told him to be on the lookout for anyone else wandering around. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone else out here, so if there were other people around, they might be going to the fortress. Spot could follow them instead of having to fly around so much. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seen anyone else yet. However, his attention was soon drawn to a hazy mist in the distance. He frowned and pointed it out to the rats, but they couldn’t see any mist. All they saw was the forest. Spot’s eyes narrowed. The people eater had told him that if there was an illusion, there was a good chance only he would be able to notice it. The rats were clever, but they didn’t have eyes like his.


  Spot angled toward the mist for a closer look, and he asked the rats to check one more time. Even with the special goggles a few of them had, they didn’t notice anything unusual. That was definitely suspicious, and Spot frowned. The mist got thicker the closer he got. The barrier could be hidden inside the mist, so flying into it would be a bad idea. It was a pity his eyes couldn’t see through it, so he had the rats mark down the location on their map before he turned and made his way back to the rocky outcrop where the others were waiting.


  “Did you find it?” his mother asked.


  I think so. There was a thick mist that stayed in one place, and only I could see it. The rats only saw more forest. His mother tossed him a treat, and he devoured it happily. It’s really big, and I can’t see through it.


  “That’s definitely the barrier,” the idiot said. He twirled his shovel. “I’ll send some of my zombies to get a closer look. We can have Amanda take a look at it too. She can’t fly as fast as you, Spot, but she should be fine now that we know where it is.”


  The idiot sent some zombie pigeons to have a look, and the people eater went with them. When she got back, she had a frown on her face.


  “It’s a very well done illusion. It would have fooled almost anyone who wasn’t either an illusionist or someone with exceedingly keen senses – like a dragon.” She patted Spot on the head. “Well done.”


  Spot preened. Thanks. He gave her an expectant look and wagged his tail, and she chuckled before tossing him a treat. If they were going to be doing a lot of work tonight, it wouldn’t be good if he got hungry in the middle of it.


  “I used my zombie pigeons to work out the approximate size and shape of the barrier. It took a while, but I’m sure they’re used to birds scratching at it.” The idiot sighed. “It is very big. More importantly, it is tightly bound to the fortress. It is completely solid against slow-moving objects, and I had a couple of my zombie pigeons fly into it at full speed. The barrier destroyed them, so trying to ram through it would not be a good idea. However, I did learn something important. I was right. They have a system in place that should prevent an overload from external and incoming magic. We won’t be able to bring the barrier down from the outside – not in the time we’ve got to work with – but it might be possible to get someone inside under the right conditions.”


  “How?” His mother raised her new bow and smirked. “Because if it involves blasting the barrier, I’d be happy to give it a shot.” Spot trilled hopefully. He wanted to see his mother use the bow. His instincts told him it would be great, and his instincts were rarely wrong.


  “Easy there.” The idiot grinned, and Spot grinned too. He must have something clever planned. He always did. “You’ll get to use it, but not just yet.” He beckoned Spot closer and gathered all of them into a circle. “Here’s what we’re going to do…”


  Spot listened intently as the idiot explained his plan. He was still very young, so there were parts he didn’t understand. He’d have to ask the twerp to explain things to him again later, but he did understand enough to follow the general idea. The barrier was too strong to break through without the people inside noticing and running away, which would make finding them again difficult since there were so many places to hide. Someone clever had made the barrier, so it got stronger in areas where it was taking damage. But they could use that to get inside. If Spot could use his corruption fire in one place while something really, really strong hit somewhere else, he might be able to make a tiny hole in it. Anything bigger would activate a backup barrier. It wouldn’t be as strong as the main barrier, but it would stop anything from getting through. There were also barriers around the towers and stuff that got stronger the closer the main barrier got to breaking, so they wouldn’t be able to attack those even when the barrier was diverted somewhere else. The hole would be way too small for a normal person to fit – even the twerp wouldn’t be able to make it, and she was tiny. It would also close very quickly. Only the rats had a chance of making it through, and that was only if they were close enough and going fast enough too. Once the rats got in, they could sabotage the barrier from the inside, so the next big attack could break it.


  Spot nudged the idiot’s leg and gave him a toothy grin. This was a good plan. Flying was always fun, and his mother got a chance to use her bow too. As the rats and everyone else got ready, he asked the twerp to explain a few things and then closed his eyes to take a quick nap. This wouldn’t be like fighting the bandits. After they broke the barrier, there would still be a lot of people left inside the fortress, and some of them would probably be very strong. He needed to be well rested, so he could fight with all his strength.


  Once everyone was ready, Spot took to the skies once more. The people eater and the twerp could both fly, but neither of them could fly the way he could. He was a dragon, for all that he was still a little one. The skies were his domain, and flying was in his blood. On his back were sixteen ninja rats – four for each of the corner towers the idiot said needed to be damaged to weaken the barrier. Tonight, they were wearing special suits that made them look like the gliding possums Spot had seen in one of the twerp’s books. Parachutes would be too slow, and the rats needed a way to reach the towers once they got through the tiny hole Spot would make. They might not be able to fly, but they could glide. He’d seen them practicing, and he’d also helped them by flying them over the castle and other places before letting them jump off. They could glide through some tough obstacle courses, and they could cover a lot of ground quickly.


  Ready? Spot asked. The rats all squeaked their agreement. Spot climbed, using the thick clouds for cover as he waited for his mother to begin her attack. None of the others could attack like she could, and the bow would only make her more powerful. Once her attack hit and the barrier began to adjust, he would use his fire to pierce a tiny hole somewhere else for the rats to get through. Gazing down at the mist that hid the fortress and marked the edge of the barrier, Spot waited for it to start. He didn’t have to wait long.


  To him, his mother’s magic was the most beautiful thing in the world. It didn’t have the raw, untamed fury of dragon fire. It was something else. It reminded him of the sun and the stars, of a heat that grew and grew, blazing in the darkness and growing stronger the more powerful its enemies became. It was a fire that would blaze always and forever until the end of everything and beyond. Even from a distance, he could see vast, serpentine coils of magic expand from his mother and take on intricate shapes and patterns that only someone with sight like his could perceive. The bow took all of that power and shaped it, turning it from a sprawling cloud of power into a needle-thin shaft of pure heat and radiance with all the might of a raging inferno. In his mind’s eye, he could see two figures standing over his mother: a dragon with scales that shone like the breaking dawn and a phoenix with feathers of light so bright they burned. Spot banked and warned the rats to hold on tight as his mother took a moment to aim and then loosed her attack.


  His mother’s attack lanced through the air, and the barrier exploded to life, an immense, glowing dome of emerald energy that was as solid and impenetrable as a mountain. White fire billowed outward from the point of impact, and the ground and sky shook. The trees around the base of the barrier ignited and turned to ash an instant later, and anything unfortunate enough to be in the air except Spot was instantly vaporised by the onslaught of heat. On his back, the rats cried out in a combination of awe and concern, and Spot was glad he’d shifted to turn his belly to the blast to better shield the rats on his back. The heat was incredible. He was a dragon, and even he felt uncomfortably warm – something that hardly ever happened. He bared his teeth in joy. His mother’s magic was amazing. The barrier crackled, and his keen eyes saw the magic that powered it begin to shift toward the point of impact as the blast went on and on and on, a seemingly endless maelstrom of heat and light. If anything, it seemed to be growing stronger, shining more and more brightly as waves of super-heated air buffeted the area, tearing trees out of the ground, ripping apart the clouds, and threatening to throw Spot off course.


  Hold on. His eyes gleamed. Now was the time to strike! Spot dove and gathered his flame in his jaws. Rather than a wide-ranging cloud or a forceful blast, he honed his fire into a thin beam capable of piercing a tiny hole in the barrier as it grappled with his mother’s far larger attack. The wind howled past as he found the thinnest part of the barrier and unleashed his attack. A minute hole appeared in the barrier. It was only inches wide – barely big enough for the rats – and it immediately began to close.


  Go! Spot streamlined his body and pushed his speed to its absolute limit. At this rate, the rats might not make it. They had to hurry. Go now!


  The rats leapt off his back, their limbs tucked tight against their bodies as they used gravity and Spot’s momentum to hurtle toward the hole. One by one they made it through, with the last rat squeaking a curse as the rapidly shrinking hole threatening to remove some of his fur. Spot unfurled his wings and pulled up just in time to avoid running headfirst into the barrier. Instead, he skimmed the edge of it, and he gave a hiss of pain as the sudden shift in momentum tugged at his wings with painful force. The barrier crackled, but he’d managed to slow down enough to avoid triggering a counterattack.


  Ouch.


  But like any good dragon, the pain only served to motivate him. He climbed skyward and breathed a puff of healing fire over himself. The pain in his wings eased, and he tested them gingerly. Good. Everything was fine. In the distance, he felt his mother’s magic shift ominously. She wanted to fire another attack, but the idiot must have told her to wait until the rats gave the signal. Spot peered down again. He couldn’t see through the barrier at all, and there was no way he could break through it.


  It was up to the rats now.


  
Chapter Five


  Bramante was one of the demolition rats, and he was also one of Spot’s favourites. He was not the most gifted of their number when it came to devising weapons, but there were few – if any – amongst the rats who understood how to bring down buildings and other large structures the way he did. He was especially good at demolishing things with the bare minimum of explosives, and today, it would have to be the bare minimum. The corner towers were supposed to be extremely sturdy, and without Gerald to supply them with extra explosives, he and the other rats would have to make do with what they could carry in or store themselves. Admittedly, all of the ninja rats could carry around far more than normal rats, but their ability to store and conceal objects, while impressive given their size, was far, far less than Gerald’s. The bureaucrat’s capacity was so gigantic that he still hadn’t run out of space despite decades of storing things away. It made Bramante wonder if there even was a limit to how much Gerald’s magic could store.


  Spot had done his work well. Bramante doubted if anyone else could have made such a swift and accurate dive. Certainly, the rats couldn’t have done it alone. The speed of the dragon’s descent had also left them in a perfect position to use their glider suits – a name Katie had devised after seeing them in action – to reach the towers. Bramante spread his limbs, and the flaps of durable material between them caught the air and turned his free fall into a glide. The others did the same, and each group of four rodents angled toward the tower they’d been assigned to. It was a lot quicker than travelling on foot, and time was of the essence. It was entirely possible that Lord Tarrick had already begun to evacuate with the princess. It all depended on how confident he was of fighting off Timmy and the others. Critically, the glider suit did not inhibit his clan’s ability to turn invisible, nor did it impede their ability to fight too much.


  Bramante signalled for the others to follow him. They’d been assigned to the northernmost tower. It was a massive structure, well over a hundred feet tall with thick walls of rune-covered stone and slitted windows to prevent more normal-sized attackers from climbing in. As he drew closer to the tower, he studied the rest of the fortifications. This was a well-made fortress. Although he had been born long after his clan had been forced to flee its fallen homeland, he had heard stories of the great fortress their former master had commanded. The Bulwark of Cherry Blossoms might not have possessed the most imposing name, but it had stood unbroken for more than a thousand years. From the stories passed down through his clan, only treachery had allowed it to be taken – the same treachery that had caused the downfall of their master. It had spoken volumes of their former master’s love for the clan that rather than order them to die at his side in a futile defence – an order they would have gladly and proudly followed – he had instead ordered them to flee.


  “Flee,” he had ordered their ancestors. “Flee and live. Find a new master worthy of you.”


  Long had the clan wandered, the shame of forsaking their master, even at his own orders, never ebbing until at last they had found another worthy master. Shaking his head, Bramante turned his attention back to the mission. Now was not the time to be lost in stories of the past. A bright future awaited the clan if only they had the skill and courage to seize it. This fortress was not the Bulwark, but it would not have looked too shabby beside it either. The walls were more than fifty feet tall and wide enough for archers, foot soldiers, and even horsemen to move atop it without difficulty. There were scores of soldiers on patrol, and they seemed to be well trained and ready to act should the barrier somehow fall. More soldiers had been marshalled in the courtyards below, and more were pouring out of multiple barracks. The commander of these troops must be skilled. Any normal assault would be hard-pressed to succeed, and they must be on high alert after the attack on the compound.


  The towers themselves were bustling with movement as mages and other specialists tended to the barrier. Bramante lacked the keen sight of a dragon or an elf, but his senses could still feel the shift in the magic around him as the barrier prepared to receive another attack. In a testament to their readiness, the mages had already begun to alter its properties to better weather another cataclysmic onslaught of light and heat from Avraniel. Yet this same preparedness would now be their undoing. The hole Spot had made had been too small and fleeting for anyone to notice unless they knew to look for it. Instead, everyone in the fortress was focused on the threat outside, never realising that the deliverers of their doom had already snuck in.


  Bramante landed on the wall of the tower and clung to it tightly, his claws and the ancient arts of his clan allowing him to maintain his hold with ease. The barrier around the tower was currently at low strength. Had Avraniel attacked again, it would have flared to life, ready to defend the anchor within it from harm, lest the main barrier somehow be breached. Right now, though, it was only set to ward off incoming attacks. A quartet of rats was not enough to draw its attention, and they had passed through it easily.


  The three other rats fell into place alongside him, and they began to climb, mindful of the windows, lest anyone with magic capable of piercing their invisibility happen to look outside. They were also careful of the magical defences woven into the very stone beneath them. Thankfully, those defences were aimed more at threats from the outside. So long as they kept their use of magic to a minimum and stepped lightly, they should be able to avoid setting off any alarms or triggering any of the more powerful defences. If necessary, they could even set aside their invisibility. They might become visible, but they were still rats. Few would notice a rat climbing up a wall in the middle of the night, especially with a threat like Avraniel lurking outside the barrier.


  They reached the window they needed to enter, and he peeked through it. It was far too narrow for a human to fit, but a rat was another story. There was a small barrier over the window, but it was relatively weak, built more to deter projectiles like arrows and the occasional bolt of magic while the stronger barrier around the tower – the one he and the other rats had already passed through – handled the true threats. Carefully, he reached for one of the explosives he’d been able to bring. It was a simple shaped charge – a bomb that would direct its force in one direction rather than equally across all directions. With it, he could puncture a small hole in the barrier around the window, so he and the other rats could get in. He took a moment to prepare himself. The towers all needed to fall at the same time. Anything less, and the defenders might be able to sound the alarm. He would have to wait until the three other teams were all in position.


  The signal came – a series of pulses created using the energy the rats used, which only the most sensitive of humans could detect. Bramante flung the explosive at the window. It detonated with a muffled whump, and he and the three other rats leapt in. The humans inside were alert and well trained. The explosion had all of them turning toward the window, but they had expected human assailants. In the split-second it took them to cast detection magic to deal with the rats’ invisibility, the rodents began their assault.


  Bramante flung a needle. The poisoned projectile caught one of the defenders through the visor of his helmet. The man gave a strangled gasp and went down. He was dead before he hit the ground. Another needle felled a second man, but the third managed to turn his head in time for his helmet to deflect the attack. Bramante landed on a table and jumped toward the guard, his dagger at the ready. The armoured man tried to bat him away with one gauntleted hand, but the rat was prepared. He latched onto the man’s wrist and then flipped up onto his shoulder. The man wasn’t wearing full plate armour, and there was a small gap between the base of the neck and the shoulder. Bramante’s poisoned dagger hit home. The man gave a grunt of pain and then toppled to the floor. Bramante hopped off the dying man and looked around. The other rats had done well, and he squeaked some words of praise. In less than a minute, the number of living guards in the room had gone from twelve to zero.


  He ordered the other rats to watch the door as he examined the structure at the centre of the room. This was the chamber that controlled one of the anchors for the barrier. Simply blowing it up wasn’t possible with the explosives they had, and the plans they’d retrieved hadn’t shown it in enough detail to devise a plan beforehand. However, by carefully placing explosives in the right places and detonating them in the correct sequence, Bramante was confident they could disrupt the controls and create a chain reaction that used the magic flowing through the anchor to amplify the explosion. It wouldn’t bring the tower down, but it should render the anchor inoperative for at least a day or two. With a small smile on his face, Bramante got to work. This was what he lived for. As he worked, one of the other rats kept a close eye on him. Each group had at least two rats in it skilled in communicating across large distances, and this rat was passing Bramante’s plan to the other groups. They were all good with explosives, but none could match him in the fine art of demolition.


  A few minutes later, Bramante leaned back to study his handiwork. Good. Everything was in place. It hadn’t been easy to get all of the placements and timings correct, but it should work. Less than a minute passed before the other groups signalled their readiness. He lit the first fuse and gave the order for the rats to evacuate the chamber. As they drifted away from the tower using their glider suits, flames erupted out of the windows of the chamber – an event that was mirrored in the three other towers. The main barrier around the fortress blazed to life again, not from an attack but from a sudden loss of stability. Seconds later, the explosions from the chambers spread through the rest of the towers, feeding off the magic running through the anchors until flame and smoke poured out of every single window of each of the towers.


  As Timmy had explained, the four corner towers each housed an anchor that helped share the load of channelling and managing the enormous quantities of magic required to operate the barrier. Without them, the central anchor, which was housed in the central building of the fortress, would have to carry the entire load. Against a weaker attack, that wouldn’t matter. But against a stronger attack, the system would fail, and the barrier would fall. Better still, the backlash should be big enough to disable any backup barriers as well. Of course, mustering an attack big enough to force the system to fail would not be easy. It would take a truly monumental attack. Luckily for them, they had exactly the right person for the job, and she couldn’t wait to do it.


  He ordered one of the rats skilled in long-range communication to send a signal back to the others outside the barrier. Like many barriers, this one was mostly one-directional, so those inside could strike back at their attackers. The message got through without any problems, and the reply came soon after in the form of an absolutely colossal explosion that dwarfed even Avraniel’s previous attack.


  The monstrously huge explosion rocked the barrier, and a hurricane of heat, light, and force raged around the damaged firmament. The ground shook, and the air burned. The shouts of alarm caused by the sudden attacks on the corner towers turned into cries of horror as cracks began to spread across the barrier. Mages and other specialists hastened to adjust the barrier, but without the corner towers, it was a futile effort. A piercing sound, like gears grinding against each other, filled the air. It grew louder and shriller as the conflagration outside the barrier intensified. An explosion shook the central building of the fortress as the system tried – and failed – to compensate for the loss of the corner towers. Curses rang out all over the walls as the cracks around the barrier continued to grow. Finally, with a sound like breaking glass, the barrier failed and shattered.


  Bramante pointed at the ramparts. With the barrier down, the others would be arriving soon. The best thing the rats could do now was to target the anti-air defences and unleash as much havoc as possible. The soldiers on the walls could not target the others if they were struggling simply to defend themselves.


  * * *


  Timmy had to admire the professionalism of Lord Tarrick’s forces. Even with their barrier broken and the four corner towers in flames, they had not panicked. Instead, the majority of them had remained in position to deal with incoming threats while the others went to deal with the burning towers.


  “Brace yourself,” Timmy warned. “This is not going to be a pleasant ride.”


  As if to punctuate his point, a ballista bolt streaked through the air only a few feet away. Gerald gave a shriek of alarm before clamping his hands over his mouth and doing his best to battle a combination of mind-numbing terror and stomach-destroying airsickness. Another ballista bolt followed – and a third, fourth, and fifth were not far behind – but his zombie wyvern was already moving, transitioning from the smooth, easy flight it had used to reach the fortress to the sort of jagged, unpredictable movements needed to throw off the defenders’ aim. They were still out of bow range, but the ballista bolts were soon joined by magic as anyone capable of long-range attack magic entered the fray. Shafts of light, bolts of lightning, and even a few compressed orbs of acid raced up to greet them alongside blasts of fire, ice, shadow, and raw force.


  “Be careful!” Timmy shouted to Katie. His apprentice was on the other zombie wyvern with Old Man and Amanda while Gerald and Avraniel were with him. It would have been easier to travel together on a large zombie drake, but they would need every scrap of the zombie wyverns’ agility to reach the ground safely. Every extra person meant more weight, and wyverns were simply more agile in the air than drakes, albeit not as large. “Watch the wings. They don’t need a direct hit to bring you down.”


  “Yes, master.” Katie’s magic rippled outward, and several shadowy tendrils worked together to bat aside a shard of ice that would have sliced through the left wing of her zombie wyvern. A series of small explosions shook the ramparts, and the hail of attacks dwindled. “Look!” she cried. “It must be the rats!”


  One of the ballistae dissolved in a cloud of mangled wood, twisted metal, and flame before a trio of mages dropped to the ground, their throats neatly cut. Elsewhere, a carefully placed explosive destroyed a catapult and sent a group of mages scrambling for cover. The rats were clearly running low on explosives, but they were determined to put the ones they had left to good use.


  “Not bad, you little bastards.” Avraniel drew her bow. “Now, let’s see what else this thing can do.”


  “Try not to blow up the fortress,” Timmy warned. “We can’t rescue the princess if you immolate her.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I’ll try not to blow the damn place up.” The elf smirked evilly. “They’ve had plenty of fun shooting at us. Let’s see how they like a dose of their own medicine.”


  Her first shot was aimed at a dwarf sky lance, a weapon that resembled a huge crossbow that was capable of launching large steel bolts across great distances while also coating them in magic to increase the damage they did on impact. The resulting blast annihilated the sky lance and reduced a section of the wall roughly ten yards across to a smoking crater.


  “Not bad. The blast isn’t as wide as one of my normal attacks, but the damage is more concentrated.” Avraniel grin was equal parts manic and terrifying. “This is going to be fun.”


  Timmy banked his zombie wyvern sharply to one side as the archers on the walls finally began to attack. Avraniel hissed a curse at him and loosed another arrow. A dozen archers went hurtling off the walls, their bodies burnt and broken as melting stone rained down on the courtyard below. He looked toward Katie. His apprentice was doing her best to ward off incoming projectiles with her shadows, but the sheer number of arrows was beginning to make things problematic. His lips curved up into a grin. It was a good thing he’d come prepared – and an even better thing that all of the defenders’ attention was now on their zombie wyverns.


  “Katie!” he shouted. “Now!”


  Zombie wyverns were not the only flying zombies Timmy had. In fact, his most numerous flying zombies were actually zombie pigeons. Not only were pigeons easy to get but also most people considered them relatively harmless. Nobody ever looked twice at pigeons, which made them ideal for surveillance. Sure, they weren’t as fast as zombie hawks or zombie falcons, but they could fly long distances without breaking down. With all of their attention focused on the two zombie wyverns swooping toward them, the defenders paid little attention to the flock of pigeons headed their way. They should have.


  Each of those pigeons was one of Timmy’s zombie pigeons, and each of them had a small explosive strapped onto its body, along with a small charm to amplify the explosion. The biggest problem with zombie pigeons was their inability to do damage, but a zombie pigeon with a small bomb and an amplification charm on it could do damage – lots of damage. He’d have to replace them afterward, but that was fine. There were plenty of pigeons, and he and the rats could always make more charms and explosives.


  To make sure the defenders had no chance to react until it was too late, Spot, who had been circling overhead since the barrier went down, dove into the fray. The young dragon spewed black fire all over the place. He wasn’t worried about accuracy. He was there to cause confusion and mayhem. His sudden appearance had people scrambling for cover before they hastily turned whatever weapons and magic they could spare against him. But Spot was far too fast and not nearly large enough to be an easy target. By the time most of them had even begun to retaliate, he was already soaring out of range, and the zombie pigeons had arrived.


  Timmy didn’t have the raw power of some other Grand Necromancers. Animating that zombie kraken when they had attacked the empire’s island had been extremely draining, even with the extra steps he’d taken to boost his power. There were Grand Necromancers who could have animated the kraken several times over before feeling any strain. What set him apart from the others – what truly made him dangerous even to other Grand Necromancers – was his control. There were very, very, very few people who could control as many zombies at the same time as he could, and perhaps none of them could control such large groups as precisely as he could. Any Grand Necromancer could command thousands of zombies at a time, but how many of them could control and monitor the exact movements of all those zombies at the same time? That was his advantage, and one he’d learned to fully leverage over the years. It was taxing, and he’d get an awful headache if he was forced to retain such fine control over so many zombies for too long, but he could do it.


  Compared to controlling thousands of zombies at once, handling his zombie wyvern and a flock of zombie pigeons was easy. As the first zombie pigeons landed amongst the defenders on the walls and in the courtyard, some of them finally realised the danger they were in.


  “Zombies!” someone screamed. “Stop the pigeons! Don’t let them close! They’re zombies –”


  BOOM.


  The ramparts and parts of the courtyards dissolved into roiling clouds of flame and debris. Zombie pigeon after zombie pigeon exploded, and any semblance of cohesion the defenders had vanished amidst the torrent of fire. Bodies went flying, and broken bits of siege weaponry were tossed through the air. The withering flood of projectiles headed their way dwindled to a trickle as he brought the last of his zombie pigeons around to clear a path for them to land. Some of the defenders had survived – there were mages with access to defensive magic – but there were far fewer of them.


  “Not bad.” Avraniel’s eyes gleamed gold in the firelight, and the smile on her face grew as she took in the devastation. “I’ve been wondering what you and the rats were working on.”


  Timmy peered down. There was no way they’d be lucky enough to wipe out all of the mages in the attack. Time constraints and the limitations on how much each zombie pigeon could carry meant that a powerful mage should be able to survive the attack. “Don’t celebrate yet. We’re not on the ground –”


  The flames consuming a section of the rampart cleared to reveal a pair of mages. The sudden gale suggested one of them was a wind mage, but the lightning crackling over the body of the other mage presented a more immediate threat. Wind was fast, but lightning was faster.


  “Gerald!” Timmy shouted. “Summon some metal shields now!”


  The bureaucrat gave a terrified wail and obeyed. A dozen shields appeared in front of them as the mage unleashed a crackling bolt of lightning. Every hair on Timmy’s head stood on end, but instead of hitting the zombie wyvern and blowing them out of the sky, the raging torrent of electricity struck the shields. The raw power of the attack knocked them out of the way and turned them into scrap metal, but he could live with that. They were still airborne.


  “Avraniel! Get that guy!”


  The elf didn’t need to be told twice. Even as the wind began to buffet them from side to side – it had to be the other mage – she set her bow aside and lifted one arm over her head. Aiming accurately with the bow while the zombie wyvern was lurching madly through the air would have been close to impossible. Instead, she was going to make aiming irrelevant. A sphere of flames formed above her head, and she hurled the attack down at the two mages. It expanded as it fell, a growing, seething star.


  The wind around them died down as the wind mage desperately called on his magic to defend them. He was only partially successful. The wall of wind he summoned managed to all but stop the sphere’s advance, but the heat Avraniel’s attack released when the sphere exploded was enough to melt a large chunk of the rampart. The wind mage roared in defiance, but both he and the lightning mage were swallowed up by the blast.


  “Okay. Problem solved. Prepare to land.” Timmy readied his shovel. “We’re going to swoop over the ramparts before landing in the courtyard. Gerald, I want you to summon my zombie warriors and zombie marksmen onto the walls.”


  The bureaucrat gave him a weak thumb’s up as he fumbled with the paper bag in his other hand. The turbulence and stress had proven too much for his stomach. They banked sharply to one side, and the bag slipped out of Gerald’s hand. Timmy grimaced. The bag was headed toward one of the few surviving soldiers on the wall. The poor guy’s day was about to get even worse.


  Spot paved the way with another punishing attack run. He dove, and his flames scattered the reinforcements pouring into the area and gave Gerald the space he needed to begin summoning Timmy’s zombie warriors and zombie marksmen. Dozens of the elite zombies appeared on the walls, and Timmy ordered them to hold the walls against any further reinforcements. They could not allow the soldiers to retake the walls while they were inside the fortress. Otherwise, they’d never be able to get airborne again.


  The hulking zombie warriors provided a sturdy bulwark as the reinforcements fought to dislodge them. Their massive shields could make them cumbersome to manoeuvre, but they also provided excellent protection against anything except powerful attack magic or siege weaponry. Their shields could also be used as weapons, and Timmy ordered them to focus on simply shoving or knocking their opponents off the walls. Gravity could do the rest.


  Behind the zombie warriors, his zombie marksmen took aim. They were similar to zombie archers – a staple of any large zombie army – only much more time-consuming to create since he needed them to retain their fine motor skills. Instead of simply blanketing an area in arrows like masses of zombie archers did, zombie marksmen could be counted on to attack with both speed and accuracy. Their task was to target officers and mages and to pick off soldiers in the courtyards below, so Timmy and the others could land safely and advance on the central building. Almost all of them had been elves in life, and Timmy considered himself lucky that Avraniel didn’t care. There were plenty of elves that would have gutted him for his audacity, but he was a practical man. Elves were the best archers in the world, so using elf corpses to make zombie marksmen made perfect sense. It was a shame Mike the corpse dealer charged such a high premium for them. It would have been nice to have more of them.


  “Here we go!” Timmy shouted. He brought his zombie wyvern in on its final approach as Amanda leapt off Katie’s zombie wyvern and landed in the midst of the troops gathered below them. The ancient vampire wasted no time in getting to work. A dozen illusions had the guards milling about in confusion as she drew her sword and attacked. Within moments, she’d dropped half a dozen guards and was using their blood to widen the scope of the carnage. “Get ready!”


  They landed with a thump that reverberated through the bones of the zombie wyvern. It wasn’t as gentle a landing as he would have liked, but they couldn’t afford to come in slowly. Katie’s zombie wyvern landed beside them a moment later, and she and Old Man were right behind him as he and Avraniel rushed forward. Gerald was a little more reluctant to run toward the large group of people that wanted to kill them.


  “Now, Gerald. Get the big one.”


  The bureaucrat tottered about drunkenly as he readjusted to being on the ground, but his magic was ready to obey. The air above them shimmered to reveal a zombie hydra-drake-basilisk. The towering creature would have been easy prey for the fortress’s anti-air defences since it was too large to miss and too ungainly in the air to dodge, but almost all of those defences had already been destroyed or seized by the rats. A group of the cunning rodents had even turned one of the fortress’s catapults toward one of the barracks, and they were busy hurling rocks at it.


  “Katie,” Timmy said. “You’ve got eyes on everything here. Take over the big one.”


  “Right, master.”


  He felt more than saw Katie’s magic expand to encompass the entire area. She might not be able to drown everyone here in a storm of shadows – and in a few years she might well be able to – but she could perceive everything the shadows touched, and there were shadows everywhere. The zombie hydra-drake-basilisk was in a perfect position to attack, and Katie’s almost perfect knowledge of the battlefield made hiding or taking cover all but impossible. With her knowledge of what the shadows touched, she didn’t have to rely on the light of the moon or the illumination cast by magic or flickering torches. The huge zombie unleashed several volleys of acid as half a dozen guards fell prey to its petrifying gaze. Despite the threat posed by Timmy and the others, the remaining mages were forced to direct most of their attention toward the winged nightmare, and that gave the group the opening they needed to begin their push toward the central building.


  “There’s the entrance.” Timmy pointed and then turned to whack a soldier over the head with his shovel. The man went down in a heap, and he yanked several cobblestones loose with his magic and hurled them into an oncoming group of reinforcements. “Don’t let them regroup. We’ve got a chance if we can fight them piecemeal instead of all at once.”


  A phalanx of pikemen had taken a defensive position in front of them. Avraniel hurled fire at the formation, but light blossomed to life to ward off the attack. Timmy peered through the eyes of one of his zombie marksmen. There were a handful of mages at the centre of the formation, and they were working in tandem to protect it and increase the strength of the pikemen.


  “Advance!” one of the mages bellowed. “Drive them back!”


  Timmy bit back a curse as the pikemen began to advance. Behind the phalanx, one of the mages had begun to heave blocks of stone while another had started to throw blobs of acid. Timmy brought his shovel up and swiped at the incoming projectiles. The blocks of stone veered away from them, but his attempt to wrestle control of the ground beneath the pikemen turned into stalemate. However, he was able to use the other earth mage’s momentary distraction to neutralise the acid with several well-placed cobblestones. Katie noticed the struggle and turn the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk on the phalanx, but the mages protecting the pikemen were just barely able to hold its attacks at bay. One of the few working ballistae managed to loose a bolt at the zombie. It struck the zombie in the side, and the huge creature struggled to stay aloft as it used its claws to jerk the projectile out of its body, so it could begin to mend its tattered flesh. Timmy smiled. That was the best thing about zombies that used hydras as the base. They were even harder to keep down than regular zombies.


  “This is stupid.” Avraniel was busy throwing fire at the troops pouring in from the other side of the courtyard. Spot had landed to fight alongside her, and the dragon had opted to belch bolts of flame that exploded upon impact. “How many men does this Lord Tarrick bastard have?”


  “This is his fortress,” Timmy pointed out. “And he has been the most powerful crime lord in this area for decades. He’s the closest thing this region has had to a proper ruler in in years. If we hadn’t taken down his compound, he’d have even more people, and I can only assume he called in reinforcements after what happened there.” He’d asked Gerald to bring out more of his regular zombies, but the shambling corpses were barely slowing the phalanx down. He didn’t want to call on too many of his exotic zombies yet in case there was still someone powerful who had yet to enter the battle. Against a skilled and powerful opponent, surprise was often the key to victory. “Old Man, can you do something about their defences?”


  The swordsman gutted an opponent with a precise strike and then turned to parry a spear aimed at his throat. A casual flick of his wrist sent his opponent stumbling back minus his head. “One moment.”


  “Master!” Katie shouted. “There are more people coming from over there!” She pointed as the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk was forced to dodge to avoid a volley of magically enhanced arrows that would have severely damaged even its impressively sturdy body. Unfortunately, the next volley of arrows wasn’t directed at the large zombie. It was directed at them.


  Timmy growled and yanked his shovel up. A thin layer of rock jerked up to block the rain of arrows, and he shoved as much of his magic as he could spare into the rock to increase its durability. Dust filled the air as the arrows pulverised the makeshift wall, but despite being a little dusty, they were all still alive, so the wall had done its job. “Any time would be good, Old Man!”


  “Indeed.” Old Man stepped forward and brought his sword around in what seemed like a simple – but perfectly executed – two-handed slash. “Parting the Waves, Step One!”


  There was a sound like a distant bell being struck, and space itself split cleanly in the wake of the swordsman’s strike. The magical defences around the phalanx shattered, and the watchtower behind the pikemen began to list to one side, its foundations sliced in two. The shockwave that followed threw the pikemen off their feet and tossed the battered watchtower aside.


  “Step One?” Timmy asked. “What’s Step Two like?”


  “If we are lucky, you will never find out.”


  They charged into the tattered formation with Amanda leading the way. Timmy couldn’t help but laugh as several bolts of magic ripped her clothes and threatened her modesty. He was starting to wonder if Avraniel was right about her. A trio of pikes struck her, but only one of them managed to find purchase. The weapon was magically enhanced, and it dug into her shoulder. Amanda snapped the shaft of the weapon and snarled, blood swirling around her in great, jagged arcs. Crimson blades scythed through the air, and the formation all but disintegrated.


  “Hah!” Avraniel cackled. She and Spot were at the rear, unleashing a seemingly endless stream of fire as more soldiers converged on their location. Some of the ninja rats had joined them while others grabbed equipment from Gerald and then filtered through the compound, setting traps and ambushing reinforcements. “You really are a nudist.”


  “Be silent,” Amanda hissed. “And be thankful I am leading the way because I can soak up much more damage than any of you. Unlike you, I can survive being stabbed in the throat.”


  She wasn’t wrong, Timmy thought, but he wasn’t going to say anything. Only an idiot would get between a stupidly powerful elf and an ancient vampire when they were arguing. Not far away, Katie had landed the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk. A handful of rats leapt onto the creature, and they pooled their magic to protect the zombie as it sought to drown the incoming reinforcements beneath a deluge of acid. The soldiers scattered as best they could, but the sheer quantity of acid made it all but impossible for them to escape unharmed. The archers who had threatened to bring down the mighty zombie only a few moments ago were now in total disarray, and many of them had decided to flee rather than face the zombie’s wrath. Another ballista bolt slammed into the zombie, but the rats’ magic was able to blunt the impact enough that the blow only staggered the zombie instead of ripping another hole in it. A well-placed boulder promptly took care of the ballista, courtesy of the rats on the walls that had commandeered a catapult.


  “Come on.” Timmy turned, and a sharp gesture of his shovel transformed some of the ground nearby into quicksand. It wouldn’t stop the soldiers for long, but it didn’t have to. The second they got bogged down, the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk would make short work of them. Katie was struggling to keep up, her short stature forcing her to take multiple steps for every step the others took. “We need to get into the central building now.”


  The central building loomed ahead of them, and Timmy winced. Of course, there were more people there. Archers attacked the instant they came into view, and Timmy drove his shovel into the ground. A series of impromptu walls jutted upward to ward off the attacks, and Katie began to tear cobblestones out of the ground and hurl them using her shadows. He grinned. She’d gotten better at that – much better. She might not have the range of a catapult, but her accuracy was excellent. He yanked his shovel out of the ground and used his earth magic to rip half a dozen cobblestones loose, so he could toss them at the archers. As the cobblestones flew through the air, he shattered them with his magic, enveloping the archers in a thick cloud of dust. The archers couldn’t attack them if they couldn’t see or breathe properly. Gerald stumbled into him, and Timmy reached out to steady the bureaucrat.


  “Gerald, are you okay?”


  The bureaucrat clutched at his frying pan, and Timmy was glad to see it wasn’t bloody. Gerald had been at the centre of the group with at least two ninja rats protecting him at all times. In a situation like this, his ability to pull things out of storage was invaluable.


  “I think so.” Gerald had a frazzled air about him, and his eyes were wild and barely focused. “I mean… I’m not dead. Yet.”


  “That’s the spirit.” Timmy slapped him over the back and flicked a shard of rock at an archer on a nearby building. The man screamed and fell off the roof, landing on another solider. Ouch. “Avraniel, get over here. I need you to do something about the gate.”


  The elf hurled one final blast of flame at the guards behind them and then ran over with Spot at her heels. The dragon’s jaws were covered in gore, and he was grinning from ear to ear. Trust a dragon to enjoy all of this mayhem. “Yeah, yeah. Get out of my way, idiots.” She took a moment to steady herself and then thrust both her arms forward. The air in front of them rippled as a wave of heat enveloped the gate. The archers along the walls went up in flames, and the magically enhanced metal of the gate shimmered as the runes and seals carved onto it flared and then evaporated one by one. The gate began to glow and then melt, and Timmy heaved one of the makeshift walls he’d created at it. The slab of rock tore the half-melted gate off its hinges.


  “Hey!” Avraniel growled. “I was melting that!”


  “And I’m speeding things along. We don’t need to melt the whole thing. We just need to get it out of the way.” Timmy looked back. More guards were coming. He knew for a fact that his zombie warriors and zombie marksmen had been fighting non-stop in a bid to cut off reinforcements since Gerald had put them on the walls, so the sheer number of guards in this fortress was truly ludicrous. Lord Tarrick didn’t have a security force. He had a whole damn army. “Gerald, summon Borris. We need someone to hold the line while we’re inside.”


  Boris was one of Katie’s greatest creations – a zombie designed to hold a position for as long as possible against anything the opponent could throw at him. The majority of his body had been cobbled together from the remains of an extremely rare species of giant clam that Katie had paid an exorbitant sum for. His apprentice had then painstakingly grafted on parts from salamanders while creating small holes in the clamshell that would allow flames to escape. She had then added a variety of parts from various venomous and poisonous creatures, along with organs designed to let Boris spew those toxins into the air. Finally, she’d asked him to carve runes and seals into Boris’s shell, both on the inside and the outside. Considering how hard Boris’s shell already was – it was comparable to dragon scale, albeit far thicker and heavier – it had taken him weeks to complete the task.


  But it was worth it.


  Boris was basically immobile. His tremendous weight made adding legs a risky affair since even a small amount of damage could lead to them buckling under him. Instead, he relied on a number of tough, fibrous tentacles that could be extruded from the bottom of his shell. But even with those, he could only move at a snail’s pace. What made Boris dangerous was his unmatched durability. He could shrug off multiple direct hits from a catapult, and not even magically enhanced ballista bolts could pierce his shell. His lack of mobility made him all but useless as an attacker, but as a defender, he excelled, provided he only needed to defend a single location where the opponent would be forced to approach him.


  Gerald put Boris right in the middle of the path leading to the central building. The path itself wasn’t much wider than the zombie, so anyone who wanted to get past would have to deal with not only large quantities of fire but also clouds of toxins. For standard infantry, it was basically a death sentence, and even mages would struggle to get past since he could project his attacks a reasonable distance.


  “Let’s go,” Timmy said. “Boris and some of the rats can cover our line of retreat. We need to keep moving.” At his words some of the ninja rats veered off and began to fortify the area. They might not be big, but the traps they could set up were absolutely fiendish, and putting explosives everywhere was fine. Boris could take being caught up in the crossfire. To help them out, Timmy reached out with his necromancy and raised some of the fallen soldiers as zombies. He couldn’t afford to waste the time and magic required to make them anything better than shambling corpses, but they should buy the rats some time to establish their defensive position.


  “I wonder how many more men he has,” Old Man drawled. There was a slight look of exasperation on his face as they pushed through the ruined gate and fought their way past another clump of guards. His sword had barely stopped moving since they’d arrived, and Timmy was morbidly curious to know how many people he’d killed. Old Man was a gentleman, but he was also exceedingly good at killing people. “Because even I am beginning to think this is absurd, and I spent my entire youth fighting in the largest war my nation had ever seen.”


  “Dumb bastard must waste most of his money on guards.” Avraniel had drawn her daggers. Inside the fortress, she couldn’t risk using her more powerful attacks, or she could bring the building down on them. However, a dagger heated to a white-hot temperature was perfect for close combat. She glanced back and growled. “Spot, stop playing with your food. We need to move.”


  The dragon stopped nibbling on a downed guard and hurried after them. He would have looked adorable gambolling along, but he was covered in blood, gore, and ash. His silver eyes blazed, and Timmy knew that the fighting was getting to him. Dragons lived for battle, and this could well be the bloodiest battle Spot had ever been involved in. Blood dripped from his jaws, and the heart-warming sound he made when he saw another group of guards was utterly at odds with what happened next. Spot hurled himself at them like a ballista bolt, shattering shields, armour, and bones alike before he began to rip and tear at anything he could reach. It was a reckless way of fighting, but it worked because Old Man, Amanda, and Avraniel were right behind him to keep the dragon from being surrounded and overwhelmed.


  “You know,” Katie murmured as she stepped over a mangled body. “It’s easy to forget that Spot is a dragon sometimes. He acts kind of like a big, scaly dog most of the time.”


  “It’s a good thing he’s on our side.” Timmy ruffled her hair. “And it’s not like you have to worry. You’re basically his teddy bear.”


  After a hideous slog through seemingly endless waves of guards, they finally reached the hall that dominated the interior of the building. To Lord Tarrick’s credit – and Old Man’s exasperation – the crime lord had saved the best for last: an ambush timed to hit them after they’d expended as much energy as possible. It wasn’t a bad idea. In fact, it was what Timmy would have done if their positions had been reversed. Lord Tarrick wasn’t stupid. In a battle like this, winning was more important than fighting fairly. As soon as they reached the middle of the hall, well over a dozen mages emerged from hidden passageways and unleashed their power in a dazzling display of magical fury.


  Timmy threw Katie behind a pillar and then dove behind one of his own. “I just don’t understand how he can afford to hire so many people. Sure, he’s a crime lord, but this is ridiculous.” He had reinforced his pillar with as much of his magic as he could spare, and it was doing a decent job of weathering the assault. Not far away, Katie had gotten back to her feet. She was not happy about being thrown, but she understood the necessity of it since it had probably saved her life. Gerald was beside her, and the bureaucrat had called forth dozens of protective charms to strengthen the pillar they were using as cover.


  “If he’d been less evil and made less enemies,” Katie said. “He could have saved most of the money he spent on guards. He could have retired to a nice, warm island somewhere.” Gerald handed her a metal sphere of some kind, and she lobbed it in the general direction of the enemy mages with her shadows. It landed with a metallic clang and began to spew gas everywhere.


  “What is that?” Timmy asked. One of the mages tried to clear the gas away with wind magic, but Timmy struck a shard of broken stone with his shovel and let his magic do the rest. The wind mage dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, and the others staggered back, clawing at their eyes and throats.


  “It’s made using chilli peppers,” Gerald replied. “Its based on something I confiscated while I was assigned to the border for a while. The ninja rats examined the original device and improved it.” He blinked as tears welled up in his eyes. The wind mage had died before he could disperse the gas, but he’d managed to blow a bit of it their way. Several masks appeared in Gerald’s hands. “Put these on. The gas is extremely unpleasant. One of the other bureaucrats accidentally set off the original device. We had to evacuate the office.”


  Timmy and Katie each donned a mask and tossed the others to Avraniel, Amanda, and Old Man. Spot, of course, just looked at the spreading cloud of gas and ambled forward, not the least bit bothered by it, so he could spew fire into the disorganised ranks of the enemy. Being part corruption dragon came with some nice benefits. To Timmy’s relief, Spot was being careful not to set too many things on fire, and Avraniel was using her magic to contain the spread of the flames. He covered his face with one hand. Why couldn’t she do that on their other missions?


  “Let’s go!” Timmy shouted. “Hit them while they’re still disorganised.”


  People often pictured battles between mages as grandiose affairs with two powerful mages standing opposite one another as they hurled fire, lightning, and all manners of attacks at each other. That was true – sometimes. More often than not, however, battles between mages degenerated into stalemates, with neither mage able to overcome the other. At that point, access to a heavy or pointy piece of metal and the skill to use it properly could be decisive.


  He and the others piled into the mages and their escort of guards. With their opponents still badly disoriented by the gas, Timmy and the other were free to seize the initiative. He fought alongside Katie, using his shovel to club, whack, and stab anyone who got in his way. His apprentice was right there beside him. Her shadows might not have the range of Avraniel’s flames, but they were very durable and perfect for close-range combat. Anyone who got too close was dragged to the ground or simply batted aside as Katie seized control of the shadows in the hall. It was a fighting style she’d worked on with Sam since the eldritch horror used his tentacles and ability to shape his body in much the same way. And although she couldn’t actually transform herself into a whirling mass of blades, claws, tentacles, and teeth, she could do a reasonably good imitation of Sam with her shadows.


  “What a glorious mess this is,” Old Man drawled. To Timmy’s disbelief, he barely looked winded. There was a light sheen of sweat across his brow, but that was it. Timmy was breathing heavily, and his back was damp with sweat. He knew for a fact that he was in great shape, so Old Man must have a trick or two up his sleeve. He’d have to ask him about it later. “But I do believe we’re getting toward the end of it.”


  “Keep an eye on Gerald, will you?” Timmy asked. “We’re making a break for those doors at the far end.”


  “Of course.” Old Man tipped his hat at Timmy and stabbed an opponent neatly without so much as breaking his stride. “Take care and good luck. We’ll hold them here.” He paused. “And be wary. Lord Tarrick has yet to show himself. We know he is not a coward or a fool, so he must have at least one more surprise in store for us.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Come on, Katie.” Timmy gestured for his apprentice to follow him. “Let’s go rescue a princess.”


  * * *


  Katie ran alongside her master. They had both removed their masks now that they were away from the hall and the gas. It wasn’t easy keeping up, but all of the missions they’d completed lately had done wonders for her fitness. Moreover, she could use her shadows to move much more quickly, pushing and pulling herself along. Finding the princess on their own would have been difficult, especially without Chomp. Her master had decided not to take the three-headed dog with them. His size would make him an easy target, and he didn’t have the experience or stamina required to fight in such a large, extended pitched battle yet. Fighting larger groups of weaker opponents required a different set of skills to fighting a handful of stronger ones. After a few more missions, he’d be ready, but her master wasn’t going to risk Chomp unless there was a good reason. Unlike Spot, the labyrinth hound could not laugh off swords, spears, and arrows. For once, Avraniel had agreed with her master although she’d promised the despondent dog they’d begin his training right away, so he could come along on their next big mission.


  Thankfully, they didn’t have to find the princess without help. They had Rembrandt. Her favourite rat was an expert bodyguard and assassin, which meant he was excellent at sensing people. Given a rough description of the princess – a girl similar to Katie in age but with smaller reserves of magic – it shouldn’t be too difficult for him to find her in a building full of adults. If they tried to conceal her, then he should be able to sense the concealment and lead them to it. A rush of movement from behind them drew her attention, and she turned to see Spot coming after them. He must have come along in case they ran into trouble. As he sometimes said to Katie, it was better for her to bring a dragon along since she was squishy. Dragons were not.


  They reached a richly decorated antechamber, and Katie sent tendrils of shadow ahead. The guards stationed there went flying into the walls, and she continued to run. They were probably still alive, but they’d hit the walls pretty hard. She doubted they’d be getting up any time soon. Before they could get any further, Spot grabbed her cloak in his teeth and yanked her back. A wave of sound washed over them, and Katie staggered, ears ringing and head spinning as she fought to stay on her feet. Rembrandt tapped her cheek to get her attention and gestured, and Katie hurried to follow his suggestion. Her shadows thickened and clamped over her ears before more shadows did the same for Rembrandt and Spot. Her master had seemingly shaken off the attack, and he gestured for her to continue toward the other end of the chamber. She couldn’t believe he was so steady on his feet – he’d been further ahead than her and must have taken more of the full force of the attack – but he did have an extremely high tolerance to pain.


  Another wave of sound rippled outward, but a chunk of the floor jutted up to ward it off. Her master was on the move a moment later, creating a series of makeshift walls, so he could close the gap to his opponent. The other mage, a tall man in dark robes, was equally quick to retreat, unleashing withering blasts of sound. A particularly powerful blast actually shattered one of her master’s walls, and her master grimaced before creating another, reinforcing it with more of his magic to heighten its durability. The other mage used her master’s momentary pause to retreat further. He must have noticed the blood and gore on her master’s shovel and realised that fighting him in close combat was an awful idea.


  Katie got to the door and gave a cry of frustration. Of course, it was locked and sealed. She got to work, mind whirling into action as she sought to disable the magical protections built into the door. Beside her, Spot gave a roar of fury and hurled himself forward. There was a flash of light, and the dragon bounced off the door. With a growl, Spot unleashed a short, sharp burst of black flame. The corrupting fire began to eat away at the magic on the door, and Katie hurried to further destabilise it as Spot threw himself at the obstacle over and over again. His fifth attack all but ripped the door off its hinges, and Katie shoved it aside with their shadows.


  They rushed into the room, and Katie caught a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye. Her shadows snapped out to stop a girl in a finely made dress from bashing Spot over the head with a potted plant.


  “Release me, villain!” the girl screamed, still trying hit Spot with the potted plant. “I will not be fed to some dragon!” Spot turned, and his gaze flicked from Katie’s shadows to the potted plant she’d stopped mere inches from his head. He bared his teeth and growled. Knowing him, Spot was probably insulted at the thought someone believed they could hurt him with a potted plant. “Stay back, foul reptile!” the girl cried. “Stay back! I’m warning you! I have a potted plant, and I’m not afraid to use it!”


  Katie hastily put herself between the outraged dragon and the clearly terrified, but determined to bluster, girl. Based on the descriptions and pictures they’d been given, this had to be the princess. She had long, dark brown hair with eyes somewhere between amber and brown. Her skin was tanned from a life lived on or around the ocean.


  “Stop!” Katie shouted. “We’re here to rescue you, Princess Calista. We’re going to take you back to your father.”


  “My father?” The princess blinked and tightened her hold on the potted plant – a cactus – not that she could do anything with Katie’s shadows restraining her. She could overpower ogres with her shadows. A little girl had no chance of breaking free unless she let her. “But… but you have a dragon! Dragons eat princesses. Everybody knows that!”


  “Not this one. He’s friendly.” Katie said as Spot snarled at the princess. He didn’t look very friendly at the moment. “Spot, calm down.” A tremor ran through the ground, and she glanced back out the door. Her master must still be fighting, but if he was, why couldn’t she hear any loud noises? Maybe he’d devised a way to deal with the other mage’s magic. “We’re the ones who’ve been attacking the fortress. Now, come on. We need to get you out of here before they regroup.”


  “But how can I trust you?”


  Katie stared at her flatly. “Do you really think the bad guys would send a young girl and a young dragon to fake a rescue?”


  The princess nodded slowly. “Ah… right. Sending an eight-year-old girl would be an unusual tactic for villains.”


  Katie’s eye twitched. “I’m ten!”


  “Oh.” The princess winced. “Uh, my apologies. You’re just… I mean…”


  Spot snickered. Short? Rembrandt gave the dragon a vicious glare, and Katie scowled. Spot grinned back.


  “I was going to say petite,” the princess said archly. Her gaze shifted to Rembrandt. “And you do realise that you’ve got a rat on your shoulder, don’t you?”


  “He’s a ninja rat,” Katie replied. “And he has probably killed more people tonight than most soldiers will kill in their entire life.”


  “I see.” Princess Calista nodded. “Well, it seems I have no choice. I’m putting my trust in you…?”


  “Katie,” Katie replied. “And my rat is Rembrandt. The dragon is Spot.”


  “Then it is a pleasure to meet you.” The princess made a face. “Although the circumstances of our meeting are less than ideal, I can only hope things will improve from here.”


  * * *


  Timmy was used to pain. It had become part of his life from an early age, and he’d never been able to escape it, not even after becoming a Grand Necromancer. However, this was one of the times he was grateful for his high pain tolerance. A normal person would have wavered in the face of his opponent’s magic. Timmy simply pressed on.


  His ears rang, and his vision swam, but he knew better than to stop. Instead, he focused on putting one foot in front of the other as his opponent continued to retreat. The darkly clad mage had already been forced to reveal his secondary magic – he could fire bolts of destructive energy. However, the bolts were too slow to hit someone who was ready for them, which was why his primary magic was so important. After blasting people with sound, hitting them while they were disoriented and confused should have been straightforward.


  Timmy was making life difficult. His makeshift walls and barriers had taken the edge off the constant barrage of sound, and the energy bolts detonated upon impact rather than passing through his defences. He flung some stone at the other mage, but the other man could use his sound defensively as well. The stone screeched to a halt and tumbled to the ground. Timmy’s lips curled. He had a plan.


  Ignoring the blood trickling out of his ears – he’d have to splash some healing potion on them later – he took off his cloak and hurled it toward the other mage. At the same time, he charged forward and flung several sharp pieces of stone at his opponent. As he had expected, the mage focused on stopping the stones before taking aim at him with his sound magic again. It wasn’t a bad idea – Timmy was finally out in the open – but Timmy wasn’t done yet. He threw his shovel, forcing the other man to duck, as he closed the gap between them and reached up to catch his cloak. A smile crossed his lips as he wrapped the garment around his opponent’s head.


  Once upon a time, Timmy had made the mistake of trying to sneak around with things in the pockets of his cloak. It hadn’t worked. Even a few stray coins clinking together could easily give him away, and his master had punished him whenever he’d been able to catch him. Timmy’s solution had been to sew runes and seals into his cloak to muffle any sounds it made. He’d also noticed that whenever the other mage used his sound magic, he opened his mouth. It was likely that he had to make the sounds his magic amplified. Well, he’d have a much harder time doing it now. With the cloak wrapped around his head, any sounds the other mage made would be completely muffled. With a growl, Timmy tightened the cloak around the mage’s head as he drove one knee up into his gut. The man folded, and Timmy repeated the attack. If he couldn’t breathe, then he couldn’t make any sounds either. As the man’s struggles weakened, he tried to summon one of his bolts of destructive energy. Timmy grunted and hoisted him up into the air before slamming him into the ground. He went limp, and Timmy gave him a precautionary kick to the head to make sure he was actually unconscious before he put his cloak back on and went to grab his shovel. The man was out like a light. Timmy’s lips twitched. Nobody ever expected a necromancer to close in for melee combat. It just wasn’t done – right up until it was.


  * * *


  “Did your master just throw that other mage?” the princess asked.


  Katie winced. That throw must have hurt, not to mention the kick afterward. They’d exited the chamber just in time to see her master throw his cloak before covering his opponent’s head with it and beating him up. “He does that.” As her master splashed some healing potion onto his ears, she frowned. He must have burst his eardrums or something if he needed a potion.


  “Are you okay?” Katie asked as he walked toward them.


  He rubbed his ears and nodded. “That’s better. I can actually hear things now. I’m fine. The other guy – not so much.” He nodded at the princess. “Oh, and good evening, Your Highness. We’ll have you out of here shortly.”


  “Hopefully,” Katie said. “I mean… we had to have beaten most of the guards by now, right?”


  “Katie, what have I told you about tempting fate?” Her master looked around suspiciously. “Now, we’re probably going to have to fight off at least another hundred of them.”


  “That’s just superstition, master –”


  As if in answer to her master’s concerns, a hidden passageway opened up behind him. A lean, grizzled man in his fifties leapt at him with a dagger in either hand as more guards flooded into the room. Katie found herself being swept away from her master as Spot moved to put himself between her and the princess and the oncoming guards.


  “Watch the princess,” her master shouted. “I’ll deal with Lord Tarrick.”


  Katie’s eyes widened. The guy with the daggers was Lord Tarrick? This must be his final gambit then. He wouldn’t have exposed himself directly otherwise. She took a deep breath, and the shadows around her formed into a nest of writhing tendrils. Her master could take care of himself. She had to believe that. Right now, she needed to make sure they didn’t lose the princess.


  * * *


  According to his research, Lord Tarrick had once been an assassin of no small skill who had often worked for the Eternal Empire. Clearly, he hadn’t let himself get fat and lazy after becoming a crime lord. He was more than two decades older than Timmy, but he moved with the speed and ease of a man still in his prime. The daggers he wielded each glowed with magical power, and he could see the sheen of poison on them as well. A single touch, and Timmy was fairly sure he wouldn’t have to worry about renovating his castle anymore. Instead, he’d be worried about Katie somehow retrieving his body and giving him a decent burial. He would have liked to keep a closer eye on his apprentice – he’d bet this mission’s pay that the guards here were some of Lord Tarrick’s best – but the crime lord refused to give him the chance. Instead, he was a whirlwind of motion, his daggers coming within a hair’s breadth of Timmy’s throat, chest, and left leg in quick succession.


  “I hope you’re not too mad,” Timmy drawled as he tugged his other shovel off his back and parried a strike. He lunged for what he thought was an opening only for Lord Tarrick to somehow twist out of the way and nearly gut him. Damn. The crime lord was good. “You know, about us blowing up and robbing your compound before attacking your secret fortress.”


  Although his eyes gleamed dangerously, Lord Tarrick refused to be baited. Instead, he continued to press his assault with methodical precision. Honestly, if Timmy hadn’t been fighting for his life, he would have praised the older man for his skill. It was a pity Old Man wasn’t here. Duels to the death were more his style. Completely on the back foot and with Lord Tarrick not giving him any time to use his magic, Timmy had to rely on his wits and his shovels to ward off the storm of blows. Lord Tarrick wasn’t just good. He was brilliant.


  It had been years since Timmy had faced someone this good with daggers, and his cloak already had several gashes in it despite the protective runes and seals sewn onto the cloth. He also had a feeling that his haircut was no longer as symmetrical as it had been only a few minutes ago. On the upside, he had managed to avoid getting hit, but he hadn’t been able to get a reaction from the crime lord either. Lord Tarrick was not someone he could goad into making a mistake. He was too calm and professional for that. Instead, his plan was to press his assault, knowing that a single mistake from Timmy would grant him victory. A blindingly fast sequence of strikes and feints forced Timmy to drop one of his shovels or lose his hand – and possibly his life – and he bit back a curse. Why couldn’t Lord Tarrick have been a former bureaucrat instead of a former assassin?


  As the guards moved to recapture the princess, Spot let loose a tremendous roar that far outstripped his size. Instinctive terror had the guards flinching back, some ancient instinct warning them to flee despite Spot being so much smaller than an adult dragon. With another roar, Spot charged forward with Rembrandt on his heels. With the dragon spewing fire and biting and clawing anything he could reach, Rembrandt was free to fight with his usual murderous efficiency. He leapt from guard to guard, his sword and needles at the ready. Behind them, Katie remained close to the princess, but her shadows were in the thick of it. A spike here, a blade there, and a tendril over there – it was so very easy for Katie to attack with the guards focused on Spot and Rembrandt.


  A slash came within a quarter of an inch of his leg, and Timmy scowled. He needed to concentrate. There was no time to use his earth magic. Lord Tarrick was smart enough to stay as close as possible. A swipe at his face had him jerking his head back before a cut aimed at his ribs threatened to end the fight. He retreated, and his shovel flicked out in a bid to drive the crime lord back even half a step.


  The older man dodged the strike in a manner far too reminiscent of Timmy’s master for his liking, and he bit back a growl. How much longer could he keep this up? Timmy kept himself in great shape, but he could feel himself beginning to tire. The sound-based attacks from the mage he’d faced earlier must have sapped his strength more than he’d thought. Lord Tarrick had set a furious pace, and unlike Timmy, the crime lord hadn’t had to battle through wave after wave of guards. Timmy circled away, but the crime lord was right there to continue the assault. Perhaps he was imagining things, but he might have finally spotted something he could use. Lord Tarrick was just a fraction slower and more awkward to pull his left dagger back after he attacked. It looked as though his left wrist was a little stiffer than it should have been for a man so skilled with daggers. Was it the result of an old injury? Maybe. Or maybe Lord Tarrick simply hadn’t practiced quite enough to keep his left hand as flexible as it used to be. After all, being a crime lord was a full time job. Well, it was time to gamble. If things continued to go the way they had been going, Lord Tarrick would eventually wear him down. He needed to act now while he still had the speed to make it work.


  With a grimace, Timmy lunged forward and jammed his shovel down in a short, powerful strike. Lord Tarrick was forced into an awkward block with his left dagger, and Timmy wrenched his weapon to the side – hard. Pain flashed across the crime lord’s face, and his grip on the weapon faltered. The dagger clattered to the floor, but Lord Tarrick was already in motion. He thrust his remaining dagger toward Timmy’s chest. There was no time to bring the head of his shovel around to block the attack, but Timmy was ready. He deflected the blow with the handle of his shovel and kicked the older man in the chest. Lord Tarrick twisted away to take the edge off the kick, but it was still enough to knock him back, which gave Timmy the time and distance he needed to use his earth magic. Shards of stone pelted the crime lord. Lord Tarrick reeled back, and Timmy sent one of the smaller shards at his head. Lord Tarrick slumped to the ground unconscious. Timmy grinned. Lord Tarrick was not going to be happy when he woke up, especially since he’d be waking up to an interrogation. As Timmy moved to grab the downed crime lord, some of the guards moved away from Katie and the princess to protect their employer. They never got close enough to help.


  “Hello, bastards!” Avraniel crowed as she announced her arrival with a jet of white-hot flame that incinerated half a dozen guards. “I don’t suppose the treasury is nearby, is it?” Gerald scuttled along nervously behind her. He had swapped his frying pan for a shield of some sort, and from the head-shape dents in it, he’d put it to good use. The other guards gaped at the elf in disbelief, and she cackled. “Not going to answer? I guess I don’t need to keep you jerks alive then.”


  The remaining guards were soon either dead or running for their lives. Avraniel waved Spot over. The dragon bounded into her outstretched arms and nuzzled her happily. She didn’t seem to mind that he was covered in ash and gore. “Are you okay?” she asked. “I hope the twerp and the idiot have been taking good care of you.”


  Spot nodded and then turned to glare at the princess. They have… but the princess tried to hit me with a potted plant.


  “Did she now?” Avraniel drawled. The princess’s eyes widened comically, and she hastily retreated behind Katie. “How interesting.”


  “You can threaten her later,” Timmy said as Old Man and Amanda entered the antechamber with some of the rats. They had either been forced out of the hall or had decided that the narrower space of the corridors would make it more difficult for them to be overrun. “Right now, we need to leave, but fighting our way back to the front door is going to be a pain. Once they see we’ve got Lord Tarrick, they’ll fight extra hard because without him, they’re not getting paid.”


  “Give him to me.” Amanda hefted the unconscious crime lord over her shoulder as Gerald handed Timmy some restraints to put on him. “I can use some of my illusions to conceal us. We should be able to get to the front door without too much difficulty unless –”


  BOOM.


  The wall of the antechamber exploded. Wood and stone flew through the air, and Avraniel stepped through the hole in the wall and calmly blew another hole in the wall of the next room over.


  “What are you dumb bastards waiting for?” she asked. “Screw the front door. I can do this all day. Once we get to the outer wall of the building, the idiot can use his earth magic to get us back to the ground. We’ll have to double back to grab the rest of the rats and that zombie clam thing, but it’ll be easier than trying to sneak or fight our way out.” She shrugged. “And who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and hit the treasury along the way.”


  Timmy and the others looked at each other and then walked through the hole in the wall. They weren’t about to turn down a free shortcut.


  “Let’s go!”


  In shorter order, Avraniel had managed to carve a path to the exterior of the building. They didn’t hit the treasury, but they did hit several reliquaries, and she made sure to have Gerald empty them before they continued. Timmy used his earth magic to get them down by creating a ramp from the rock and stone in the courtyard below. They made a brief detour to grab the rest of the rats, as well as Boris and the remaining zombie warriors and zombie marksmen. The zombie hydra-drake-basilisk had spent the entire time wreaking havoc, and Timmy decided to keep it around to cover their retreat. It might not be as fast as a zombie wyvern, but they needed to do as much damage as they could on their way out to minimise the odds of being followed.


  “Did… did you do all of this yourselves?” Princess Calista asked as she eyed the devastation around them. The four corner towers were in flames, and large sections of the walls were either on fire on in ruins. The central building had a gaping hole in it courtesy of Avraniel, and the rest of the fortress was in shambles. Multiple buildings had been burnt, bombarded by boulders, melted by acid, or otherwise ruined during the raid. And that wasn’t even taking into account the bodies that littered the area. Timmy reached out with his magic to create some more zombies. They weren’t his best work, but they only needed to keep the remaining guards occupied for a little while longer.


  “Yep.” Timmy made sure the princess was securely tied to his zombie wyvern. He doubted she had much experience flying one, and he was not about let her fall off after all the hard work they’d done to rescue her. “But don’t worry, we’re the good guys. Well, mostly – at least relative to them.”


  The zombie hydra-drake-basilisk unleashed yet another tide of acid that melted stone and sent people scrambling for cover. As the slower and less fortunate guards were reduced to puddles of goo, the princess could only gape in horrified amazement. “Are you sure you’re the good guys?”


  “Pretty sure.” Timmy glanced at Katie. She was on the other zombie wyvern and ready to go. “We’re leaving. Avraniel and Spot, cover our retreat.”


  As the zombie wyverns took to the skies, the elf and the dragon rained fire down on the fortress. Anything that wasn’t already on fire was swiftly set alight, and anyone who tried to launch projectiles at them was either forced to retreat or incinerated beneath an avalanche of flame. The very last thing to leave was the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk. It lumbered into the air and fired off several more volleys of acid before adding insult to injury and melting the flag that had somehow managed to stay aloft above the central building.


  Mission accomplished.


  
Chapter Six


  The port city of Galeran was one of the most orderly cities in the Combine, largely due to it being run by the merchants’ guild. The guild had used a combination of both legal and extra-legal means to crush any criminal organisations within the city and its surroundings. It turned out that ensuring the election of honest officials while hiring plenty of assassins and mercenaries to weed out aspiring crime lords was an effective way to deal with organised crime and conducive to good business. Displaying the mangled bodies of the aforementioned aspiring crime lords in cages hung from the city walls didn’t hurt either. It was grisly, but it got the point across.


  The crime lords that ruled much of the Combine were not welcome in Galeran.


  Timmy had selected this port for their exit strategy because flying all the way to the Shimmering Isles would have been both risky and tiring. The local leaders also owed him a few favours. Using regular troops to deal with the roving bands of marauders that had become increasingly common since the downfall of the monarchy could be incredibly expensive and time consuming. It was much easier to hire a necromancer, and it came with the added amusement of watching the zombies of one band of marauders kill other bands of marauders. The efficiency and irony of it had certainly appealed to some of the more powerful merchants, and they’d even given him a bonus for ‘accidentally’ unleashing the zombie marauders upon a neighbouring city that had made some unfortunate comments about expanding into their territory.


  They wouldn’t have to worry about Lord Tarrick’s forces pursuing them into the city either. Years of raids, banditry, and theft had turned the merchants’ guild and Lord Tarrick into bitter enemies. The sheer amount of damage they’d done to the crime lord’s compound and fortress made Timmy wonder how many people he had left, to say nothing of his greatly diminished funds following Avraniel’s looting of anything she could get her hands on. With his lieutenants either dead or in custody and with very little of his wealth remaining or accessible, it was entirely possible that most of the survivors would simply cut their losses and leave. A few might try to set up criminal organisations of their own, but it would be decades before they got anywhere close to the power Lord Tarrick had wielded. Anyone from his organisation that was foolish enough to enter Galeran would be killed on sight and added to the cages that lined the walls.


  And speaking of the crime lord, they’d kept him bound and gagged the entire time. They’d tried to interrogate him, but he’d glared mightily and had refused to speak a single word about his organisation or his backers. He had, however, gone into great detail describing what he would do to them if he ever managed to escape. Spot had overheard some of the threats and had promptly attempted to eat him. It had taken Avraniel, Amanda, and Chomp to drag him off before he could do any permanent damage. Spot did not like being threatened, and he definitely wasn’t going to let anyone threaten his friends.


  However, Timmy wasn’t worried about Lord Tarrick escaping. He’d asked the demolition rats to hide a small explosive on him. There was a tiny bomb full of hydra acid just waiting to melt Lord Tarrick’s chest if he ever stepped out of line. Timmy had also drawn a few runes and seals onto the crime lord’s body. If, by some miracle, the crime lord managed to escape, he was not going to live long enough to do anything.


  As useless as all of Lord Tarrick’s bluster was, Timmy wasn’t inclined to put up with it either. Once they were safely at sea, he’d send Amanda over to bite him and take a merry jaunt through his mind. He doubted there was a man alive who could resist the ancient’s powers once she’d managed to sink her fangs into him. If she happened to break a few things while rummaging around, well, Timmy wasn’t going to shed any tears for him.


  In the meantime, they were staying at a large house near the docks while they recovered and awaited the arrival of their ship. Timmy had spent the past day sorting out a few last minute details with the local authorities and the merchants’ guild. With Lord Tarrick’s organisation in ruins, now was the perfect time for them to strike and finish the job that Timmy and the others had started. More than one merchant who’d suffered heavy losses due to the crime lord’s predations was eager to march on his fortress, and with the damage they’d done to it, Timmy doubted it would last long against even a straightforward assault.


  Just for fun, they’d let Chomp spend time watching Lord Tarrick. The former assassin turned crime lord had eyed the massive dog warily while Chomp seemed inordinately pleased to be guarding something again. Timmy hadn’t dealt with any labyrinth hounds before, but guarding things was supposedly one of the activities they enjoyed the most. Chomp was still a bit cranky about being left behind during the attack on the fortress, but Avraniel had already begun to put the dog through his paces. The next time they had to attack a fortress, Chomp would be ready.


  While they waited for the ship to arrive, Timmy was also treated to the wonderful sight of his apprentice trying – and mostly failing – to make conversation with Princess Calista. In Katie’s defence, it wasn’t like being an apprentice necromancer gave her plenty of opportunities to socialise with other children, and the princess was in the same boat. Royalty was not conducive to casual conversation, and necromancers and princesses didn’t exactly have a lot in common. Indeed, his apprentice aside, the other young necromancers he’d met tended to be a fairly unsociable bunch. About half of them had a tendency to be excessively violent, another quarter were less violent but still moderately psychotic, and the vast majority of the remainder had a litany of issues ranging from pyromania to an unhealthy obsession with brewing bootleg alcohol. In fairness, Timmy had tried some of that alcohol. Young Trevor might be a fairly middling apprentice, but his whiskey was a thing of beauty. If necromancy didn’t work out for him, a career in making whiskey probably would. If Trevor couldn’t find the money to get started, then Timmy would be happy to send some money his way in exchange for a cut of the profits. With a war coming up, good whiskey would be worth its weight in gold.


  It was mildly terrifying to realise that he was, in all likelihood, the very proud master of arguably the most normal and well-adjusted apprentice in the world of necromancy. What did it say when a ten-year-old girl who spent most of her time hanging around with eldritch horrors, dragons, ninja rats, and former criminals who were basically walking natural disasters was considered eminently normal? Oh well. As long as she didn’t turn out like his master, he’d consider it a job well done, not that he could imagine Katie pulling off the alcoholic deranged swordsman look.


  Katie simply wasn’t good enough with a blade although one of their new maids – who was an assassin by trade – had been making a concerted effort to teach her more. Katie had taken to daggers reasonably well, but her attempts to swing a great sword had gone hilariously awry. The weapon had been bigger than she was. Old Man had also kindly offered to teach her how to use a sword, but they’d yet to set up a proper schedule since they were so busy with missions. She was very lucky. Unless Timmy badly missed his guess, Old Man was the greatest swordsman alive, and there was a good chance that he might be the best swordsman to ever live. He’d yet to see the older man break a sweat in a contest of swordsmanship, and Timmy was no slouch himself. He wasn’t on the same level as his master had been, but he’d yet to land a decent hit on Old Man despite having sparred him many times.


  Setting aside the strangeness of the recent events, the princess’s mood had risen considerably after she’d learned they would be travelling by sea. She had been justifiably outraged by her kidnapping, and she may or may not have tried to bribe Spot into ignoring Timmy’s instructions and eating Lord Tarrick. Apparently, she’d realised how much Spot liked chocolate and had managed to scavenge some from somewhere. Thankfully, Amanda had been around to put a stop to it before Spot could accomplish anything more serious than nibbling on the crime lord’s shoes.


  Spot had not been happy about having to spare Lord Tarrick, but Amanda had pointed out that giving Lord Tarrick to the princess’s father would ensure they got an even bigger reward. A bigger reward meant more treasure, and Spot had definitely begun to develop a draconic love for treasure. Still, Timmy had to hand it to the princess. After initially earning the dragon’s ire for trying to bash him over the head with a potted plant – which wouldn’t have done anything except make him mad – she had wisely done her best to win him over. Besides, after she’d gotten over her initial terror, she seemed to find the reptile fascinating and friendly, especially since she now knew she wasn’t on the menu.


  Katie hadn’t noticed it yet, but the princess was clearly familiar with ships. The calluses on her hands were the kind that came from scaling rigging and handling ropes, and her tan could only have come from frequent exposure to the sun. The Shimmering Isles were famous throughout the world for their navy, and no member of the royal family could ever hope to gain the navy’s respect without being willing to spend some time out on the open sea. The current king had served in the navy with distinction, and he was famous for leading several campaigns against raiders, pirates, and other seafaring miscreants himself.


  Unfortunately, that left his apprentice and the princess with precious little to talk about. Doing his best not to appear too obvious, he listened to the two children – and they were still children despite their occupations – try and mostly fail to make conversation. Ah, to be ten years old again – or not. At that age, he’d been doing his best to survive his master’s drunken and increasingly insane and deadly tests and training exercises. However, listening still gave him plenty of amusement as he enjoyed an afternoon snack although he would have to keep a close eye on Spot. The young dragon had toddled over after smelling chicken, and it was only a matter of time before he finished his share and tried to wheedle Timmy into handing over some of his. If there was one nice thing about being near the castle, it was having ready access to a growing herd of cattle for Spot to enjoy. At least Rembrandt was with Katie. If he’d been closer, Timmy would have had to worry about the rodent stealing some of his grapes. Knowing Rembrandt, he’d team up with Spot, and Timmy would find himself besieged on two fronts.


  “So… um… I like your dragon.”


  “Technically, he’s not my dragon.” Katie adjusted her glasses, and Timmy bit back a grin. She only did that if she was either very nervous or deep in thought. He could easily imagine what was going through her mind right now. She was probably trying to reason her way through the conversation, applying her immense intelligence and knowledge to the task instead of simply going with the flow. She could face down hordes of armed guards, but a regular conversation with another girl her age was enough to put her on edge. It brought a smile to his lips. It was good for Katie to be reminded that she wasn’t just a necromancer. She’d have plenty of time to become a stodgy ruler of darkness and death when she was older, but she would only be young once. “Avraniel is his mother.”


  “An elf is his mother?” Calista fiddled with the charm around her neck. Like Katie’s gesture, it was something she did when she was nervous. The charm belonged to one of the many gods of the sea and ocean that the Shimmering Isles worshipped, and there was some protective magic woven into it too. It hadn’t been enough to save her from getting kidnapped, but there were ways to deal with charms. Timmy knew dozens. “But… how does that even work? I mean… there are stories of dragons taking on human form, but wouldn’t that still be, you know, really weird?”


  Katie blinked and stared at the princess for a few moments before she realised what the other girl had implied. “No!” she blurted before lowering her voice as Spot stopped eyeing Timmy’s chicken long enough to turn his silver gaze toward the two girls. “I mean… she found his egg, and she’s been raising him ever since. It’s not like he’s been around for long. He might be over seven feet long, but he’s not even a year old.”


  “Oh.” Calista gaped at Spot. It was hard to blame her. He was the equivalent of a baby amongst dragons – a fire-breathing, armour-shredding, people-mangling baby. “Well, I am sorry about trying to hit him with a potted plant. It wouldn’t have done much good, would it?”


  Katie giggled. “No. He’s too tough for that. All you’d have done is make him mad, and I don’t think you want him mad at you.”


  Timmy managed to swallow a laugh. The audacity of someone trying to hit him with a potted plant was likely what had offended Spot the most. He was a dragon. One did not simply hit a dragon with a potted plant without consequences. He’d have been less angry if she’d used a sword. Seemingly bored with the conversation, Spot went back to eyeing Timmy’s lunch. The dragon was making more and more obvious moves toward it – Spot was awful at subtlety – and Timmy rolled off his eyes before breaking off a piece of chicken and throwing it to Spot.


  “The rest is mine. If you want more, go to the kitchen. They will make you some.”


  Spot chirped happily and devoured the piece of chicken before turning back to Timmy and making the draconic equivalent of puppy dog eyes. Considering his teeth were big enough to make short work of a grown man, he was nevertheless disturbingly cute and adorable. Thankfully, Timmy was immune.


  “Nice try, Spot. But I clean your teeth, and I’ve seen you eat people.”


  However, Spot wasn’t the only one who’d gotten hungry. Avraniel sauntered over with a plate of food for herself and several chickens for Spot. She put the chickens down in front of Spot and sat at the table. With a smirk on her face, she put her feet up and began to eat. The two girls looked at her expectantly. Avraniel looked back – and kept her feet resolutely on the table.


  The elf cackled. “You two should wait until you’re as strong as the people eater before even thinking of asking me to get my feet off the table. And you should thank the twerp, princess. If you’d actually hit Spot with that cactus, he might have eaten you.”


  Spot looked up from the chicken he was savouring – he’d chosen to nibble on it patiently rather than simply inhale it – and gave the princess the draconic equivalent of a warning look. It had not escaped Timmy’s notice that the dragon had eyed the potted plant near the princess warily before deciding to sit next to him. Don’t try it again… stupid.


  “I am not!” Calista shot back before realising she was arguing with a dragon. However, she must have grown much more comfortable in their presence because she drew herself up to her full height with regal composure. Timmy snickered as Katie looked at her enviously and sighed. They were almost the same age, but the difference in height was impossible to miss. Katie was definitely on the short side for her age, whereas the princess was very tall. “I was simply concerned that my captors had come up with some new way to torment me. Surely, I can be forgiven for thinking that a dragon might be a villain.”


  Spot responded by drawing himself up and flaring his wings. Despite the stubbiness of his tail and the relative shortness of his neck, he nevertheless made for an impressive sight. I am not a villain! Dragons are good!


  “Of course, you’re not a villain.” Avraniel scratched Spot under the chin as the dragon sank back onto all fours. As he grew older, it would become easier for him to stand on two legs for longer periods of time. However, for the time being, going around on all fours was much more comfortable. It did not help that his head was bigger than it should be in proportion to the rest of him, as were his teeth. Lately, though, Timmy had noticed a slight shift in the dragon’s growth. He had a feeling that the next few of feet of growth would see Spot begin to acquire more normal proportions.


  “In fairness,” Timmy pointed out. “Not all dragons are good.” Spot glared, but he continued. “A lot of them are famous for burning cities, eating random villagers, stealing heaps of stuff, and that sort of thing.” He nodded at Spot. “That doesn’t mean you’re bad, but dragons do have a reputation. It’s like necromancers. Enough of us are evil that it’s hard to blame people for making assumptions.” He grinned. “And you were covered in blood, gore, and ash when you found the princess.”


  “She should learn to think things through,” Avraniel said. She took a bite out of her chicken sandwich and then reached for some pepper. “They needed you alive and unharmed, princess, because they wanted your father to work with them. The second you ended up dead or seriously wounded, your father was going to call up his fleet, sail over here, and burn everything to the ground. Even torturing you would be risky since you’re young, and there’s always a chance something could go wrong.” She bared her teeth. “And Spot isn’t some random dragon. He’s my dragon. I raised him. He’s not going to eat anyone unless they deserve it.” She laughed. “And only an idiot would use a dragon for torture. They might play with their food from time to time, but they always end up eating it.”


  Calista looked a little queasy. “I… I see.” She nodded at Spot. “In any case, I do owe you an apology, Spot. I’m sorry.” She extended her hand.


  Spot nudged her hand with his head. Give me food.


  “Words are wind, princess. If you want to apologise, get him something interesting to eat. You guys have great seafood in the Shimmering Isles, right? I remember hearing that somewhere.” She growled. “I never got any good seafood when I was a kid. Damn that stupid forest and those stupid elves.”


  Calista clapped her hands together in delight. “Of course! Our waters are teeming with delicacies of all kinds from sea urchins, tropical spike fish, and giant tuna to crimson octopi, lemon sharks, lobsters, and even reef snakes.” Spot’s eyes had gone wide at the mention of so many new things to taste. He was practically drooling. “Fear not, Spot. When we arrive, I shall ensure you have a chance to try all of our finest delicacies.”


  Spot nodded. Apology accepted. He tilted his head to one side. Can I catch some?


  “Catch some? I suppose you could. Some of them are caught easily enough, but others can only be found lurking in the deepest waters that are home to the deadliest sharks and man-eating giant squids.”


  Spot shrugged. I’m a dragon.


  “That… is a very good point.” The princess nudged Katie with her elbow. “Will he really be okay?”


  “Oh.” Katie startled. She wasn’t used to children her age touching her. Most children were terrified of her shadows despite her excellent control over them. “It’s true that dragons are best known for flying and breathing fire, but they’re actually quite well suited to water as well. Spot can swim very well, and he can hold his breath for very long periods of time. If anything does try to grab him, he can either claw it, bite it, or…”


  Spot grinned toothily. A mantle of flame enveloped him although his control was good enough to keep it from setting everything around them on fire. Mother taught me this!


  Timmy raised one eyebrow. The mantle of flames that Avraniel could create was one of her most useful skills. The flames not only kept people from getting close but they also acted as a shield of sorts, disintegrating incoming projectiles and dulling any attacks that did mange to get through. “I didn’t know dragons could do that.”


  The elf had moved on from her sandwich to some roasted potatoes and carrots. “Most of them could do it if they ever bothered to learn how, but they’ve got their scales. They don’t need it. I taught Spot since it might come in handy.” She glanced at the knife she was using before beckoning Spot over. It wasn’t sharp enough, so she began to use the scales that ran along his spine to hone the edge. “Spot isn’t very big yet. If someone used the right kind of net or rope, there’s a chance they could tie him up long enough to hit him with something that would hurt him. Not anymore. The second someone tries to tie him up, he can burn his way out.”


  “That’s a good point.” He smiled. “Good work.” He’d heard stories of dragons that got into trouble because their mouths had somehow been kept shut. Although dragons breathed fire, there was nothing, at least in principle, to stop them using their magic to create fire in and around any part of their body. It wouldn’t be as powerful, but even a weaker version of dragon fire was still incredibly potent.


  “I didn’t do it for you, idiot. I did it for Spot.”


  “It certainly seems like a handy skill to have.” The princess nodded firmly. “Very well, Spot. I can speak to some fisherman and have them show you where to look. They might even enjoy having you around since I doubt sharks and their ilk would wish to face you.”


  I eat sharks.


  “He does,” Katie said. “Whenever we go to the beach, he always goes looking for one to eat. I almost feel bad for them since it’s such an unfair fight.” She gestured, and her shadows formed into shapes to accompany her words. “Imagine you’re a shark. You’re swimming along peacefully, minding your own business when a dragon dives out of the sky, knifes through the water, and hits you in the spine with claws and teeth that can carve through steel. The next thing you know you’re being hauled into the air and dumped on a beach.”


  Calista grimaced. “It does sound awfully unfair when you put it like that.”


  Avraniel pointed her knife at the princess. “Combat is all about being unfair, princess. Don’t get me wrong. Fighting fair might make sense in a training exercise, a sparring match, or an exhibition bout, but in real combat – when you and your opponent are trying to kill each other – fighting unfair is the way to go. Do they have a bag leg? Kick them in the leg. Are they wearing something highly flammable? Set them on fire.” She looked at Katie. “As the twerp said about her zombies. They’re all about fighting unfair. Look at the giant thing they had killing everything back at the fortress. It had hydra acid, a petrifying gaze, and wings. That’s about as unfair as it gets.”


  “So how is it being a necromancer in training?” the princess asked Katie.


  “It’s been… good.” Katie seemed taken aback that the princess hadn’t immediately reached for a stake or a pitchfork. It was, after all, one of the more common reactions when people found out someone was a necromancer. Indeed, it was not a coincidence that stake and pitchfork sales jumped in areas plagued by malevolent necromancers. Timmy considered it a badge of honour that stake and pitchfork sales in his domain had been steady for years. The villagers might not all like him, but they could tell that things had improved since he’d been put in charge.


  “Out of interest,” Calista said. “How does one become a necromancer’s apprentice? We don’t have necromancers in the Shimmering Isles, so I’m not familiar with how things are done.” She made a face. “Although you needn’t worry. Since we’ve never had to worry about necromancers, there aren’t any laws in place criminalising it. Frankly, I’m not sure if having so many islands would be good for creating a massive zombie army.”


  “Well…” Katie glanced at him for permission, and Timmy shrugged. If she wanted to talk about her past, he wasn’t going to stop her. “I had a dog – I still have him, actually – named Patches. When he died I really, really didn’t want him to stay dead, so I used my magic to bring him back as a zombie. I could tell that he was still Patches – a willing soul can be put back into a zombie, so it retains its personality and everything – but my family didn’t like it. They left me at my master’s castle, and I’ve been there ever since.”


  “Oh.” Calista sighed. “I’m sorry.” Her lips twitched. “You know, I think I’ve apologised more in the past few days than I have in the rest of my life. I truly did not mean to bring up bad memories.”


  “It’s okay.” Katie smiled faintly and fiddled with her glasses. “I like it better at the castle anyway. The village where my family lives isn’t very big, and everyone there is a farmer or a craftsman. I don’t think I’d ever fit in there, but I do fit in as a necromancer. Plus, I wouldn’t have met all the friends I have now if I had stayed, especially people like Sam.”


  “Sam?”


  “Sam is a protoplasmic horror from another dimension with an addiction to cake.” Timmy shook his head as Avraniel added a mountain of pepper to the chicken Spot was eating. Only a dragon could eat that much pepper and not suffer a heart attack. “But don’t worry. He’s really friendly once you get to know him, so long as you don’t try to steal his cake. He doesn’t like that.”


  The princess laughed before slowly trailing off when she realised that no one else was laughing. “He’s joking, right? Right?”


  “No.” Katie used her shadows to make a rough silhouette of the form Sam usually took. “He kind of looks like that only way bigger. It’s also hard to show all of the details. Think lots of eyes, teeth, tentacles, and claws although he can basically do whatever he wants with his body anyway.” She paused. “I’d show you a picture, but looking at it could drive you insane since you’re not used to him.”


  “I… I see.”


  “You don’t – but you will if you ever meet him.” Timmy raised his voice. “Amanda, could you and Gerald come here? Bring Old Man too.” He doubted Gerald or Old Man would be able to hear him from the dining room, but the ancient vampire’s hearing was exceptionally keen, and both Gerald and Old Man were with some of the ninja rats. The deadly rodents should have no problems hearing him.


  Once the others had arrived, Timmy turned his attention back to the princess. “Now, princess, there are a few things we need to talk about.”


  “Of course.” Calista visibly straightened in her chair. “I am a princess, so I am not altogether ignorant on matters such as these.” She took a brief moment to compose herself. “I am thankful for your kind treatment and for being freed of Lord Tarrick, yet I assume you have your own reasons for doing so – reasons you are about to share.”


  “Exactly.” Timmy grinned and lifted his plate of food up into the air before Spot could grab anything from it. The dragon huffed and nudged Timmy’s leg hopefully. The necromancer shook his head. Spot still had plenty of his own food. “And by revealing those reasons to you, we’re hoping you can help your father make the right decision.” It went unspoken that as her father’s only child and heir, there was a good chance that he would at least hear her out despite her age.


  “A decision in your favour, I imagine.”


  “Yes.” Timmy chuckled. “I like you. You’re a lot like my apprentice although I doubt you can do taxes as well as she can.”


  Amanda took over from there. Even if Calista didn’t know who she was, there was no doubt whatsoever in the princess’s mind that Amanda was nobility, important nobility. Everything about the woman oozed power and sophistication. Even her accent was slightly different from the others, a product of both her great age and of spending her formative years as a noble.


  “The situation is simple, Your Highness. War is coming. Everton and the Eternal Empire are going to fight. It is simply a matter of deciding when and where to begin open hostilities.”


  “So… it is that serious?” Calista sagged back in her chair. “I had heard rumours from some of the servants and from some of my tutors, but I had hoped they were exaggerating.” Her gaze sharpened, and she sat back up. “And with my kingdom’s position…”


  “The Shimmering Isles are close enough to Everton that they would serve as an excellent base of operations for the empire’s fleets. Our outlying islands would immediately come under attack, and if those fell, our mainland would be badly exposed. Kidnapping you was done in a bid to secure your father’s cooperation. We have documents and other evidence proving that the empire not only aided Lord Tarrick’s ascent in the criminal world but also was responsible for him abducting you. Your kidnapping was conducted at their behest, and they provided him with the naval assets he needed to accomplish it.”


  Calista’s jaw tightened, and steel entered her eyes. “Go on.”


  “The empire is also concerned because your kingdom is within striking distance of several of their more important forward naval bases. Those bases are crucial to their ability to project naval power since their mainland is a substantial distance from ours. If, however, Everton was allowed to dock and resupply in your territory…”


  “You could do what they aspire to and mount an offensive of your own.” Calista looked at Timmy. “Can I assume this is what your backers intend to ask my father for?”


  “Something along those lines.” Timmy was tempted to ruffle her hair. The expression on her face reminded him so much of his apprentice. “Your father has taught you well.”


  “He has had to. I am his only child, and despite facing substantial pressure to remarry and produce additional children, my father has thus far refused. I must be ready to succeed him at any time. He has been most thorough in my education, especially with regards to our navy.” Her hands folded together in her lap. “The navy is the lifeblood of my kingdom. Without it, we would have been conquered long ago. The navy would never accept a ruler who doesn’t understand them. My father had the benefit of proving himself against pirates, smugglers, and other miscreants. I am too young to do that, but I have still spent plenty of time doing what I can, whether it is climbing rigging, running errands, or learning how to command a vessel. An idle princess would have no hope of winning the navy’s respect.”


  “My master always says the best way to learn something is to try it yourself.” Katie shrugged. “Although he was talking about building composite zombies not joining the navy.”


  Calista blinked. “What is a composite zombie?”


  “Composite zombies are made from the parts of more than one creature, and they are usually visibly different from the original forms of the creatures involved.” Katie used her shadows to create a shadowy miniature replica of the towering zombie they’d deployed during the attack on the fortress. “This is the zombie hydra-drake-basilisk you saw when we were rescuing you.”


  “I will admit I was rather panicked at the time. I can only remember something very big with wings.” She peered at the shadowy replica. “How do you make one?”


  “The first thing you have to worry about is physically connecting everything since necromantic magic will generally flow through the body as long as it’s in one piece, but you also have to make sure –”


  Timmy cleared his throat. “What we’re trying to say, princess, is that while we’re happy to give you back to your father to ensure the empire has no leverage over your kingdom, we would be even happier if he would permit us to launch attacks from your territory. We wouldn’t be expecting your kingdom to contribute troops or supplies. Letting us dock at a few of your islands would be enough.”


  “Are you absolutely certain that war is coming?” Calista asked. “This isn’t just another skirmish? After all, Everton and the empire have been skirmishing for centuries.”


  “Yes.” Amanda’s gaze turned distant, and Timmy had a feeling she was remembering events from long before even Avraniel had been born. “I have seen this before, Your Highness. The proxy wars have already escalated well beyond their usual levels. They are no longer mere skirmishes but legitimate battles between allied and affiliated nations as Everton and the empire jockey for advantages and ready their full strengths. The movement of supplies is unmistakable, and logistics never lie. Soon – within a year at the very latest – war will come. I assume you know how the last war went.”


  The princess swallowed thickly and nodded. Everyone knew about the First War between Everton and the empire. It was the stuff of legends. At the heart of the conflict had been the First Council, all of them whom had been incredibly powerful. They had stood against the emperor and his Lords of Magic. No one knew the exact details – except for those involved – but after the war had ground to a bloody stalemate, the emperor had launched what he hoped would be a decisive strike. That final battle had taken place on Everton’s soil, and it had involved hundreds of thousands of troops and magic of unbelievable power. The final result had indeed been decisive, albeit not in the manner the emperor had hoped. The emperor had been killed, his Lords of Magic had taken heavy losses, and the rest of the empire’s forces had suffered massive casualties as they retreated in panic and disorder. Yet Everton had not emerged for the conflict unscathed. They too had suffered many, many casualties. The climactic phase of the battle – a titanic contest between the First Council and the Emperor and his most elite Lords of Magic – had created a gigantic crater that had taken centuries to fix.


  “Will it be that bad?” Calista whispered.


  “Both Everton and the empire have grown stronger since the First War. It may well be worse.”


  The princess paled, but Timmy was inclined to agree with Amanda, as much as he hoped she was wrong. Both Everton and the empire were stronger than they had been during the First War. Both nations had also been planning for the coming conflict for some time. Neither of them was naïve enough to think the uneasy ceasefire would last forever, and both knew how steep the price of failure would be. If Everton lost, it would be subsumed into the empire once more. If the empire lost, it could fragment, its many territories all vying for independence once the empire no longer had the strength to control them.


  “You have given me a lot to think about,” Calista murmured. “If this conflict is as large as you suspect it will be, then I doubt any nation will have the chance to remain neutral.” She wrung her hands together. “If the empire were to take the Shimmering Isles, I doubt they would be kind enough to leave once the war finished, yet helping Everton is not a decision my kingdom can make lightly.”


  “All we ask is that you think about it.” Timmy nodded at Amanda. “If you have any questions, ask Amanda. She’s better at the whole politics thing. Me? I like my castle, my zombies, and a full treasury.” He helped himself to some more food. “And a full stomach isn’t bad either, is it, Spot?”


  Spot trilled in agreement – and tried to swipe some chicken off his plate.


  * * *


  Katie watched the surface of the ocean as the ship cut through the water. Her master had hired a small but swift vessel of nondescript appearance that was operated by a smuggler known for both his loyalty to his employers and his discretion. A larger ship might have afforded them stronger defences, but it would also attract far more attention. It was better to keep a low profile until they were further from the Combine and the possibility of reprisal from Lord Tarrick’s forces, or what was left of them, anyway.


  Their destination was an island in independent waters where they would be meeting up with Jake who would take them the rest of the way to the Shimmering Isles. A dreadnought was not the fastest ship around, but it would deter all but the strongest of opponents. Further away from the Combine and in the open waters between nations, strength was important. They could easily fight off pirates, but not having to fight them at all was far better. Knowing her master, he would also take the opportunity to introduce Jake to Calista’s father. Only a trusted captain would be allowed to take a foreign dreadnought into the Shimmering Isles’ waters, but helping to return Calista safely should be enough to win over the king. And if Jake could dock in the Shimmering Isles, he would be in a much better position to attack imperial ships.


  “You’re deep in thought, Little Miss.”


  Katie giggled. Old Man had a knack for sneaking up on people. She’d even seen him sneak up on Spot, which was no easy task. The dragon had made a distinctly un-draconic squawk before rounding on Old Man with a glare and a puff of smoke. “I’m just thinking,” she said. “About how different things might have been if I hadn’t become a necromancer.”


  “Ah. So you are still thinking about the princess’s question.” Old Man settled down beside her. He seemed at home on a ship, and he was carving something out of some driftwood. It was a toy of some sort. He liked to carve toys and give them away to the children of the villagers who lived near the castle although he’d also made some for Spot. The dragon’s favourite was a wooden egg carved to resemble the one he’d hatched from. Spot had asked her master to put runes and seals on it because a wooden egg could easily be damaged, and he had happily added it to his makeshift hoard. Sometimes, she saw him curl up to it, and she wondered if he wanted siblings. Her master believed the reason he often snuck into her bed was because she was the closest thing he had to a sibling. Oh well, if they happened to find another dragon egg somewhere without a dragon to take care of it, they could always bring it back with them. She wasn’t surprised Old Man was good with a knife. He was incredible with a sword. “You know,” he began. “I have often wondered how my life might have gone if I hadn’t taken up the sword.”


  “Oh?”


  “My family were warriors – every single one of us for however many generations back we cared to look.” His voice was calm, but his eyes held the shadow of old, well-trodden grief. “It was simply part of us, and we were very, very good at it, the best some would say. But as a youth, there were times when I dreamed of being something else.”


  “What did you dream of being?” Katie asked. Spot was circling overhead, eager to burn off some of the excess energy he’d accumulated. Avraniel was shouting out commands, and he was doing his best to follow them. Katie had always known that dragons were incredible in the air, but Spot had driven the point home. He was so young, but it was already difficult to imagine anything matching his agility in the air. Naturally, Spot was soon distracted by a passing whale, and he seemed to seriously consider attacking the huge creature before realising it was far too big for even him to drag out of the water, not to mention the ship they were on was too small to fit such a massive animal on the deck.


  “A gardener,” Old Man said. “I used to dream of tending to the imperial gardens of my homeland.” He stared out over the water, and a fond smile crossed his lips. “They were beautiful, Little Miss, so beautiful, and I had so many plans to improve them further. However, things went… poorly. I ended up in the family business, and the imperial gardens, I am sad to say, ended up in flames.” He shook his head. “They weren’t completely destroyed, but I doubt they are the same. It took centuries of work to make them so beautiful, and I wasn’t around to see them rebuilt. Perhaps one day, I’ll get a chance to find out what happened.” He looked at her. “What about you, Little Miss? If you had not become your master’s apprentice, what would you have liked to do instead?”


  “Hmm…” Katie frowned. “I don’t know. I really like what I’m doing now. I can’t imagine myself doing anything else. I’m not sure how to explain it, but being a necromancer feels right. It’s like… I was meant to be a necromancer.”


  “Then consider yourself fortunate,” Old Man said. “Few ever find their place in life, but it sounds as though you may have found yours.” He glanced to the side as the princess walked toward them with Chomp trailing after her. The huge dog had been tasked with seeing to her safety since Lord Tarrick was currently being guarded by a handful of Timmy’s zombie warriors. Amanda had also trapped him in an illusion that kept him unaware of his surroundings, just to be on the safe side. “Good morning, Calista.”


  “Good morning to you both.” The princess was in much higher spirits now that they were on the open sea. She had even helped to complete some of the tasks around the ship with the ease of frequent practice, and the sailors had quickly taken a liking to the girl who they’d been told was the daughter of a wealthy merchant captain. She’d also shown a knack for reading the wind. As far as Katie could tell, it was a combination of education and experience rather than magic, and the princess had lived next to the sea her whole life. “I happened to overhear your conversation. I too have contemplated what I would do if I wasn’t who I am.” She struck a pose and brandished an imaginary harpoon. “Calista… the monster hunter!”


  Katie laughed. “It might sound exciting, but it’s not like in all the stories. I know several monster hunters, and I’ve gone on a few hunts myself.” She grinned. “For every epic battle worthy of story and song, there’s far more time spent swabbing the deck or fighting through storms. The battles also have a tendency to be more messy than glorious. I once went with my master to hunt a giant squid. We would have hired someone to do it for us, but we were in the area, and we didn’t want it wandering off while we looked for someone since you’d be amazed by how useful they can be when you’re making giant zombies.”


  “What happened?” Calista asked excitedly. She looked so happy waving around an imaginary harpoon that Katie made her one with her shadows – blunt, of course. Chomp gave her a look and nudged Calista out of the way before she could bump into a passing crewman. The crew had gotten used to the three-headed dog quite quickly. Despite his imposing size and appearance, he was very well behaved. “Can I presume it was a thrilling battle full of excitement and amazing acts of valour?”


  “Actually, it was pretty awful. There was water everywhere, and don’t even get me started on what happened when it started spraying ink. It was a giant squid, so there was a lot of ink. We were practically drowning in it.” Katie shuddered. “And then there was the smell. I think it must have eaten something before we caught it, but when we hit it, it ended up sprawled over the deck. It just… vomited everywhere. I was really, really glad that I took my master’s advice and wore proper boots instead of clogs – and then there were the tentacles.”


  “Tentacles?” Calista squirmed. “What do you mean?”


  “It was a giant squid, so it grabbed the ship and tried to rip it apart. There was even a bit where it broke off part of the mast and tried to club my master with it. Luckily, my master is quick on his feet. It also tried to whip us a lot, and you can imagine what would have happened if it had managed to land a hit.” Katie mimed an explosion. “It would not be pleasant. Thankfully, we were prepared. My master had put together some depth charges, which we threw overboard to stun it. While it was stunned, we used some harpoons with runes and seals on them to kill it. We weren’t interested in using it as the core of a composite zombie – we were mostly interested in it for parts – so we didn’t have to worry about damaging its brain.”


  “You destroyed its brain?”


  “Destroying the brain is the quickest way to kill most things although you do have to be careful. There are many creatures, especially large ones, with secondary brains, and some creatures like hydras barely even notice if you destroy one brain. The harpoons were made to pierce through its skull and then shatter, destroying its brain. It took us a while, but we eventually killed it.” Katie made a face. “Some things are so big they take a while to notice they’re supposed to be dead. By the time it finally stopped trying to kill us, we were both covered in ink, and I must have slipped over in what it had puked up about a dozen times.” Katie shivered in disgust at the memory. “It was too big to fit onto the ship, so we had to drag it along behind us until we got back. Since my shadows are better for defence, I had to ride on it to fight off scavengers.”


  “Scavengers?” Calista asked. “Like sharks?”


  “And a lot of other things too. Anything that big is bound to attract plenty of animals looking to steal an easy meal. If you’re not careful, you can lose most of your catch before you make it back to shore.” Katie studied Calista carefully. The other girl clearly knew a lot about sailing, but it didn’t seem as though she’d ever been on a hunt of her own. “Have you ever fought anything dangerous before?”


  Calista huffed. “I would like to, but my father has forbidden me from fighting anything too dangerous. I am his only heir, so it is understandable. I need experience, but he cannot afford to have me seriously injured or killed. But fighting monsters sounds so thrilling.” She bit her lip. “If my magic was stronger, I don’t think I’d have to worry so much. I’m not like you. I’ve seen you fight. You would be fine even if there was a monster around. It would probably be afraid of you.”


  “Probably.” Katie’s shadows stirred. “I’m not saying I can fight off a dragon or anything, but I can deal with most things or use my shadows to fly away. I can even use my shadows to store air and dive underwater. It’s not as fun as flying – and it’s hard to see anything once you go deep enough – but it has come in handy a few times.”


  “Your magic sounds incredibly versatile,” Calista said enviously.


  “What does your magic do?” Old Man asked. “Perhaps we could help.”


  Calista held up one hand. “I can control water that is touching me or in very close proximity to me.” Some of her sweat rose into the air. It was very warm out on deck, and Katie’s master had ensured she’d slathered herself in sunblock before letting her lounge about since she sunburned easily. Poor Gerald was practically coated in the stuff, and he was still starting to go a bit red. Was it weird that he got sunburnt more easily than the group’s vampire? In fairness, Amanda was an ancient vampire, but it had to be a bit depressing for the bureaucrat. Calista’s sweat trembled in the air before receding back onto her skin. “Unfortunately, my range is awful. I can’t control it once it gets too far, and too far usually means a few inches. It’s not useless. I can’t drown since I can always stand on water or pull myself out of it, but it’s a pity. Being able to control larger volumes of water at greater ranges would be very useful for someone in my position.”


  “Hmm…” Katie’s gaze drifted to where some of the rats were playing a game of cards. She’d urged Rembrandt to take a break, and her favourite rat was currently grinning evilly as he won another hand and added some more peanuts to his pile. At the moment, Bramante – whom Rembrandt considered the least insane of the demolition rats – was watching over her, his small form perched on her right shoulder. Calista’s problem reminded her of her master. Although she didn’t know the exact details, her master had shown her how hilariously bad his control over his earth magic was without his shovels. It was why he avoided going without a shovel unless he had to. It made his magic as dangerous to him as it was to his opponents. “Maybe you should ask my master for some advice. He might have a few ideas about how to help you.”


  “Would I have to wave a shovel around?” Calista giggled. “I might not have known him for long, but it is very clear he loves shovels.” She covered her mouth with one hand to muffle her laughter. “I asked him what the difference was between a shovel and a spade, and he gave me this look, as though I’d asked him which direction the sun rose from. He then proceeded to explain, as well as cover all of the many, many different types of shovels.”


  “Well, he is a necromancer. A good shovel is one of the tools of the trade since digging up graves is kind of a prerequisite for a proper necromancer. You can also turn a shovel into a decent weapon although not many know how to use one properly. My master is the only one I’ve seen who has put that much effort into it.”


  Katie had tried to use a shovel before. Even using a small one better suited to her size was exhausting. No wonder her master was so good at close combat. Years of waving around a shovel must have greatly improved his strength and stamina. Luckily her master – and one of the maids and Old Man – had been teaching her how to handle daggers. A dagger was the right sort of weapon for someone her size, and she’d already begun incorporating her magic into it too.


  For example, her shadows could not only conceal a dagger but also wield one – or ten. She now carried a pair of daggers with her wherever she went, just in case. They had several runes and seals on them to make sure no one else could use them without her permission, and she’d even added several more runes and seals to let them poison or stun whatever she hit with them. As her master had put it, until she got big enough to do real damage with her strength and skill alone, poison would be a great equaliser. If necessary, she could also make her daggers explode if she had to abandon them or if they got stuck in an opponent.


  Calista stretched. She’d been climbing the rigging, and as comfortable as she was on it, it was equally clear that she hadn’t been able to do a lot of exercise while she’d been captured. “Is that the island we’ll be stopping at?” she asked, pointing toward a small, dark patch on the horizon. She had good eyes. Even with her glasses on, Katie could barely see it. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s neutral territory, which means it’s likely frequented by all manner of pirates, smugglers, and monster hunters. But now that I think of it, it’s probably not that island. It’s too close since we’re not supposed to get there until tomorrow morning.”


  “We’ll have someone waiting for us there with a dreadnought.” Katie smiled. Jake would be happy to see them again. The captain had seized his new lease on life as a privateer for Everton with both hands, and his daughter was apparently doing very well at the academy too. “By the way, how did they manage to kidnap you?”


  Calista’s eyes narrowed, and her lips firmed into a thin line. “They attacked my escort while I was sailing between two islands. I don’t know where they found the manpower – although the more I hear about the Eternal Empire’s ambitions, the stronger my suspicions become – but they were somehow able to conceal a dozen ships, including a dreadnought, and catch us by surprise. My escort sank most of them, but they were able to board my ship and kidnap me. The last thing I remember is being thrown onto a drake with a sack over my head.”


  “A smash and grab, huh?” At Calista’s questioning look, Katie explained. “A smash and grab operation is when you go in, smash whatever you have to, grab what you’re after, and then run for it. You’re not worried about collateral damage or finesse. It’s all about grabbing your target. I’m going to guess they considered their forces expendable as long as they were able to get you. The fact they had so many ships means Lord Tarrick must have had help. There’s no reason for him to have so many. They must have had a skilled and powerful illusionist too. Amanda could conceal that many ships, but there aren’t many others who could, and I’m sure you had people with you who could detect illusions. Fooling them couldn’t have been easy.”


  “When I next woke up,” Calista said. “I was in the fortress. They were careful to keep a close eye on me, and there were guards stationed nearby at all times. They didn’t harm me, but they threatened me on numerous occasions.” Her fists clenched. “I was there for more than two weeks before I heard explosions.”


  “We made those. We had to bring down the barrier and then fight our way through all the people.” Katie shared a look with Old Man. The swordsman’s lips twitched into a smile. “There were a lot of people.”


  “Yes,” Old Man said dryly. “There were. To think that a crime lord could sway so many to his cause… the Combine will be a better place without him.” He smiled faintly. “On the upside, I don’t think we have to worry about property damage for this mission, at least the second part of it, since his fortress wasn’t anywhere near civilians, and he is a wanted crime lord.”


  Calista blinked. “You have to worry about property damage?”


  “Oh, yes.” Katie laughed. “Let’s say we’re asked to save a town, there’s not much point to it if we have to blow it up to save it, so we need to be careful. Of course, that’s easier said than done.” She looked over meaningfully to where Avraniel and Spot were competing to see how far they could throw fire into the sky. “But with wanted criminals, that’s not an issue unless we damage property belonging to innocent civilians.”


  “Ah, right.” Calista nodded firmly. “Well, I for one am happy you did so much damage to his fortress. Not only did you capture him but also whoever is still around will soon find themselves in trouble with the merchants’ guild, and I doubt the fortress will offer them any solace given its condition.”


  “We might have to pay them another visit,” Katie said. “We weren’t able to loot everything while we were there, and you never know. The merchants’ guild might miss a few things.”


  “Bring Chomp next time,” Old Man advised. “He may not like treasure as much as our resident elf and dragon, but he does have an excellent nose for it.”


  * * *


  Amanda watched the horizon. It was still several hours before sunrise, but she had no problems seeing. If anything, her eyesight was keener at night. Not far away. Spot was snoring as he curled up to Chomp, and both of them were curled up to Avraniel. A normal person would have been chilled by the sharp gale rushing over the deck, but the elf produced more than enough warmth to ward off the cold, as did Spot. Chomp, of course, had his fur to keep him warm, and he provided a nice windbreak for the other two due to his size. The elf’s expression was peaceful as she dozed, her brows occasionally furrowing whenever Spot tried to chew on her hair. Each such attempt was met with a sleepy admonition and a half-hearted bonk over the head, which drew an equally sleepy apology from the dragon before he went back to chasing whatever it was he saw in his dreams. Chomp’s legs would sometimes twitch, which suggested he was also chasing things in his sleep. From the expressions on his faces, he usually managed to catch it. Was it a rabbit? No. It was likely something larger. Perhaps it was a deer. Labyrinth hounds were more than capable of bringing down larger prey. Fire-Fang had been partial to yaks although those had been hard to acquire outside the mountains.


  A small, faint smile crossed Amanda’s lips as she thought of the Shimmering Isles. It had been a long time since she’d been there. Back in the old days, before she’d become a vampire, she’d visited them regularly. She’d been a girl then, not quite a woman, and she’d been tasked with finding a suitable husband. She’d found one: the second son of a fabulously wealthy merchant. The match had been more about money than anything else – her bloodline was more than noble enough on its own. Her family had been keen to spread its influence, and although he was a second son, her husband’s business acumen was even greater than his older brother’s. Certainly, he had helped improve her family’s fortunes quite substantially following their marriage. The Shimmering Isles had already been an important trading hub in those days although they had been a collection of island city-states rather than a unified kingdom as they were now.


  Her husband hadn’t been especially fond of the sea – odd for a man who’d grown up next to it although it might have been because he’d seen what its fury could do to the unsuspecting – but he had enjoyed fishing a great deal. She touched her chest. If she’d still had a working heart, it would have ached. She could easily imagine him sitting down next to Old Man and some of the rats on the shores of the lake near the castle. It was exactly how he would have preferred to while away his free time. He’d been a peaceful man at heart, and she was glad he hadn’t been around to witness the war between Everton and the Eternal Empire. It would have sickened him to see so many former friends and allies at each other’s throats.


  If their marriage had not been about love at first, then she had certainly grown to love him. He had been a kind man, a good, decent man who understood the importance of family and the duty of the nobility to properly care for and lead the nation. She still missed him, and it would be nice, if a little painful, to walk the shores of the Shimmering Isles again. Hopefully, his favourite beach was still there. He might not have liked the sea much, but the beach was another matter. He’d been fond of the cool ocean breeze and the feel of the sand between his toes. He’d tried his hand at making sandcastles, but he was scarcely any better than Avraniel and Spot in that regard. He definitely wouldn’t have stood a chance against Timmy. Thankfully, their children had mostly inherited their sense of artistry from her instead of him. And speaking of the necromancer…


  “We should arrive right around dawn. Not bad. We’re a couple of hours ahead of schedule. These guys know their stuff.”


  She turned. Timmy had set his cloak aside in favour of a simple tunic. “Aren’t you cold?” Unlike Avraniel, his magic would not protect him, and he was human.


  “I don’t plan on staying out for long. I had to use the bathroom.” He gave her one of those quick, keen looks that hinted at the razor-sharp intellect lurking behind his easy-going smile and seemingly bizarre love of shovels. She’d met many necromancers over the years. None had possessed his knack for tactics and strategy. “What’s on your mind?”


  “The past,” Amanda drawled. It was easy to put people off with a combination of sophistication and coquettishness, and she was all too aware of the effect her inhuman beauty had on others. In combat, the split-second of hesitation most people experienced when they laid eyes on her was generally a death sentence. Timmy, however, seemed immune. Given his history, he’d no doubt had to deal with female assassins who’d tried to charm him before murdering him.


  “That’s not really answering the question since you’re an ancient vampire.” The necromancer yawned. “But, hey, you’re welcome to keep your secrets. It’s not going to cause us any trouble, is it?” He ran one hand over his face. “Because I like to know about trouble before it arrives on my doorstep.”


  “Not at all.” Amanda smiled, genuinely this time, and she took note of the surprise on his face. It wasn’t often he was surprised. “Simply memories, some bittersweet, but all of them precious.” She gazed up at the stars. Were they the same as they had been in her youth? It was mildly troubling to realise she wasn’t sure. “It’s funny, is it not? The heart can still remember well after the mind should have forgotten.”


  “You know,” Timmy said after a long moment of silence. “I have a brother.”


  “Oh? This is the first time you’ve mentioned him. You don’t talk about your family much.”


  “There’s not much to talk about.” He smirked. “And I don’t think you want to hear all about my tragic backstory. I’m a necromancer. Most of us don’t go into necromancy because everything turned out wonderfully. But I like my life. I wouldn’t mind some more money to finish renovating the castle, but it’s a good life. Anyway, he’s not my full brother. My father may have had an affair while my mother wasn’t watching. It turns out that dumping one of your children on the doorstep of an evil, psychotic, drunken necromancer with a penchant for murder doesn’t do your relationship any favours. Sure, I remember them arguing basically all the time, so it was probably only a matter of time, but dumping me at the castle definitely didn’t help.” Timmy chuckled. “Which is why I encourage Katie to write to her family. I don’t think her parents will ever accept her, but she’s got an older sister who wasn’t too happy when they shipped her to the castle.”


  “Has she ever visited?”


  “No. She’s twelve right now, or there about, so she still lives with their parents.” Timmy frowned. “Katie was so young when they brought her to the castle. She can barely even remember her sister, but her sister remembers her. Visiting would make things hard, and I don’t think she’s last long at the castle. It’s not her type of place. Still, she writes to Katie, and they’re getting to know one another properly, which is more than I can say for the rest of her family.”


  “So… about your brother?”


  “We don’t talk much, but there is one thing we have in common.” Timmy grinned. “Neither of us ended up staying in that village, and our family doesn’t like either of us that much. Sure, my mother couldn’t have been happy being asked to raise him, but it wasn’t his fault he was born. Neither my mother nor my father liked what he wanted to be. You see he always wanted to be a fisherman. Don’t ask me why. I’ve got no idea. When I was about fifteen, he ran away from home. He was only a kid, but he managed to talk his way onto a fishing boat, and he’s been out on the water ever since. He’s part of a good crew now. They fish out of Salton.” The grin on his face widened. “We write to each other once or twice a year. I wouldn’t say we’re friends or anything, but he understands why I didn’t go home and become a farmer or something after my master died.”


  Timmy fought back another yawn. “I visited him last year. He’s rough around the edges, even more so in person than on paper, but he’s a decent man. We talked about our parents, and he said something that stuck with me. It wasn’t always bad with them. We each had good times and bad times. I can still remember some of the good times.” His brows furrowed. “I think my mother was sad before she left me, but I can’t be sure. What I do remember is how in the week before she took me to the castle, she made my favourite dinners and read me stories. She never read me stories. I always had to read them to myself. I thought it was great. But when we were on the road to the castle, she barely said a word to me. It makes sense when you look back on it. She didn’t want me to suspect what she was about to do. I’d probably have run for it if I’d known. Even as a kid, I’d like to think I wasn’t stupid enough to think that going to one of the most evil people in the world was a good idea.”


  “I’m sorry.” Amanda’s voice softened. “That couldn’t have been easy.”


  “But you know what the funny thing? I can remember exactly what Katie’s expression was when we first met.” Timmy smiled. “She was small then – even smaller than she is now – and she was holding her zombie dog, Patches, as if somehow he could make everything okay, like her life depended on it. She just… she looked scared and lonely, like she was afraid I’d get rid of her like her family had.”


  “How is Patches?”


  “She managed to get his soul into his zombie body, but she didn’t exactly know what she was doing. Over the years, she’s made some improvements and repairs, but he still has to be careful. Patches isn’t built for roughhousing the way some of her other zombies are.” Timmy shook his head. “She was a little girl, and her family was terrified of her because she’d used necromancy to bring back the dog she loved. People wonder why so many necromancers go bad, but you hear stories like hers and you start wondering how more of us don’t end up like my master.”


  “Abandoning children at unfamiliar castles is hardly a brilliant childrearing strategy.”


  “Yep. So I told her I liked her dog, and I showed her one of my zombie squirrels.” He chuckled. “She looked so relieved because she realised I was like her. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that expression… just… pure relief.”


  “You’ve done well with her,” Amanda said. Her gaze shifted to the side as Spot coughed. A thin tendril of smoke left his mouth before he settled back to sleep, using Avraniel’s lap for a pillow. Amanda meant what she’d said. She’d seen a lot of families and a lot of fathers and daughters over the years. Even if Timmy and Katie would never call themselves that, that was what they were. “She’s happy with you.”


  “I hope so.” Timmy yawned. “I know what it’s like to live in constant fear, always wondering when the next beating will come or what new horror I’ll have to face. I don’t ever want to be that guy.”


  “You won’t be.”


  “Did you know my master killed his family?” Timmy said. “I never did find out why – and I doubt anyone alive knows – but I was able to learn that much. He wiped out his entire village. I went there after he died. Even decades later, you could feel his magic everywhere. It was like standing in a cursed graveyard.”


  “What a pleasant fellow.” Amanda’s lips curved up ever so slightly. “Did you know my husband’s name was Alfred?”


  “No, I didn’t. People don’t talk about your early life much in the history books. They tend to focus on what happened during the First War and after it.”


  “I doubt if anyone remembers him except me.”


  “Well, if it helps, I know his name now. That’s one more person. Maybe you should tell us about him sometime. Katie is quite the historian. I’m sure she’d love to know.”


  “I think you’d like him. He was rubbish at building sandcastles.”


  “Another easy mark, eh?” Timmy laughed. His victories over Avraniel, Spot, and Katie had become a sore point with the trio, and they would undoubtedly seek revenge while they were in the Shimmering Isles. The elf had accused Timmy of being a horrible cheater multiple times, and Spot refused to believe that a dragon could lose at anything. Katie simply wanted revenge for all of her previous losses. Alas, they had yet to come close to winning, and Timmy was happy to let them know it. Even some of the rats, loyal rodents that they were, had started joining Timmy’s team right from the start, so they could partake in the benefits of victory – bragging rights and perhaps a few extra peanuts and grapes.


  “You could say that.” Amanda shook her head in fond exasperation. “But that didn’t stop him from trying, no matter how awful he was.”


  “That’s the spirit.” Timmy yawned. “I’m going to head back to bed now. Not all of us are ancient vampires. Try not to brood too much.”


  She laughed lightly. “Brood? Timmy, I’m an ancient vampire. Brooding is what we do best.”


  Amanda wasn’t sure how long she stayed there, but she did notice when the first rays of dawn began to break over the horizon. The vampiric side of her urged her to seek shelter despite her ancient nature being more than enough to protect her from normal sunlight. Even so, the tingle of the light on her skin brought a smile to her lips despite the discomfort. Few people understood why so many ancient vampires devolved into shameless hedonists. The reason was simple: it became increasingly difficult for ancient vampires to feel anything due to their durability, regeneration, and increasingly inhuman nature. It was hard to damage her in the first place, but she barely cared when she got injured. Having a limb cut off would barely slow her down at all. Indulging in the pleasures of the flesh was one way for ancients to fight the numbness, but she was not nearly desperate or crass enough to set up her own harem. She’d leave that sort of debauchery to less scrupulous ancients. There were certainly enough of them.


  The first to awaken was Spot. The dragon toddled over to her and nudged her leg with his head. Are we there yet?


  “Almost.” Amanda pointed. “Look.”


  The dragon clambered up to peer over the railing. The island was ahead of them, perhaps only a couple of hours away at the most. Its most prominent feature was a towering spire that could be seen for miles and miles around. Some canny fellow had attached a massive crystal to the top. It wasn’t good enough quality to be fabulously valuable, but it didn’t need to be. Its sole purpose was to amplify light magic, so it could be used as a lighthouse, a beacon to guide ships to the relative safety of the island.


  Spot chirped happily. He was getting bored without anywhere new to explore. He glanced toward the cabins. Should I wake them up?


  “By all means,” Amanda said. “But try not to cause too much of a ruckus.” Back at the castle, Spot was fond of waking people – including some of the servants – by flying in through a window and leaping onto their beds. Several near heart attacks later, and Timmy had put his foot down. Spot had to wait at the window instead of leaping onto people’s beds.


  As Spot went off to wake the princess, Amanda began to count in her head. She had barely gotten to twenty when the princess let loose a bloodcurdling shriek and stumbled onto the deck in her nightclothes.


  “Help!” Calista cried. “There’s a… a…. oh.” She trailed off as her mind, still sluggish from sleep, finally caught up to the situation. “Ah. Right. Spot was simply trying to wake me up since we’re close to the island.”


  “Yes.” Amanda chuckled and handed the princess her cloak. The cold didn’t bother her, but the princess had begun to shiver in the chilly breeze. “He usually gets that reaction, and not just from new people.” Right on cue, Gerald gave a screech of his own before joining them on the deck.


  “You’d think I’d be used to this by now,” the bureaucrat grumbled as Spot chortled and gave him a playful nudge before going to wake up his next victims. “But it’s still a shock to wake up with so many teeth so close to my face.” He shook himself, and Amanda raised one eyebrow at his attire. He was wearing a dressing gown, a nightcap, and a pair of fluffy bunny slippers.


  “You’re very well dressed.”


  Gerald flushed. “I… will go get changed.” He grimaced. “It’s not my fault! The bunny slippers are the most comfortable pair I have!”


  “I am not going to judge you for wearing bunny slippers,” Amanda said. “But you’d best hurry. If Avraniel sees you, you’ll never hear the end of it.”


  Gerald scuttled off at full speed, much to Amanda’s amusement. Sadly, Spot did not have quite as much fun waking up Katie and Timmy. The necromancer and his apprentice were both made of sterner stuff, with Rembrandt shooing the young dragon off before Timmy emerged dressed for the day and with a brand new fashion accessory – Spot was draped over his back like some kind of overgrown, scaly monkey.


  “You’re getting too big for this,” Timmy said.


  No, I’m not. Spot nuzzled the necromancer’s cheek before scrambling around to rummage through his pockets. He found a treat and trilled in delight before munching on it and getting some crumbs on Timmy’s shoulder. I’m still young.


  “You’re a dragon, Spot. Being young doesn’t stop you from being enormous.” Timmy nodded at Gerald who had returned in more sensible attire. “Morning, Gerald.”


  “Ah, good morning.” The bureaucrat eyed the approaching island warily. “Should we be prepared for trouble when we get there? I’ve heard that places like this can be quite… uncouth.”


  “Uncouth?” Timmy reached up to scratch Spot under the chin. “That’s a polite way to put it. Places like this are basically full of pirates, smugglers, monster hunters, and various other miscreants. When we get there, someone is probably going to threaten us in a bid to extort some money, most likely after saying horrible things about the women in our group. They will also brandish weapons at us. At that point, I’m going to find the biggest, scariest-looking guy and hit him with my shovel. If we’re lucky, that should put an end to it.”


  “And if we’re not lucky?”


  “Then I’ll have to hit multiple big, scary-looking guys with my shovel. Timmy patted Gerald on the back. “It’ll be fine but keep your frying pan handy. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”


  “Indeed.” Amanda bit back a grin. “If there’s one thing that hasn’t changed over the centuries, it’s that places like this island are breeding grounds for trouble. I’d be more worried if we didn’t run into some ruffians and ne’er do wells.”


  Timmy’s words proved prescient. They had hardly disembarked – Timmy gave their captain a tidy bonus to ensure his future cooperation and discretion – when they were confronted by a rather odious bunch of ruffians. As someone with an exquisitely keen sense of smell, Amanda was tempted to kill the lot of them on the spot. This was an island. It was surrounded by the ocean. Bathing regularly should not have been too difficult a task for grown men to accomplish.


  “You!” In the age-old tradition of ruffian’s everywhere, the burly fellow at the front had opted for a monosyllabic approach to communication. He was also projecting his thoughts so forcefully – as were others in his group – that Amana didn’t even need to reach out with her magic to glimpse into their minds. Her lips curled in disgust. There was no chance whatsoever of her ever doing what he wanted. “Give us your women!”


  Timmy stared at the man for a long moment. There were a dozen or so men behind him, enough to pose a threat to most people. Like their leader, they carried an assortment of weapons, mostly clubs or the occasional knife. Timmy was not most people, to say nothing of the rest of them. At Avraniel’s feet, Spot bristled. A smart man would have taken one look at the large, winged reptile with the very big teeth before apologising and finding a different group to harass. None of these men were smart men.


  “All right.” Timmy nodded at the man in front of him. “I’m assuming you’re the leader.” A crowd had gathered. Appearances were important, so Amanda knew exactly what he was going to do. The man bared his teeth and nodded back. He was big, much bigger than Timmy, and the club he held in his right hand probably weighed as much as Katie did. “Okay. I might as well get this over with.”


  Timmy hit him with his shovel.


  It happened so quickly that only a skilled warrior or someone with inhumanly keen senses would have been able to avoid the strike. He caught the ruffian across the side of the head with the flat of his shovel, and there was absolute silence as the huge man slowly toppled back. Timmy watched him fall and then prodded him with his boot. He didn’t get back up.


  “So… does anyone else have anything to say?” Timmy leaned on his shovel, all but radiating nonchalance. “Because I’m a busy man. I’d like to get this over with as quickly as possible.”


  Alas, the men did not do the smart thing. They did not grab their unconscious leader and beat a hasty retreat. Instead, they decided to attack him together. Rather than retreat, Timmy stepped forward to meet them, shovel in hand, and he got to work with the calm, methodical air of a man weeding a particularly unruly garden. His use of a shovel often led people to forget that he’d been trained by one of the finest swordsmen in Everton’s history – at least while he was sober. Timmy was not that good. Few people in history were. But Timmy was still very, very, very good with a shovel. Only a truly elite swordsman would have a chance against him, and these ruffians weren’t even close. They had knives, clubs, and several had pulled out knuckledusters. It didn’t matter. In the span of a few seconds, two more of them were down, and Old Man stepped in to even the odds. He didn’t bother to draw his weapon. Instead, he used the sheathed weapon as a club, whacking people over the head. To his credit, Gerald wasn’t far behind Old Man. His terror had given the bureaucrat’s eyes a crazed gleam, and his heavy breathing and shouting could easily be mistaken for a berserker rage instead of mind-numbing fear.


  “Stay back!” Gerald cried, bashing a thug over the head with his frying pan. The resounding clang the makeshift weapon made had the others backing away, and Gerald unleashed another wild swing that threw him off balance and somehow managed to clip an oncoming opponent squarely in the jaw. That made two for Gerald, an impressive tally, all things considered.


  Soon enough, it was over. Amanda watched in amusement as Timmy stared into the crowd. In places like this, it was common for newcomers – who were often referred to as fresh meat – to be tested. Anyone who failed was in for a world of trouble, but anyone who proved tough enough would most likely be left alone. Unfortunately, more men had arrived, shipmates of the ones they’d defeated, but a firm hand on the shoulder of the leader of the new arrivals stopped him in his tracks.


  “You don’t want to do that.” It was Jake. The captain’s voice was as cold as winter, and although he wasn’t the tallest man, he was whipcord lean, the sort of wiry that an experienced sailor knew not to mess with. Naturally, the other man didn’t hesitate to take a swing at him. Jake ducked under the haymaker and drove his fist into his opponent’s gut. He doubled over, and the captain grabbed the back of his head and yanked his head down to meet his knee. “Fine!” Jake bellowed. He waved at the members of his crew who’d accompanied him. “That’s how you want it? Fine! It’s on! Get stuck into them!”


  Jake’s crew rushed forward, and it wasn’t long before the entire dock had turned into one giant brawl as people used the fight as an excuse to settle old grudges or to simply hit someone who’d looked at them funny. It was, Amanda thought, quite nostalgic. She’d been to this island once in the past, and that trip had gone much the same. In fact, her husband, Alfred, had even done a bit of fighting himself.


  “No, Spot.” Amanda grabbed the dragon by his tail. “You can’t eat anyone.”


  The dragon huffed and strained to get free. There was a fight going on, and he wasn’t in it! That just wouldn’t do. But –


  “This a brawl. Eating people is going too far.” The dragon tugged against her grip as Avraniel punched one man in the face before kicking another through a stack of barrels. Not far away, Chomp had planted himself squarely in front of Katie and Calista. Anyone who even looked in their direction received a glare and an ominous growl. Naturally, even the drunkards involved in the scuffle opted to give the huge dog a very wide berth.


  No eating then! The dragon was desperate to join in the fun.


  “No clawing or biting either,” Amanda warned. “Non-lethal attacks only, Spot.”


  The dragon chirped his agreement and then launched himself into the fray, ramming people or shoving them over with his wings. Even without his claws and teeth, Spot’s sheer strength was enough to send people flying. A simple head butt could easily shatter ribs, and his wings had no problems breaking limbs. At the heart of the melee, Amanda saw Jake and Timmy fighting back to back. The two men were pummelling their opponents with brutal efficiency, and it was clear both men had fought in many a wild brawl over the years. Old Man was with Gerald, and the bureaucrat had set his frying pan aside in favour of a spray of some kind that sent people to the ground, clawing at their faces. One person did take a swing at her, but she stepped neatly to one side and stuck out her foot. He tripped spectacularly and Spot’s head caught him square in the chest as the dragon vaulted into him with punishing force.


  It did not escape her notice that the rats weren’t fighting. Instead, they were keeping a close eye on the crowd while also watching over Lord Tarrick. This would be a perfect opportunity for an assassin or kidnapper to strike. However, a few of them were rummaging through the pockets of downed fighters. She smiled. They were very practical. She’d give them that. A happy squeak drew her eye. Well, that was quite a heavy pouch of coins. The rats would be sure to put it to good use.


  As the brawl began to wind down, she and the others made their escape. The authorities here – what few there were – didn’t care about the brawl, but they did care about extorting bribes out of anyone unlucky enough to get caught. They made their way from one part of the port to another where Jake’s dreadnought was ready and waiting for them.


  “How thrilling!” Calista cried. “Lady Amanda…” She had taken to calling Amanda that after realising she was nobility. “Did you get a chance to hit anyone? I was so looking forward to getting a punch or a kick in, but Chomp was quite insistent on us staying behind him.”


  “He was right to insist, Your Highness.” Amanda favoured the girl with a warm smile. “You have fighting spirit, but you lack both size and proper technique. Lacking one might be manageable, but lacking both will make things quite difficult. I can’t say I hit anyone, but I did trip someone.”


  Calista looked at Gerald in awe. The bureaucrat still had a frazzled air about him, and his hair was a mess. He looked like an escapee from a lunatic asylum. “You were so heroic, Gerald! Beating those thugs with your frying pan and using that… that…”


  “Pepper spray,” Gerald said. He laughed nervously. “And you know, it’s not like I could just stay back and do nothing. We’re a group, right? It didn’t seem right letting Timmy fight them all although he probably would have been fine even without his magic.”


  “You did well,” Timmy said. “But let’s get going. The less time we spend here, the better. Do you have any other business to complete here, Jake?”


  Jake shook his head. “No, we took care of our other business before you arrived. We’re ready to set sail.” He gestured proudly at his vessel. “We finally got around to completing all of the repairs and refits. She’s as good as new – better even.” He threw one arm around Timmy’s shoulders. “You’ve done right by us, Timmy, so you can rest assured we’ll continue to do right by you.”


  “I appreciate it.” Timmy grinned at the princess. “What do you think about Jake’s ship?”


  The princess’s eyes grew wide, and she let loose an ear-piercing squeal. “Is this an imperial dreadnought? I’ve never seen one from so close before!”


  Jake smirked. “It was an imperial dreadnought – once.”


  “Oh!” Calista hurried up the gangplank. “Can I have a tour? We’ve got dreadnoughts in the Shimmering Isles, but the imperial style has several key differences.” She leaned over the side of the deck. “It has three rows of cannons!”


  “Welcome aboard,” Jake said, laughing. “Don’t worry. We’ll give you a tour later. In the meantime, everybody come aboard. We’re ready to set sail, so let’s not waste any time.”


  “That would be for the best. The quicker we get her back to her father, the better.” Timmy glanced behind them. Amanda shook her head. She’d used several drops of blood from downed fighters to cast scrying magic. They weren’t being followed, and she’d also layered a handful of illusions on the area to discourage any surveillance she had missed.


  Jake stretched to work some kinks out of his shoulder. “You live an interesting life, Timmy.”


  “I’d settle for a boring one, but fate seems to have other ideas.” Timmy did some stretching of his own. “Did you see that big guy with the metal hand? I swear he had a head full of rocks. Hitting him with my shovel was like whacking a pillar.”


  Jake nodded. “I saw that. He wasn’t the only one with a head full of rocks. I almost broke my hand hitting that big man with the thick beard and a scar over his eye.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone who looked more like a stereotypical port-dwelling thug than that guy.” Timmy chuckled. “Well, we won.”


  “That we did.”


  As the ship got underway and moved out to sea, Amanda kept a close eye on the crew as she let her magic and vampiric powers skim over their thoughts and emotions. These people were a family, bonded by years of suffering and hardship. Jake was their leader, and he’d led them out of the fire and into a place of relative safety under Everton’s flag. They were completely loyal, and she doubted there was anything short of mind-controlling magic that could ever cause one of them to turn traitor.


  As Jake showed Calista around the dreadnought, his pride in the ship and his crew was obvious, and the princess’s well-informed questions only added to his delight. From Amanda’s experience, there were few things a captain enjoyed more than the chance to show off their ship. It was only later, as the princess and the others went to enjoy a light lunch – or, in the case of Spot, a big lunch – that Jake approached her.


  “This is some fine trouble you lot have brought onto my ship, my lady.”


  Amanda smiled faintly. He worked for Timmy, but he knew she was the politician. “I think you can handle it, captain.”


  He lowered his voice. “So… she really is a princess then? And a crown princess at that?”


  “She is.” Amanda shifted slightly to savour the wind. It was a familiar, pleasing sensation. “And by all accounts, her father dotes on her. There shouldn’t be any trouble. Timmy planned our escape well, and I doubt anyone wants to take on a dreadnought. If they do, you’re not alone. You’ve got all of us with you as well. Let Avraniel deal with any troublemakers. I’m sure she’ll be glad to give her new bow a try.”


  “I saw that,” Jake said. He knew better than most how powerful the elf was. “How strong is it?”


  “Very strong. It focuses and concentrates her magic, and it allows her to attack from even greater range.”


  He visibly shuddered. “It sounds terrifying. I’m glad she’s on our side.” He shook his head. “It’s a nasty business, kidnapping. Even when I was a privateer for the empire, it was one of the things I wouldn’t do. Taking someone from their family – it’s not right.” He must have been thinking of what he would do if someone kidnapped his daughter. Amanda pitied whoever was foolish enough to try it. Jake might not have much in the way of magic, but he was highly resourceful and incredibly determined. “How do you think her father will take it?”


  “The king of the Shimmering Isles spent much of his youth in the navy,” Amanda said. “And the navy informs his way of thinking. However, Calista is his only child and heir. Kidnapping her would doubtless have enraged him, but it would also have left him powerless to act. Once we provide proof that the Eternal Empire arranged her kidnapping, he will be spoiling for a fight. Thankfully, however, he is not known for being stupid.”


  “He knows that sailing over there to pick a fight is not going to end well,” Jake mused. “The Shimmering Isles may have some of the finest sailors in the world, but the empire’s navy isn’t bad, and they have more ships.”


  “Exactly. The Eternal Empire has the largest navy in the world, and quantity is a quality all of its own. This is where Everton comes in.” Amanda caught the flash of concern in his eyes. “Rest assured, captain, I understand how manipulative we’re being. We are taking advantage of the situation to get the king on our side. It may not be pleasant, but it is necessary. However, it wouldn’t be possible in the first place if the empire had not overplayed their hand. War is coming, one way or another, and the Shimmering Isles will have to choose a side. I hope they choose us not only because it would help our cause but also because I doubt the Eternal Empire will be content to stop with Everton if they win.”


  Jake nodded grimly. “If Everton falls, there won’t be anyone to stop them. It might be a while, but they’ll keep expanding. To think they’d be willing to kidnap a princess. If they’d taken my daughter…”


  Amanda patted him on the arm. Jake would do whatever it took to keep his daughter safe. “You don’t have to worry about your daughter. She is currently under the patronage of the Supreme Cleric. Anyone foolish enough to attack her will soon find themselves extremely dead.”


  He chuckled. “That does make me feel better. I haven’t seen the Supreme Cleric fight, but I’m told she is the most powerful member of the Council in combat. Timmy says he wouldn’t stand a chance against her – even with his zombies – and I’ve seen what he can do… and what he can make.”


  “The Supreme Cleric is one of the most formidable people I’ve ever met,” Amanda said. “In terms of combat power, she may well be the most powerful person her family has ever produced, which is impressive given the luminaries they’ve managed to field over the years.”


  Jake peered back toward the port. “I’ve instructed my crew to keep a stout watch and to stay alert even after we hit open water. Are we expecting trouble?”


  “It would be unlikely. We have Lord Tarrick in custody, and we all but obliterated his forces during our retreat. The empire will doubtless want to get her back, but they have few – if any – assets in this area, and we have been mindful of not giving them too easy a trail to follow. By the time they hear of our arrival on the island, we will be long gone.”


  “What about the brawl on the docks?”


  “Hardly an uncommon occurrence,” Amanda replied. “And even if we were spotted, who could catch us on the open sea? A small ship perhaps, but Avraniel could see them coming and sink them from miles away. If they aim to pursue us by air, they’ll find nothing.” Amanda took a moment to place several additional illusions over the ship. “I’ve already layered several illusions over the ship. It would take some incredibly bad luck and some incredibly skilled mages for them to notice us. Anyone looking our way will see nothing other than empty sea.”


  “You have my thanks for that,” Jake said. “A dreadnought is a mighty vessel, but fighting fliers can be tricky without an escort.”


  “Indeed.” Dreadnoughts were designed to devastate other ships and to level fortifications. They could fight fliers if they had to, but it was generally better to counter flying troops with other flying troops. If worse came to worst, they had Avraniel and Spot, as well as some of Timmy’s zombies. The elf could shoot down almost anything, and the young dragon was amazingly quick and deadly in the air. Amanda and Katie could both fly as well, but neither of them was as comfortable in the air as Spot. “Even so, tell your crew to remain vigilant. We aren’t that far from the edge of the Shimmering Isles’ territory. We’ve contacted the Supreme Cleric, and she has contacted the king on our behalf. He will be expecting us, and I imagine there will be a full escort waiting for us at the border to ensure our safe arrival. It would not do to get careless when safety is so close.”


  “A full escort?” Jake rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That should be interesting. My crew and I have bad memories about the last time we were surrounded by other ships.”


  Amanda could tell he was reliving the terrible moment when the empire had turned on him and his fellow privateers. An image rose to the forefront of his mind: a harbour full of burning ships, the water thick with the dead and the shattered remnants of their vessels. “The king is known for being a just and honourable man, and we’ve done him a great service. There shouldn’t be any conflict.”


  “I know, but I’ll have to speak to some of my crew. I don’t want anyone getting twitchy.”


  Amanda nodded. She’d seen what a twitchy crew could do. One of the greatest disasters in the Eternal Empire’s naval history could be traced back to a twitchy crewman on a dreadnought who’d panicked and opened fire early, giving away the fleet’s location after it had managed to hide in a bank of fog. The ensuing debacle had been devastating with dozens of ships lost in the initial battle and dozens more lost in the harrowing, broken retreat that had followed. Her family had still been part of the empire at the time, and she’d been enraged at the sheer number of lives lost from such a silly mistake. “By all means, speak to them. If the princess’s words about her father are true, he will most likely be present aboard the royal flagship.”


  Jake winced. “The flagship? I’ve heard rumours of it although I’ve never seen it myself. We privateers were told to avoid it at all costs. The Sword of the Ocean is said to be one of the deadliest ships in the world. They say it can face multiple dreadnoughts at the same time and win.” He rubbed his hand together to ward off the sudden chill that ran through him at the thought of facing such a mighty vessel. “It’s supposed to be twice the length of a regular dreadnought with firepower and defences to match. I’d pit my ship and my crew against any normal dreadnought and give it even or better odds after all the work we’ve done on it recently, but I’d not want to face the Sword of the Ocean, not in a fair fight, anyway.”


  “Which explains why the princess’s kidnappers waited until she was travelling separately from her father. Even a hit-and-run attack would have failed against such a powerful vessel.”


  “Yes. Even if they’d managed to board the Sword, I can only imagine it has a large contingent of soldiers ready to repel boarders.” Jake glanced over to where one of his crewmen was signalling to him. “Forgive me, but I’ve got to handle a few things.”


  “Of course.” Amanda inclined her head. “I’ll tell Avraniel and Spot to keep their eyes open too. I doubt any of us can see as far as they can.” Her eyes twinkled. “And I doubt any of us are as eager for a fight as they are.”


  Three days after they left the island, Spot chirped a warning from the skies over the dreadnought. He was circling at a height of well over three hundred feet, yet his words had no trouble reaching them. It must be one of the benefits of his telepathy. Amanda had a similar ability at her disposal, but she seldom used it. People generally found her speaking directly into their minds unsettling. Spot, however, was a dragon. It was far easier for him to speak into people’s minds than to attempt to mimic human speech.


  Ships over there! The dragon breathed a short puff of flame to indicate a direction. There are a lot of them.


  Amanda took up a position on the deck and scanned the horizon. Even with her vampiric sight, she couldn’t see anything. Perhaps she needed to be higher. Rising into the air, she was just barely able to make out shapes on the far horizon.


  Do you see them? Spot flew around her in swift, tight circles. Flame kindled in his jaws, and his silver eyes gleamed. Are we going to fight them?


  “No,” Amanda replied. “We are not.”


  The dragon huffed. He had been hoping for pirates to rob – he was always looking for treasure to add to his hoard – but they hadn’t run into any, and Timmy had forbidden him from going off and finding some pirates to attack. The last thing they wanted was to pick a fight when they were so close to completing their mission. Who are they?


  “Can you see the flags on the ships?”


  Spot peered off into the distance for a long moment. Even with his incredible draconic vision, she was asking for a lot. I can see white flags with dark blue suns on them.


  Amanda allowed herself to relax ever so slightly. “Those ships belong to the Shimmering Isles. Calista’s father must have sent them, and he is probably there too.”


  Spot trilled happily. She’s almost home. Once he had understood the princess’s predicament, he’d been much more sympathetic despite her attempts to hit him with a potted plant. Amanda knew how attached he was to his mother and the rest of them. The thought of being separated from them was one of the few things that worried the dragon. That night, after he’d found out, he’d clutched onto Avraniel quite tightly although the elf hadn’t complained.


  “Yes.” Amanda floated back down to the deck. “Captain,” she said as Jake approached with a spyglass in hand. “Spot says there are ships ahead of us. They bear the flag of the Shimmering Isles.”


  “Well, we are right on the edge of their territory.” He raised his voice. “Listen up, boys and girls. We’re going to be running into a fleet not too long from now.” There was uneasy muttering, but he pressed on. “Yes. I know it didn’t go so well the last time, did it? But this isn’t the empire we’re dealing with. The King of the Shimmering Isles is an honourable man, and we’re bringing back his daughter. He’ll be welcoming us, not picking a fight.” He lowered his voice and whispered to Amanda. “Just to be on the safe side, can you drop the illusions and find the princess? I want her out on deck looking as happy as possible. I don’t want them getting the wrong impression.”


  An hour later, the fleet became visible. There were two dozen ships – a force capable of crushing any marauding pirates or raiders with ease. At the heart of it was the royal flagship. It was a titanic vessel, every bit as imposing and majestic as Jake had said. The fleet moved seamlessly, and Jake’s dreadnought was soon completely surrounded as the Sword of the Ocean pulled alongside. Amanda could read the tension in Jake and the others. They were not in a good position. If this devolved into a fight, they were doomed. At this range, the flagship’s superior firepower would swiftly reduce them to kindling. That was, of course, discounting the presence of Amanda and the others. Factoring in all of them, especially Avraniel, they should be able to destroy the flagship before the rest of the fleet sank them.


  There were shouts from the flagship as someone announced their intention to come aboard. Jake hastily prepared his crew for the king’s arrival, growling stern warnings for everyone to be on their best behaviour. He wanted this to go as well as it possibly could, and he had no idea what sort of mood the king was in.


  “Try not to look too scruffy,” Jake rumbled. “We’re sailors, not savages.”


  Amanda gave Jake a comforting smile. “Jake, the king spent most of his youth in the navy. I think he’ll understand if you’re not dressed like a noble when you greet him.” She took a moment to check that her own attire was in order. “Leave the meeting and greeting to us. Worry about keeping the ship afloat.”


  Jake grimaced. “I’ll leave it to you then. I’m a sailor, not a politician.”


  It wasn’t long before the royal guard came aboard. These were the elite – men and women who had trained their minds and bodies to the pinnacle of their abilities. Although magic was not a prerequisite for joining, the rigorous tests and arduous trials involved all but assured that all of them had potent magic of some kind. It was simply too big an advantage in a fight. The royal guard were dressed in white and blue – the colours of the Shimmering Isles – and they moved in perfect unison as they took up positions around the deck. Their gazes immediately snapped to Avraniel and Spot. The elf oozed danger without even trying, and anyone with a working brain could tell Spot was dangerous. He hadn’t obtained the iconic draconic look yet, but he was still a seven-feet-long reptile with wings and large teeth.


  “His Royal Majesty!” one of the royal guards shouted, banging the butt of his spear on the deck. “King Erasmus III of the Shimmering Isles!”


  “Oh, stop that. Where’s my daughter?” The king bustled onto the dreadnought, practically throwing one of the royal guards out of the way in his haste. Amanda’s lips twitched. She’d met some of his predecessors, and the family resemblance was strong. He was not a tall man, nor was he especially broad in the shoulders, but he had the stout, hardy frame common to many good sailors. But unlike a mere sailor, he had the presence of a king, and his amber gaze held confidence and poise. As his eyes swept over the deck, there wasn’t a member of Jake’s crew who didn’t stand a little straighter under the king’s scrutiny. However, the moment he saw his daughter, everyone else ceased to matter.


  “Daddy!” Calista screamed as she broke into a run and all but catapulted into him.


  “Calista!” the king shouted.


  Amanda raised one hand to her mouth to muffle a laugh as the king abandoned any pretence at royal decorum to roll around on the deck with Calista in his arms. There was a ripple of fond amusement from the royal guards. Clearly, such displays of affection were not uncommon. However, there was also a palpable sense of relief. They must have blamed themselves for Calista’s capture, and the king’s temper and mood could not have been good following his daughter’s kidnapping.


  Amanda gave them a few more moments to themselves before clearing her throat. “Ahem. Your Majesty?”


  With speed that would have done a striking cobra proud, the king was up on his feet with his regal bearing fully in place. If she had not seen it herself, she would never have believed that the calm, composed man in front of her had been rolling around on the deck with his daughter only a few seconds ago. Rather than the overly elaborate and ostentatious clothing favoured by many royals, the king instead wore a finely embroidered tunic made to match the gleaming white and blue of the shimmering heron, the symbol of the royal family and the most famous bird in the Shimmering Isles.


  The king inclined his head toward her and the others. “I, King Erasmus III of the Shimmering Isles, wish to extend my deepest thanks and most heartfelt gratitude for rescuing my daughter and seeing her safely returned to me. There are no words that can express how happy I am to have her back. Know that you and yours will always have a friend in me and that the Shimmering Isles will always welcome you.” His lips curled, and he laughed. “Although I suppose you’ll be wanting a bit more than words, eh? That Supreme Cleric of yours was very tactful, but I’m not an idiot. Rescues like this don’t come for free.”


  Amanda glanced at Timmy. The Supreme Cleric had opted to leave the initial negotiating up to her and Timmy with Gerald serving as their clerk. Some might have question her decision, but Victoria had chosen wisely. Despite his claims to the contrary, there were few who understood negotiations, politics, and warfare the way Timmy did. He might not have liked politics, but that didn’t mean he was bad at it. Amanda was also one of the most experienced diplomats in the world, and she’d been in similar situations before. The same could not be said of the others in their group although she did have her suspicions about Old Man. The swordsman liked to cast himself as a simple warrior, but his remarks in some of their discussion suggested he had once been someone far more important. He had likely served as a general of some sort, and she was certain he’d worked alongside nobility before too.


  “Indeed. However, we can wait to discuss such matters until a more convenient time.”


  “Certainly.” The king still had one arm around Calista. “I shall invite you to my palace, and we can discuss these matters in more comfortable – and secure – settings.” He scowled, but it was not directed at them. Instead, it was directed at the southern horizon toward the forward naval bases of the empire. “I imagine we’ll have a lot to discuss if the evidence you’ve brought with you is as convincing as the Supreme Cleric claimed.” He shook himself and smiled down at Calista. “For now, though, I wish to spend time with my daughter. We have been parted for far too long.”


  As the pair wandered off with the royal guards, Timmy nudged Amanda with his elbow.


  “Interesting fellow, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. But he seems like a practical man. We’ll have to see how it goes.”


  “You know I hate politics, right?”


  Amanda smirked. “You are not getting out of this.”


  
Chapter Seven


  Gerald was not someone who enjoyed being at sea. Setting aside the issue of seasickness – he could only down so many potions before he had to worry about potentially poisoning himself – there were so many different and generally horrible ways to die. He could drown if the ship floundered in a storm or if he was washed overboard. He could be mangled, stabbed, crushed, poisoned, or eaten by all manner of deadly creatures like sharks, swordfish, octopi, squids, whales, krakens, leviathans, sea serpents, and the gods only knew what else. He’d once read an article about a bureaucrat who’d finally gone on holiday after decades of hard work only to die after stepping on an extremely venomous variety of sea urchin. Perhaps he was being paranoid, but it was hard not to view the sea with at least some suspicion.


  At least, they were on a dreadnought. True, it was a military vessel, so the cabins weren’t as comfortable as they could be, but he was more than happy to live with that. The dreadnought was absolutely armed to the teeth, so it would take a kraken or leviathan to threaten it, and with Avraniel around, they should still have enough firepower to make a fighting retreat if one of those turned up. It was at times like this that he envied Spot. The dragon could easily fly away from his troubles, not that he would. If anything, they’d have to worry about Spot picking a fight with one of the aforementioned sea monsters before trying to eat it.


  The sight of land on the horizon, and not just another island they would be passing but an island they would be disembarking at, sent a wave of joy through him. Sure, there were dangerous things on land – wolves, bandits, bears, hydras, and crime lords all came to mind – but he was a better runner than he was a swimmer, and they should be safe at the royal palace. After all, what kind of king would allow monsters or criminals to wander around his palace?


  The answer, as it turned out, was that King Erasmus was exactly such a king. A boisterous welcome from crowds thrilled to have their princess back stretched all the way from the docks to the palace itself. For someone who had never been the centre of attention, Gerald was only too happy to let the others take centre stage. When they arrived at the palace, Gerald was not surprised to see that it was a stately but not overly ostentatious building. It was designed to take advantage of the cool sea breezes that blew over the city despite the sweltering heat that had already begun to make its presence felt. Honestly, he couldn’t wait to change into something cooler. At least, Spot was happy. The moment he had some free time, the dragon would probably find something to eat and spend the rest of the day basking on a large rock in the sun.


  The graceful arches and elegant thoroughfares that dominated the palace’s architecture suggested it had yet to see much use as a stronghold, which made sense. The Shimmering Isles was famous for its navy. If the opponent managed to land a significant number of troops, then it was likely because the battle had already been lost because the navy would never allow that to occur if they still had ships on the water rather than under it. The again, maybe the palace had traps. Gerald shuddered. He still had nightmares about the swinging blade traps and some of the other traps from the compound. He also hadn’t been able to convince the rats that he hadn’t meant to melt people with hydra acid. They were convinced that he’d finally taken the first step to becoming a true warrior or something, and nothing he said could dissuade them. A few of them had even offered to teach him the quickest, most efficient ways to gut a man. Gerald didn’t want to know, but his attempts to convey that had only convinced them he was going to ask them Old Man whom they had apparently deemed a more than suitable instructor for him.


  A large reptile of some sort shambled toward them, and Gerald recoiled. He and large reptiles did not get along well. Spot was the exception. Practically every other large reptile he’d ever met had tried to eat him. And this reptile was definitely large. It was roughly the same length as Spot, but with a heavily set, muscular frame. Its scales were a pale brown mottled with patches of green, and it moved with a gait that suggested it spent just as much time in water as on land. The reptile stopped a few yards away, and it and Spot locked eyes. Eventually, Spot made a sound of approval, and the reptile continued past Spot and leapt at the princess.


  “Oof!” The princess tumbled to the ground, and the reptile gave her face a happy lick. “Sunny! It’s great to see you! I was so worried you’d been badly hurt!”


  “Sunny?” Gerald swallowed thickly. He moved closer to Spot for protection. Apart from the occasional playful ambush, Spot was the only large reptile he got along with. The time Spot had hidden in his bathtub and surprised him had almost given him a heart attack, and he’d almost whacked the dragon with his frying pan. “What kind of, uh, animal is he?”


  Timmy peered at Sunny thoughtfully. He knew animals better than almost anyone due to his profession as a necromancer. The odds were good that if it existed, he’d probably at least considered making a zombie out of it. The reptile hopped off Calista to let her sit up and stood patiently as Timmy examined him. It was clearly well trained.


  “If I’m not mistaken, Sunny here is a male coastal salamander. They’re kind of like other salamanders except instead of living in mountains and volcanoes and controlling fire, they spend most of their time in and around beaches, mangroves, and other coastal areas. They can control water.” He shrugged. “I’ve never made a zombie out of one, but I imagine their anatomy isn’t all that different from their fiery cousins. Obviously, there are a few differences. He seems better adapted for swimming and less agile on land.”


  “Oh.” Gerald breathed a sigh of relief. Salamanders could be tamed and turned into bodyguards or pets with enough effort – and enough instructors since they could attack quite viciously if they didn’t like someone – so Sunny wasn’t likely to go on a murderous and hungry rampage any time soon. “What does he eat?”


  Calista smiled and patted the reptile. “Sunny mostly eats fish, but he doesn’t mind munching on the occasional octopus or squid. He’s also fond of turtle from time to time, but it depends on the turtle.” She giggled. “They can get very large, and their beaks are rather sharp.” Nearby, Spot gave a sound of approval. He could appreciate his fellow reptile’s taste.


  “Yes,” the king remarked. “I got Sunny for my daughter when she was still a toddler. He has grown considerably since then and become a loyal friend and protector. He was most… upset when they took her, and he was grievously wounded trying to fight off her abductors. Fortunately, we were able to heal him, and I have no doubt he will guard her even more zealously now that she has returned.” He gestured for them to follow him. “But, please, let me show you to your lodgings. Rest for a while, and we can begin our discussion this evening after dinner.”


  Their lodgings were certainly comfortable – far more so than any Gerald had enjoyed since leaving the castle – and Gerald was sorely tempted to throw himself onto the bed, crawl under the covers, and stay there for at least a week. He had already exceeded his quota for near-death experiences for at least the next month. Alas, there was work to do, and he soon found himself in a council of sorts with Amanda, Timmy, and Vicky although the cleric was only present via scrying sphere.


  “It is good to see all of you again, and in fine health too.” Councillor Winters’ usual glow was absent since she was relying on the scrying sphere instead of projecting her astral form. Gerald, though, could not help but notice the massive, spiky lizard dozing behind her. He opened his mouth to warn her, but all she did was smile. “Yes, Gerald, I know there is a giant, spiky lizard sleeping behind me. No, he is not a threat.”


  “What… what is that?”


  “That’s Spike,” Timmy answered. “She found him when we were still attending the academy. She thought he was cute, so she basically beat him up and brought him back with us. Normally, he lives at a zoo, but he usually stays with her for at least a week a year while the zoo performs maintenance on his enclosure.” He shrugged. “Yes, it seems crazy, but that’s because it is.”


  The councillor smiled and waved one hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t let his appearance fool you. Spike is a friendly fellow with a wonderful personality.” Gerald would have to take her word for it because he was not going anywhere near Spike unless he was ordered to. “So… how did your mission go? I know you succeeded, but we haven’t had time for a fuller debrief. Given your circumstances, now seems as good a time as any.”


  “As you already know, we were successful in retrieving the princess and copious amounts of evidence to show the Eternal Empire’s involvement. That aside, we also recovered documentation relating to Lord Tarrick’s criminal organisation, which you may find useful.” Amanda glanced at Gerald. “Gerald has been making copies of the most important things, so we can forward those to you later. If you have any questions you’d like us to ask Lord Tarrick, I suggest you think of them quickly. He is valuable alive, but King Erasmus is not happy. I daresay any deal with him will be contingent on us handing over Lord Tarrick. Once that happens, I’d give it a week at the most before Lord Tarrick’s head is on a pike at the docks.”


  “I can’t blame him.” The councillor pursed her lips. “See if you can persuade the king to let us have him for a few months. Tell him we’re going to torture him horribly or something. Let him know he can have him once we’re done.” She frowned. “You might want to tell him it’ll help us in the war too. He’s a navy man. He’ll understand if he has to put his vengeance off for a few months to help win the war.”


  “Are we actually going to torture him?” Gerald asked. He wasn’t a big fan of torture even when it was aimed at his enemies. It made him queasy just thinking about it. Hopefully, he never got captured. There were people who could resist months of gruelling, agonising torture. He did not want to find out if he was one of them.


  “Probably not,” Councillor Winters replied. The way she replied so blithely was a tad worrying, but the Supreme Cleric had always been gifted in the calculus of war. If torturing a crime lord was necessary to save Everton, she would do it. “We have magic that can compel answers or actions from him without torture, and that’s not including what Amanda could do if we let her use her full power.” Her gaze shifted to each of them in turn. “But how are you? You never did tell me if you got injured during the mission, and appearances can be deceiving.”


  Timmy shrugged. “I don’t think anyone suffered anything too bad, Vicky. Avraniel set stuff on fire, Spot ate people, Old Man sliced and diced, Amanda did whatever it is ancient vampires do, Gerald apparently melted some people with hydra acid, Katie stole some books, and I burst my eardrums. They had a sound mage, but a healing potion fixed me up. Oh, and the princess tried to hit Spot with a potted plant.


  “Did she manage to hit him?” Timmy shook his head, and the councillor laughed. “I imagine he didn’t take that well. If anything, he was probably insulted. Still, I’m glad to know you emerged relatively unscathed although I might have to look at your ears the next time we meet. Healing potions aren’t perfect.” Her gaze snapped to Gerald, and she grinned. “What’s this I hear about you melting people with hydra acid? I don’t remember you mentioning this when we spoke briefly after you retrieved the princess.”


  Before Gerald could speak, Timmy cut in. “Supposedly, he was overcome with rage at the ill treatment of some bureaucrats. According to the ninja rats, his enemies pleaded for mercy, but he replied that the only mercy he would grant them was a swift death before pouring hydra acid on them one by one, so they could realise the error of their ways. He saved the leader for last, and they all died screaming.”


  “…” Gerald gaped at Timmy. “That is not what happened!” He looked desperately at the Supreme Cleric. “It was an accident! I swear it was! I didn’t mean to hit them with hydra acid!”


  “That’s not what the rats say,” Timmy replied. “They told me you were so terrifying even they were worried. They had to convince you not to make your enemies drink the hydra acid.”


  “But… but… but…” Gerald covered his face with his hands. “You have to believe me,” he pleaded. “It really was an accident.”


  Councillor Winters laughed. “Relax, Gerald. I believe you.” She paused. “Besides, if you wanted to kill someone, you could always drop a boulder on them. It’s less horrific since the boulder covers up the mess.” Gerald wailed, and she chuckled. “But seriously, how many brushes with death did you have this time?”


  “I stopped counting after twelve,” Gerald replied. He had stopped keeping track of how many times he almost died because it had started to get rather depressing. “But there was maybe only one where I wasn’t sure somebody would be able to save me.” He gestured vaguely. “There was a giant tree trying to kill me. One of the enemy mages made it.”


  “Ah, yes, you did mention that before. I hope you go into detail in your report. It sounds fascinating.”


  Gerald felt a familiar swell of happiness. Paperwork! He could handle paperwork, and the familiarity of it all put his mind at ease. He understood paperwork, and paperwork played by the rules and didn’t try to murder him. Sure, paper cuts could be nasty, but it was better than almost being stabbed to death by a magically enhanced tree.


  “Amanda,” the councillor asked. “How amenable do you think the king will be to granting some of the terms we’re hoping for?”


  The vampire bit her lip. It was sometimes easy to forget that she could basically read people’s minds and emotions. Even without trying, she could glimpse into the surface thoughts and emotions of those around her. “He’s spoiling for a fight. If anything, once he sees the evidence, we’ll have to convince him not to send his fleets out immediately.”


  “Attacking now would be unwise,” Timmy said. “There are at least two imperial naval bases close enough to matter. The king’s fleets should be able to fend the empire off in the familiar waters of the Shimmering Isles with support behind them, but if they get caught out in open water and surrounded…”


  “Which is why we’ve already dispatched some of our forces,” the councillor said. “If the empire decides to abandon caution and go on the offensive, they will strike at the Shimmering Isles directly and try to overwhelm them before they can organise a proper defence. However, our forces should make it there before any imperial fleet. I am hoping you will have negotiated terms by then. Otherwise, it will be very awkward for us.”


  “I can imagine.” Amanda folded her arms together, and Gerald was once again struck by the inhuman grace she possessed. “I will push for a full alliance, at least for the duration of the war, and I think he will accept. That should leave us ideally positioned to fight the naval portion of the war.”


  “Agreed. The Council is giving you full discretion in this matter. Your skills as a diplomat and negotiator are well known, and we can hardly ask for a better opportunity. Ideally, we wouldn’t be relying on the empire making mistakes to form alliances, but we’ll take what we can get. You should also see if there are any other island nations that might be willing to ally with us. The Shimmering Isles may be the largest and most powerful of the island kingdoms, but it is not the only one.”


  “I’ll look into it.” Amanda closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, there were faint tinges of crimson amidst the usual piercing blue. “We need to be careful. Some of those island nations may see this as a chance to settle old grudges. We do not want to get dragged into any extra conflicts.”


  “Of course.” Councillor Winters looked at him. “Gerald.”


  “Yes, councillor?” He all but snapped to attention.


  “You’ve been doing excellent work as always. I know I can rely on you to keep good records and proper documentation, which puts my mind at ease.” She smiled at him, and the warmth of it could be felt through the scrying sphere. “However, I think you will enjoy the task I am about to give you more than the mission you recently completed. Wars are based on logistics. I want you to report on how prepared the Shimmering Isles is for the coming conflict from the point of view of logistics. Ask Timmy and Amanda if you need help.”


  Gerald relaxed. A report? He could do that. “Yes, councillor. It will be done.”


  The negotiations went as smoothly as predicted. The king might have been a navy man, but the kidnapping of his daughter had turned him into an angry father. He had to be dissuaded for personally leading his fleets against the empire after reviewing the evidence they’d obtained.


  “Those honourless bastards!” the king raged. He clenched one fist and slammed it into the table. There was a brief flare of magic as the runes and seals on the table flared to protect it from what had been a very impressive blow. “How dare they! It’s bad enough that I have to constantly stop their proxies from fishing in my waters, but to organise the kidnapping of my daughter? I had my suspicions when they offered to ‘ensure her safety’, but to see it spelled out so plainly. Well, they wanted a fight! They’ll get one, just not the one they wanted.” He turned to one of the royal guards. “Summon the admirals.”


  “Your Majesty,” Amanda interjected. “Allow me a moment of your time, please.”


  The king’s amber eyes blazed, but beneath Amanda’s calm scrutiny, his wrath cooled enough for him to regain his composure. “Very well. Speak.”


  “As you say, the Eternal Empire needs to be punished for their role in your daughter’s kidnapping, yet now is not the time. They are likely ready and waiting, knowing that vengeance will be on your mind. Your fleets would be sailing into a trap against numerically superior foes. We have forces en route to bolster the Shimmering Isles. Why not wait until you are on a proper war footing and let the enemy come to you? Face them in familiar waters with close support at hand rather than journey into their territory and face them where they are strongest. Time is on your side here, not theirs. Every day that passes only strengthens your defences. At some point, they will have to take the offensive.”


  King Erasmus bristled before settling back into his chair. The heat in his gaze had lessened somewhat, but it had not vanished. Instead, it had crystallised into cold fury. “It pains me to admit it, but you have the right of it. For all of their foolishness in this matter, the empire has capable captains, admirals, and sailors. I know that better than anyone. Ship for ship, man for man, we are their betters, but they have more ships and more men. Numbers matter, especially if we are to attack rather than defend.” His lips curled. “You were so confident of an alliance that you deployed your forces? How bold.”


  “War is rarely won through cowardice,” Amanda replied smoothly. “Foolishness is seldom successful, but calculated risks are often necessary.”


  “Indeed.” The king turned to the second matter that rankled him. “And you say you need Lord Tarrick alive? That scum’s head should be adorning a pike at the docks.”


  “We believe he will be useful in the coming conflict. He was one of the most powerful crime lords in the Combine. He has ample resources and contacts, both of which we can utilise ourselves if we keep him alive.”


  “I don’t like it.” King Erasmus growled. “But again, I understand the necessity of it. Give me an hour with him before you take him. He will not die, but he must suffer before I hand him over.” His nostrils flared. “And I expect him back alive once all of this is over. An example must be made. Nobody lays a hand on my daughter and lives.”


  “Of course. I would suggest having a healer with you when you visit him.” Amanda’s smile was colder than the dead of winter. “I know firsthand that having one available allows you to be more… thorough.”


  “Ah.” The king smirked. “You’re right. I’ll make sure to have one around.”


  The negotiations concluded a few days later. Despite how smoothly they’d gone, there were still many details to be worked out, and Gerald took great pride in recording all of it and even quoting the relevant legislation. Such finalisations would take further time and a member of the Council, if only for appearances, so one was doubtless already on the way with the forces Councillor Winters had deployed. Still, all of the major details had been agreed upon, and it was more a matter of properly formalising the agreements than anything else.


  Afterward, Gerald found himself with some free time, so he decided to do something relaxing. He went for a walk. Of course, he wasn’t stupid. He didn’t go for a walk on his own. There were pickpockets in every country, and there was no telling what trouble he might run into on unfamiliar shores. Instead, he asked Katie if she wanted to come along, and he soon found himself wandering through a bustling marketplace with the young necromancer and a small cadre of ninja rats. It was, he thought, a sign of how much his life had changed that this little trip was the most normal thing he’d done all week.


  “How are you, Gerald?” Katie asked. She was surprisingly astute for a child sometimes. Then again, Rembrandt was with her, and few could read people the way the eye-patch-wearing rat could. It was one of the reasons he was such a good bodyguard. He could sense malice, aggression, or hostile intent from a mile away.


  “Much better now that nobody is trying to kill me. Taking notes during the negotiations has been wonderfully relaxing.”


  They made their way toward a bookstore, and Gerald eagerly entered and began to peruse the shelves. Much like Katie, he could appreciate a good book, and there were bound to be a few here that he’d never read before. He might even pick up some stationery as well since they had different types here, and their paper was made using different methods and materials. In fact, paper from the Shimmering Isles was renowned for both its smooth texture and its whiteness.


  “What do you think of this one?” Katie asked.


  Gerald looked at the book warily. He’d seen Katie’s bookshelves at the castle. At least a third of the books would have driven him insane within minutes if he’d tried to read them. Hopefully, this wasn’t one of those books. He rather liked being sane. “A treatise on the development of the merchant navy of the Shimmering Isles? Not a bad choice.” Gerald rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The majority of the wealth of the Shimmering Isles does come from the sea, whether in the form of seafood or other sea products or through bountiful trade thanks to their advantageous position.” He looked closer. “Ah. I know the author. He is an excellent scholar. He wrote a similar book about some of the other island nations. It was very good. I think you would do well to purchase it.”


  “Yes.” Katie flipped through the book. “Having a formalised system for the development of a proper merchant navy has done wonders for their trading power. It is an idea more countries should investigate.” She cackled, which sent a shiver down his spine despite how adorable the sound was. “I’ve also been thinking about it a lot. My master and I already have several ships sailing under our banner. It might be nice to have more. After all, there are benefits to running a larger operation.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.” Gerald turned as one of the rats squeaked to catch his attention. He moved to where the rodent had pointed and gasped. There was a book there – a wonderful book. “The Life and Times of Salton Brantley, Bureaucrat and Clerk… no.” Gerald shook his head. “It can’t be.” This was the biography of the legendary bureaucrat who had personally established many of the conventions first used by the Eternal Empire and later by bureaucrats all over the world. Gerald gingerly eased the book off the shelf and nearly swooned. It was a tad battered – nothing the right magic couldn’t fix – but it was a fifth edition. Impossible. Even a fifth edition would be centuries old. It should be locked in some collector’s vault not on the shelf of a normal bookstore. He really, really wanted it, but the price would surely be… he looked at the price and almost fainted. It was in his price range.


  “Is that something you’re interested in?” Katie asked. She grinned. “You looked like you were about to have a stroke.” She nodded at one of the rats. “He was getting ready to use his healing magic on you.” One of the little rodent’s paws was indeed wreathed in magic.


  “Oh, yes.” Gerald brightened. “This book alone makes this whole trip worth it. I’ll definitely be buying it.”


  Gerald anxiously brought the book to the counter, terrified that the price on it was incorrect. However, the proprietor barely even looked at the book before he took Gerald’s money and handed it to him without so much as a second glance. Gerald immediately used his magic to store it. He wasn’t going to risk damaging it while reading it until he could have Timmy or Amanda properly protect it from wear and tear. As they continued through the marketplace, there was a visible spring in his step. He wasn’t even bothered when someone tried to pick his pockets. The rats dealt with the lout easily enough, and the authorities arrived soon after to haul him off – but not before the rats had emptied the would-be thief’s pockets in retaliation. It was so nice to see law and order being enforced after spending time in the unruliness of the Combine. Unfortunately, his footsteps had inadvertently carried him into an area that specialised in services of a more… adult variety.


  “Care for a night of my time?” a woman asked as she sidled up to him and reached for his arm. She was, he admitted, very attractive with lush lips, a full figure, and long, silky dark hair.


  “Back off!” Katie warded the woman off with a vicious glare and grabbed Gerald’s hand. “Come on. We need to get out of here. If we’re not careful they’ll rob us blind.” She huffed angrily. “You’d be amazed by how many women just throw themselves at my master. If I wasn’t there to scare them off, we’d never get any work done.”


  As Katie dragged him away from the house of ill repute, much to the amusement of several women who had been watching, he took a few moments to consider her words. Timmy was handsome enough, and he carried himself with obvious confidence. It wouldn’t be unexpected for women to assume he was wealthy and powerful, and they would be right. Regardless of his legal status, Timmy was the Lord of Black Tower Castle, one of the most infamous strongholds in Everton and a Grand Necromancer of considerable power. Still, the thought of Katie scaring off women brought a smile to his lips. The little girl could certainly be quite ferocious when she put her mind to it, and there was no way she’d tolerate any women who couldn’t at least appreciate a good zombie.


  “I should watch where I’m going,” Gerald said. “This wasn’t what I had in mind for my walk.”


  After escaping several more women, they made their way back to safer territory in the form of a fish and seafood market. As Gerald had expected, it was absolutely bustling with activity since the Shimmering Isles was renowned for the quality of its seafood, and fish was a cornerstone of the local diet. Since seafood could be preserved with the right magic and some ice, he wasn’t surprised to see traders from other nations wandering around in search of seafood to stock up on before making the journey home. There were plenty of fish that were only bountiful in and around the islands, and some more exotic varieties could only be found in a few select areas. A canny trader could pay a moderate sum here and then charge an exorbitant one upon returning home.


  “What are you looking for?” Gerald asked as Katie roamed through the fish market.


  “Have you ever heard of the tropical spike fish?”


  Gerald searched his mind for an answer but drew a blank. However, he knew Katie, which meant he could draw several conclusions. “Can I assume that it is either poisonous, vicious, or otherwise capable of killing people?”


  Katie laughed. It was a sound full of childish glee, but it was accompanied by a far more worrying smile. That was Timmy’s smile – the one the necromancer wore whenever he had come up with a particularly nefarious plan. It was startling to realise how similar some of their expressions were despite them not being related by blood. “The tropical spike fish is arguably the most poisonous fish in the entire world. If you’re unfortunate enough to eat one without properly removing the poison sacs and cooking the flesh, you’ll most likely be dead within twenty seconds.”


  Gerald gaped. “Why would they sell that at a fish market? Are they trying to kill people?”


  Katie laughed again and shook her head. “It’s actually a delicacy. Apart from being ridiculously poisonous, it is also ridiculously tasty. It’s been considered a national speciality for hundreds of years, and the mark of a true chef here is the ability to prepare a tropical spike fish for safe consumption while accentuating its flavour.”


  “Have you ever eaten any?” Gerald asked curiously.


  Katie shook her head and gave him a flat look. “No. And I don’t think I ever will. My master has a saying: there are plenty of things out there that want to kill you. Don’t give them any help, and don’t do them any favours.”


  “Ah. Wise words.” Gerald chuckled nervously. Despite his occupation – or perhaps because of it – Timmy could be incredibly pragmatic. Oh, he took plenty of risks, but those were calculated risks. Like any good gambler, Timmy knew when to go all in and when to fold. “So why are you getting some? Is it for Spot? He can’t be poisoned, right?”


  “Technically, you can still poison Spot, but there are hardly any poisons in the world that will work, and even those will stop working as he gets older and bigger. I will be getting a few for Spot – I think he’ll enjoy them – but most of them will be for one of my projects.”


  “Are you going to make a zombie tropical spike fish?” Gerald paused, and his brows furrowed. “Because if it has to get eaten to poison things, it doesn’t sound very useful.”


  Katie nodded. “You’re right. A zombie that only does anything if it gets eaten would be pointless since almost nothing wants to eat a zombie.” She lowered her voice. “But as you know, my master has a broad array of expertise, and I read a lot. We recently came up with an idea involving the poison of the tropical spike fish, but we haven’t been able to test it yet.”


  “Why do I have the feeling that I’m about to be terrified?” Gerald asked. The rat on his shoulder snickered. He was one of the more knife-happy rats, so Gerald wasn’t the least bit surprised to find out he was in favour of working with some of the world’s deadliest poison.


  “It is actually really simple. The poison used by the tropical spike fish can only be ingested if the flesh or the poison sacs are consumed without proper preparation. However, after careful research, my master and I realised it might be possible to aerosolise the poison.”


  “You can make it into a gas?” Gerald froze and had to utter a hasty apology when the people behind him had to stop as well. “How deadly is it?” he squeaked as he forced himself to resume walking. Frankly, it sounded horrific.


  “It depends. Making the poison airborne definitely lowers its potency, but it’s already so deadly that it might not matter much in the grand scheme of things. Killing in a matter of minutes isn’t the same as killing in seconds, but it’s usually good enough. Moreover, the poison used by tropical spike fish isn’t uniform. It’s a cocktail of multiple toxins, all of which are designed to target different groups.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The bodies of humans, goblins, dwarves, elves, and so on have many superficial similarities – one head, two arms, two legs, and so on – but they are also different in some very important ways. For example, elves have far keener vision and senses than humans, and dwarves are known for their immense strength and endurance relative to their size. As necromancers, my master and I have both studied the anatomy of all the different races. The vital systems and key tissues vary from race to race, and for reasons that only the gods know, the tropical spike fish has different toxins to target each particular group. If you could separate those toxins and extract them, you’d have a poison that targets certain species over others. For example, if you had a problem with marauding orcs, you could tailor the poison to affect them more than humans. Sure, humans would still be affected. They would probably be puking all over the place, but they wouldn’t be dead. The orcs, well, they would be dead. Very dead.”


  Gerald considered the implications. A species-differentiating poison that could be deployed as a gas sounded terrifying. Worse, his mind had already identified multiple ways it could be abused as a weapon. If he could imagine these things, then people like Katie and Timmy must already have come up with far scarier ideas. He could also imagine less scrupulous people using it to target groups they didn’t like. “That’s… horrifying.”


  “It is,” Katie admitted. Her expression was serious. “But my master and I can both see the potential benefits. It’s not like we’d be using it randomly, and the process is extremely complicated and esoteric – assuming it even works – so I doubt anyone else could reverse engineer it unless they got hold of our notes, and it still wouldn’t be easy. But if the castle is ever attacked, or we have to go on a mission where we’re horribly outnumbered…”


  Gerald could already see it in his mind’s eye: clouds of deadly gas spilling across the battlefield as their opponents tried to fend off wave after wave of zombies. Zombies, of course, did not need to breathe, and every enemy that fell would only add to their numbers. “Remind me never to make you mad.”


  “Don’t be silly, Gerald. We’re friends. You don’t have to worry about me going after you unless you secretly turn evil or something.”


  “Well, I’m certainly not planning on turning evil.”


  They finally managed to find a store that sold tropical spike fish, and the vendor was both pleased and terrified when Katie immediately offered to purchase every fish he had in stock. Of course, buying them required a licence. The fish could be used to make deadly poisons, after all, and letting an untrained chef prepare them would lead to disaster. However, Katie had already managed to obtain a licence, probably because she’d expected an opportunity like this to arise after they rescued the princess. She was even happier to pick up some live specimens.


  “I’d like to breed them,” she confessed to Gerald. “There are individual differences in poison strength although all of them are deadly, so I’m hoping we can develop an especially potent bloodline. They don’t normally take to captivity well, but I think we can handle that if we make a giant pond for them or something.” She smiled at one of the fish in the large tank. Gerald could store it away with his magic until they got back to the castle. “Besides, they’re pretty cute.”


  Gerald and Rembrandt shared a look. He and the rat the both agreed the fish in the tank were not cute. The average tropical spike fish was roughly a foot long, covered in spikes, and had a face that looked as though it were permanently set into a baleful glare. “I’m not sure,” Gerald said at last. “They all look kind of mean.”


  Katie tapped the tank, and the evil fish glared even harder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. They’re adorable although I wish they weren’t so expensive.”


  “Do you really need so many?” Gerald asked. “Couldn’t you – ah!”


  The fish had leapt out of the tank and come within an inch or two of his head before Katie’s shadows had reached out to stop it. The malevolent creature thrashed in a vain bid to escape, and Gerald hastily backed away as Katie put it back into the tank.


  “Is… is that normal?” Gerald asked the owner of the store.


  The portly man laughed. “See this?” He held up a shovel-like tool. “We use this to scoop them up off the ground and put them back in the tank. They’re vicious, and while being hit by their spikes isn’t usually fatal, it is extremely painful.” He smirked. “But they only leap out of the tank at people they like. Congratulations, my friend. That one likes you.”


  “See?” Katie said. “I told you they were cute. He’s just trying to be friendly. You don’t have to stand so far away.”


  Gerald winced as the fish glared at him from inside the tank. He was definitely going to keep his distance. “No. I think I’ll stay over here where it’s safe.” He shuddered. “But why do you need so many?”


  “The quantity of poison in each fish is fairly low, but we can counter that by putting them into composite zombies with a hydra base. If you make them properly, hydra-based zombies pass on their enhanced regeneration to all of the components, so we should be able to get the poisons sacs to replenish more quickly than normal. But if that doesn’t work, we’ll have to use a lot of fish to get a viable amount of poison for our experiments.” Katie shrugged. “And breeding them will take a while. They only spawn once or twice a year, and they won’t spawn at all until we’ve got them somewhere comfortable with enough space and the right temperature.” She made a face. “I’m going to have to dig up the runes and seals used for fish tanks and ponds. You’d be amazed by how many there are, but using more general-purpose runes and seals might kill the fish, and I don’t know when we’ll be back here to get more.”


  “Where will you build your pond?” Gerald asked. Building was probably the right word. Depending on the size of the pond, they could have Timmy do it, or the demolition rats could use another one of their large-scale explosives to add another lake to the landscape around the castle.


  “I was thinking of putting it in one of my bigger labs, but they probably need regular sunlight. There are some courtyards we don’t use a lot, so I could get my master to extend one and convert the garden there to a big pond. It might be easier to make it outside the castle, but then we’d have to worry about villagers or travellers accidentally eating some of them.”


  “It’s good that you’re being considerate.” Quite frankly, he had a hard time believing anyone could look at the mean, vicious fish in the tank and think they were fit for consumption. As though it could sense his scrutiny, the fish from before leapt out of the tank again. To his amazement, it almost managed to reach him before Katie again caught it. “Ah!” He jabbed one finger at the fish. “Did you see that? It’s trying to kill me!”


  “Gerald, you heard the owner of the store. It’s only trying to be friendly.”


  Gerald gulped. “Let’s finish our purchase.” They haggled a bit, but Katie’s heart wasn’t in it. After paying a princely sum for the fish, Gerald put everything away with his magic. “Where should we go next?”


  They spent the rest of the afternoon wandering the marketplace. As expected of a nation known for its merchants and traders, there were things here from every corner of the world, and the sheer number of exotic goods was truly impressive. Gerald was particularly pleased to pick up a calligraphy set from the distant east. He’d seen examples of the art form, and he was curious to see if it could be used to embellish the writing used in Everton as well. He would have to ask Old Man for help. The swordsman had never stated it outright, but his appearance and choice of weaponry all suggested he hailed from that part of the world.


  There was also silk paper and other delights, and Gerald happily added them to his collection too. For her part, Katie was more focused on obtaining souvenirs or items to help with her projects. The rats made their fair share of purchases too, using either him or Katie as proxies since most merchants were reluctant to deal with rodents. Rembrandt was the proud owner of a new eye patch when they left. He liked to keep spares on hand at all times, and he even had a different one for when he slept. It made Gerald wonder what had happened to his eye. Was it missing or damaged? Or was he concealing something else entirely?


  When they arrived back at the palace, Spot was there to greet them with a happy cry. Nobody had enjoyed the meals at the palace more than the dragon, and he had savoured every fresh, new delicacy with obvious delight, which had endeared him to the chefs once they realised they were safe from his potential wrath.


  You’re back! The dragon flapped his wings and then bounded over to them. Did you bring me anything? There was a hopeful expression on his face that would have been utterly heart-warming if it hadn’t highlighted the size of his teeth so well.


  “As a matter of fact…” Katie nodded, and Gerald produced one of the tropical spike fish. Katie used some of her shadows to hand it to Spot. “This is a tropical spike fish, Spot. It is supposed to be super tasty.” The dragon lunged at it, but Katie stopped him. “Listen very carefully. This is really important.” Spot stopped struggling when he realised she was serious. “It is extremely poisonous, Spot. If anyone else eats it, they are going to die. Do you understand? You can’t share this with Chomp or your mother or anyone else. It will kill them. However, you will be fine. Okay?”


  Because I’m a dragon, right? Spot sniffed at the fish and chortled at its wickedly sharp spikes. He gave it a small bite and then trilled in delight. It’s so tasty! His wings beat the air furiously, and he looked about furtively. I really don’t have to share?


  “I meant what I said. It is ultra poisonous. Do not give any of it to anyone else.”


  Yay! Although Spot didn’t usually mind sharing a bit of his food with people he considered friends – albeit while grumbling the whole time – he was still a dragon. There was a part of him that would always bristle at people trying to take anything he thought of as his. He began to slowly eat the fish, careful to savour each and every bite. It’s really good!


  “I’m glad you like it.” Katie scratched his head, mindful to keep clear of his mouth. “When you’re done eating it, don’t forget to wash your mouth out with your fire. In fact, do it three times and then wash your mouth out with water. You wouldn’t want to accidentally poison someone by licking them, would you?”


  Spot shook his head and went back to eating the tropical spike fish as Katie and Gerald continued into the castle. There was a large, flat rock near the dragon, and he would likely bask on it once he was done eating. There was a python there, but the snake would undoubtedly take one look at Spot and realise that discretion was the better part of valour.


  “He certainly enjoyed the tropical spike fish,” Gerald said.


  “He did.” Katie looked around at the beautiful, idyllic gardens. “I wonder if we’ll have more time to relax while we’re here. We’ve been very busy lately, so I wouldn’t mind a trip to the beach.” Her eyes gleamed, and she punched the air. “This time, I’ll beat my master at building sandcastles. I’ve been practicing, so there’s no way I can lose!”


  Gerald didn’t have the heart to tell her that based on her prior defeats, the only way she was going to beat Timmy was if he got supremely drunk or if he decided to let her win, neither of which were very likely. “Good luck,” he said instead.


  Katie huffed and shook her fist at the sky. “I’ll beat him one day!”


  Given that Timmy was a man who used a shovel for a weapon and had earth magic capable of manipulating sand, Gerald doubted it. However, he was too polite to say anything. Hopefully, things wouldn’t get too out of hand since knowing Katie, she would end up recruiting Avraniel and Spot to help her, and the trio had not accepted their defeat gracefully the last time they’d faced Timmy.


  * * *


  Old Man adjusted his hat ever so slightly to keep the sun out of his eyes. They would be leaving the Shimmering Isles soon, so Timmy had decreed – most likely after substantial badgering from Avraniel – that they would be spending some time at the beach. Now, Old Man liked the beach. He’d spent plenty of his time there in his youth, but he was getting on in years. Frolicking in the waves was something for younger men to indulge in, possibly with a comely paramour. His frolicking days were long gone. Instead, he was content to lounge about and people watch.


  One thing he noticed immediately was that the Shimmering Isles had a somewhat relaxed dress code, and nowhere was that more obvious than at the beach. Young men wandered around in little more than shorts while young women wore bikinis or one-piece bathing suits. There were places in the world where dressing like that would have gotten them arrested.


  Old Man, though, was well past the point of needing to show off his physique. Instead, he was perfectly content to enjoy the warm sunshine, the cool breeze, and the occasional cold drink. Nearby, Amanda had adopted a similarly laidback posture, spending most of her time under a large umbrella Gerald had put up to make her life a bit easier. In her defence, it was a matter of practicality. Ancient vampire or not, the sun was not her friend even though it wasn’t going to kill her. Like him, she seemed more interested in soaking in the ambience of the beach although she’d been forced to kindly but firmly dismiss the occasional offer of companionship from young men drawn to her unearthly beauty. Every now and then, a small smile would slip across her lips when she saw a young couple walking along the shore. Ah, memories. They were a curious thing, capable of providing great comfort and causing great pain. He knew that better than anyone.


  A beach like this had played host to some of his darkest memories and some of his dearest too. He’d lost friends on beaches amidst the blood and muck of war, but he had also spent several carefree afternoons running away from an angry princess with a spear. She’d been so splendid to behold when she was angry, and she’d come close to landing a hit several times, which was no mean feat. In his prime, there had been precious few who could land even a glancing hit on him. He wondered what she was doing now. It would have been easy to ask travellers from his homeland for news, but it was better to leave the past behind. There was no going back for him.


  “I must say,” Gerald said. “It is very hot today, isn’t it?”


  Old Man grinned. The other man had lathered himself in enough sunblock to ward off a dragon’s fire. Like Katie, he sunburned easily, something that had drawn the occasional taunt from Avraniel since neither of them was a vampire, yet Amanda, who was a vampire, had yet to get sunburn. Unlike Katie, however, he couldn’t put a thin layer of shadow over his body to further protect it. “It is always warm in the Shimmering Isles, or so I’ve heard.”


  “It is in the tropics,” Gerald remarked. “Oh, by the way, I recently purchased a calligraphy set. Do you happen to know how to use one?”


  “A calligraphy set? From the far east?” Gerald nodded. Old Man rubbed his chin. “As a matter of fact, I do.” He had fond memories of chasing his friends with ink-soaked brushes while their instructors threatened them with all manner of horrors. The princess he’d served had been particularly adept at splashing people while looking completely innocent of any wrongdoing. Her brother, though, had always gotten caught, much to his despair. “My people believe that calligraphy helps maintain supple wrists, which are crucial for proper swordsmanship. I might be a bit rusty, but I would be glad to show you what I know.”


  “Thank you.” Gerald turned his gaze to the beach and the small crowd that had gathered to observe the epic contest. “Do you think they’ll win today?”


  Old Man followed his friend’s gaze to where some of the members of their group had taken a more active approach to enjoying the beach. Chomp had not been to the beach a lot, so he had initially regarded even small crabs with suspicion before relaxing enough to set out on the ancient and noble canine pursuit of digging. In less than an hour, the three-headed dog had excavated a makeshift network of tunnels. They’d have to ask Timmy to fill it in later to avoid any unfortunate accidents. Still, it was impressive, and the dog had found several objects hidden in the sand. None of them had been too valuable, but the shiny glass bottle he’d found was something they’d bring with them when they left, considering how much he liked it. Some of the locals had overcome their fear of the gigantic dog, and he was currently basking in the attention of several young ladies who thought he was wonderfully cute and cuddly despite his menacing stature.


  As for Spot, Avraniel, and Katie, they had formed an ultimate alliance to build the ultimate sandcastle, so they could finally defeat Timmy, who was, apparently, a merciless cheater of epic proportions – or so Katie had proclaimed when she had once again challenged him. Timmy, in characteristic fashion, had simply smiled and gotten to work, utterly confident of his victory. As well he should be. They had yet to beat him, and Old Man doubted today would be any different.


  Now, Katie was no slouch, and Avraniel and Spot had gotten much better at following her instructions when it came to building sandcastles, but Timmy was clearly some kind of sandcastle-building genius. Old Man could honestly say that he’d never met anyone better at building sandcastles, and his homeland had once held yearly competitions hosted by the imperial family. Timmy’s current project was a replica of the Shimmering Isles’ royal palace, and it was a truly incredible likeness. His attention to detail was astounding, and to add insult to injury, he didn’t even have to use his magic. He was simply that good with a shovel. And although Katie was receiving help from some of the ninja rats, the more mercenary rodents had swiftly defected to what they viewed as the winning team. As usual, the ninja rats were betting peanuts, grapes, and other trinkets to spice up the competition.


  Meanwhile, Katie and the others were building a copy of the fortress they’d assaulted to retrieve the princess. It was definitely impressive, especially since Avraniel and Spot had carefully used fire to melt certain portions of the sand and interior to improve its stability and add more detail, but there was no matching the sheer craftsmanship of Timmy’s work. The necromancer must have anticipated the challenge because he’d set aside his usual shovel for a number of smaller shovels that were better suited to the intricate work required. In what was probably a bad sign for Katie’s chances, even Rembrandt, her most stalwart supporter, was eyeing Timmy’s sandcastle enviously. It was a flawless facsimile of the royal palace, and Timmy had even managed to add the gardens around the palace as well, all of it in exquisite detail and accuracy.


  “I don’t think they’re going to win.” Old Man grinned. “And we had best move our chairs a little further back before they realise it.”


  “That’s a good idea.” Gerald grimaced. “They might get a little upset when they lose.” Spot had not been pleased about losing last time, nor had Avraniel, and being near two grumpy pyromaniacs was an awful idea. Throw in Katie, and it was a wonder there had still been a beach left after their last attempt to defeat Timmy had failed.


  A familiar presence nearby had him turning to great the princess, the king, and their retinue of guards. The royal guard had been a constant presence since their arrival. The princess had already been kidnapped once, so the king was not taking any chances. Fittingly, Sunny was padding along beside the princess, glaring at anyone who got too close. On this occasion, both royals were dressed more casually, and they paused to examine the contest in front of them.


  “Lord Bolton is incredibly skilled,” the king mused. “It is a pity the competition we hold each year isn’t for a few more months. I daresay he would win fairly easily.”


  “He is a man of many talents.” Old Man glanced meaningfully at Gerald, the bureaucrat hastened to summon additional furniture for the king and the princess. The royal guards examined the furniture briefly and then returned to their positions. “How have you two been, Your Majesty and Your Highness?”


  The king accepted a drink from one of the royal guards and passed another to Calista as they both sat down. “I know there are more negotiations to come, but most of the hard work has already been done. I am simply glad to have my daughter back.”


  “It has been wonderful to be back,” Calista said. “Although the trouble on the horizon does worry me. Interesting times are ahead, and you know what they say about interesting times…”


  “They are both a blessing and a curse,” Old Man replied. “Those are words that could easily describe my life.” He bit back a laugh as Katie looked at Timmy’s sandcastle and glared. She began to wave her arms around, almost hitting her own sandcastle, as she exhorted the others to give it their all. It was hard to make out what she was saying – she wasn’t speaking so much as ranting – but it seemed to involve using the power of friendship to triumph over her master’s tyranny, which was a bizarre approach for a necromancer to take. She then moved on to likening the contest to the apocalypse, claiming there was no room for half measures if they wished to triumph. Sadly, more of the rats had seen the writing on the wall and were busy defecting to Timmy’s side.


  “I have a secondary magic,” the princess murmured. “One that has proven very useful to my father and my kingdom.” She lowered her voice even further as Amanda’s magic rustled outward to conceal the words she was about to speak from prying ears. “It is very fortunate that neither Lord Tarrick nor the empire knew of it. I can catch glimpses – bits and pieces – of the pasts of those around me. It is difficult to control, and I try not to pry, but it is one of the reasons I grew to trust your group so quickly. I could get a sense for what sort of people you are, and you are good people for all that you’re a bit, well… odd.”


  Old Man smiled. “I won’t claim we’re normal.”


  “I don’t wish to pry,” Calista said. “But… you are a man of great experience when it comes to war, are you not?”


  Old Man adjusted his hat and fought back the torrent of memories. It was harder to keep a lid on them these days with war on the horizon. Unbidden, his hands closed around the handle of a sword that wasn’t there. That blade – the one he’d wielded in his youth – was long gone, shattered by the strength of his strongest technique despite the weapon being the pinnacle of a master’s work, the greatest achievement of a legendary sword-smith’s life. “I am,” he said at last. “And I had hoped to avoid adding to my experience, but it seems fate has decreed otherwise.” In his mind’s eye he saw a hill made of the fallen, their broken standards and tattered banners shifting restlessly in a wind heavy with the scent of death. “I will not lie. There is a part of me that enjoys battle, but war is another matter. I’ve seen enough war to last a dozen lifetimes.”


  “How bad will it be?” Calista asked quietly. She glanced at her father again. “My father has fought many battles, but those were against pirates, smugglers, and raiders. This… it won’t be like that at all, will it?”


  “No. It won’t be. Pirates, smugglers, and raiders aren’t interested in occupying your lands. They take what they want and then leave. This will be a war between nations. The scale will be far larger, and the tactics and strategies more varied. Whoever loses can expect to have their territory taken and their people conquered. It is not pleasant, but there are times when such conflicts cannot be avoided. In such cases, hesitation is pointless. Do not seek war lightly, but if you must fight, commit to it fully.”


  Old Man fell silent. He’d seen firsthand how indecisiveness could prolong and worsen a war, and he had set aside his own feelings all those years ago to wield his sword as only he could. How many had he killed? He was the greatest swordsman his nation had ever produced, and his homeland had produced no small number of legends. What chance did normal soldiers or mages have against him? They had all been dead men walking, and as much as he wanted to say the memory of each kill was burned into his mind, he couldn’t. There had been too many, and in the end, there was a reason he could never go back. The man he’d been – the man he’d become – was dead, or so everyone believed, and it was better that way. Besides, what was one man’s happiness compared to the survival of a nation? And he had found happiness of a sort again although it had not been easy, and the road had been long and winding indeed.


  “But it could be worse,” Old Man said. “This is not a civil war. Those… those are the worst. Friend against friend, family against family, and ally against ally.” He shook his head. “It is ugly business, even for a war.” He glanced out across the water to the happy people frolicking in the shallows and to those swimming further out. The kingdom had guards at the ready to rescue anyone who floundered. Not all places were so well guarded. “In some ways, you are fortunate. This war, at least for your nation, will be fought almost entirely at sea. You will see ships limping home bearing the wounded, but the horror of a drawn-out land battle is far worse. If the two sides are equal, it will become a daily grind, a quagmire in which whoever is exhausted first loses. There is nothing elegant or glorious about it. If anything it is workmanlike.” His gaze shifted back to the princess. She looked troubled to say the least. “But perhaps this war will be quick. Everton and the empire have great forces at their command, and their leaders are skilled. A small advantage could easily snowball into victory before the other side has a chance to recover.”


  “And do you think we can win?” the king asked. His expression was calm. He had likely already made his own calculations, but he was interested to hear the opinion of a swordsman since naval battles were his forte.


  “I believe we can, but the path may not be easy. It may not be the most readily apparent one either. We may have to rely on some unconventional methods to secure victory.” He chuckled and looked back to where the trio were now glaring balefully at Timmy’s truly splendid rendition of the palace. Avraniel was hurling accusations of cheating, which was a bit rich since the trio had all used their magic. Spot was visibly annoyed with smoke drifting out of the corners of his mouth while Katie jabbed one finger at the traitorous rats and admonished them. “It is fortunate, then, that we happen to be very good at the unconventional.”


  “Indeed.” The king smiled. “Thank you for answering my daughter’s questions. I have to speak to Amanda while I am here.” He nodded at his daughter. “Why don’t you help Katie and the others? They look as though they need some assistance.”


  “By all means,” Old Man said. “Help them. However, Your Highness, you should know that Timmy is currently undefeated. Even with your aid, I doubt that will change.”


  Calista stood and took a deep breath. Her gaze was solemn as she replied, “He has yet to face my power.”


  Old Man turned out to be right. He bit back a smile as Katie and the princess grew more and more annoyed as it became more and more obvious that they were not going to beat Timmy. By the time, he’d finished, Katie and the others had conceded defeat and were busy plotting their revenge. Spot suggested eating Timmy’s food, but that was really his stomach talking. Katie suggested rearranging his collection of shark jaws. To memorialise the occasion, Spot and Avraniel turned both structures into glass. Timmy generously donated his to the princess while Katie and the others gave theirs to Gerald to store. With the contest over, the princess took a jaunt through Chomp’s miniature labyrinth.


  The dog was extremely proud of his network of tunnels, but no amount of whining could convince Timmy to put traps in it. He was especially proud of his treasury, which housed the glass bottle he’d found along with a few other bits and pieces like some coconuts, a large piece of coral, and a highly confused crab that was wondering what had happened to its nice, peaceful burrow.


  They stayed in the Shimmering Isles for a few more days before beginning the journey back to Everton. Alas, any thoughts of a peaceful trip home soon came to an abrupt end. On their way back, only two days after leaving the Shimmering Isles, they received a visitor.


  “I would have used a scrying sphere,” Vicky said as her astral projection floated over the deck of the dreadnought, drawing an awed crowd as the light she radiated washed over everything. “But some of what I have to say is best said in person.” Her glow was bright enough to turn the night into day, but she swiftly dimmed it as she drifted down to their level. She sighed. “I was hoping to give you a longer break, but it’s about your next mission.”


  Timmy scowled. “We’re not even back from our last one yet.”


  “Unfortunately, this can’t wait. We are very busy elsewhere, and it’s right up your alley, so to speak.”


  “Oh well.” Timmy hefted his shovel. “Let’s hear it. Hopefully, it’s not too bad.”


  
Chapter Eight


  Vicky’s glowing form settled onto a chair, and Timmy once again marvelled at how fine his friend’s control over her magic was. Astral projections were, by and large, intangible and therefore incapable of physically interacting with other non-astral objects. What made Vicky’s projections so terrifying was that she could alter their tangibility. If she wanted to, she could use her astral projection to punch someone through a wall from hundreds of miles away. During their academy years, her range had been smaller, but she had still used it to successfully prank many of their peers.


  “As you know, proxy wars have already broken out between us and the empire.” Vicky glanced at the door. Jake was not privy to this meeting. It wasn’t a matter of trust so much as it was a matter of security. Jake had better reasons than almost anyone to dislike the empire, but he simply didn’t need to know. His battle would be at sea. “Our friend Jake is a perfect example. As a privateer, he lets us target imperial shipping without declaring open hostilities. Your actions in the Combine have only added to these conflicts.” Her gaze lingered on Spot for a moment, and Timmy resolved to ask her about it later. Spot was part astral dragon. Perhaps she’d noticed a change in him that the rest of them had missed. Was he ready to awaken more of his powers? “With Lord Tarrick out of the picture, the criminal organisations in the area have already begun to battle for supremacy. And with their previous puppet off the stage, the empire has been forced to back new candidates.”


  “A reasonable measure,” Amanda said. “Although I doubt any of them will be as useful as Lord Tarrick. It takes time to build such a large organisation. I think it’s more likely his territory will be split amongst the main competitors for years before an eventual victor emerges, assuming the authorities prove unable to deal with the situation. Right now, they are well positioned. If they act appropriately, the authorities may well be able to crush any criminals seeking to retake control of the city. Still, even if we assume one of the empire’s new puppets wins, they won’t be in a position to help during the coming conflict. This isn’t about the Combine, is it?”


  “Well spotted.” Vicky smiled and gestured. A glowing map of the world appeared, wrought in incredible detail by her light magic. She pointed, and the magical construct shifted to focus on one region in greater detail. “We hold grave concerns for this area. The nations here are all supposed to be neutral, but they are also ideally position to pressure our western flank. As a result, the empire has begun encouraging nations under its influence to launch incursions. If left unchecked, their allies could eventually seize enough territory to establish a staging ground for a proper ground campaign. As a result, we’ve moved many of our covert assets there to try to contain the situation.” She pointed elsewhere. “At the same time, we’ve also fought multiple skirmishes against imperial forces here, and our intelligence indicates a massive build up of imperial infantry.” She paused, and her lips firmed into a thin line. Her light blazed brighter for a moment before dimming again. “We estimate there may be as many as twenty full imperial legions approaching with their associated auxiliary units.”


  “Twenty?” Amanda’s blue eyes widened, and streaks of crimson bled through them. She growled, and her canines elongated. “Are you sure?”


  Timmy rubbed his temples. If Vicky’s information was correct, they were in a lot of trouble. “That’s one hundred thousand imperial legionnaires, Vicky. They’re professional soldiers, not peasant levies or mercenaries. With the auxiliaries included, we’d be looking at an extra twenty thousand troops on top of the legionnaires.” He peered at the map she’d made. “They’re after the Straits of Tarcasius.”


  Vicky nodded grimly. “Yes. They are.”


  Timmy’s mind sped through the implications. The straits commanded the smallest gap between two of the major landmasses occupied by Everton and the Eternal Empire. Everton had heavily fortified one side after claiming it and establishing several outposts during a previous conflict while the other side was held by one of the empire’s major client kingdoms. Assuming they could take and hold the straits, the empire could pour troops across. They’d still have to march through several nations to reach the rest of Everton, but with a hundred and twenty thousand extra troops at their disposal, they should be able to crush whatever resistance they faced with relative ease. Even if Everton beat them back later, gaining control of both sides of the straits would give the empire an excellent launching point for future attacks.


  Thankfully, the straits could not be taken easily. Everton had heavily fortified its side. A hundred and twenty thousand troops might be able to break through, but the casualties they would take would be horrific. Even the empire couldn’t afford to throw away so many soldiers. Ideally, the empire would use naval support – dreadnoughts and siege ships – to bombard the fortifications, but Everton had naval forces of its own in the area. A naval engagement would also be extremely risky for both sides since both Everton and the empire would be able to support their naval forces with heavy weaponry from their fortifications. The most probable outcome would be a colossal bloodbath with neither side able to secure a decisive advantage. In that scenario, the defenders would be considered the winners, which would give Everton the advantage. They didn’t have to conquer the empire’s side of the straits to win. They simply had to hold onto their own.


  Timmy leaned back in his chair to study the map from another angle. It was always best to put himself in his opponent’s shoes. What would his opponent try to do? What would be the empire’s overall plan of attack? The empire wasn’t stupid. They were not going to throw all of those troops into the equivalent of a dragon’s den. “They have to have a plan. The emperor might not be the most pleasant fellow – or so I’ve been told – but he’s shown himself to be a highly competent ruler so far, and he has some excellent advisors that he actually listens to. Simply throwing men at the straits doesn’t seem like a strategy he would favour.”


  “I agree. From everything we’ve seen, he’s a good tactician, albeit prone to using a sledgehammer where a dagger would do.” Vicky shifted the map slowly, allowing it to rotate, so they could view it from all angles. “But perhaps his best qualities are his eye for talent and a willingness to accept advice from experts in the field. He has highly experienced generals and admirals, and I have no doubt he will take their advice into consideration when formulating his overall strategy. Some emperors fall prey to hubris quite easily. The current emperor is not one of them.” She gestured again, and parts of the map brightened while others darkened. “We believe they will try to make landings up and down the coast before marching those forces toward our fortifications while simultaneously launching naval and aerial assaults from their side. Should the opportunity arise, they might try to force troops across as well.”


  “Not the easiest strategy,” Timmy murmured. “Coordinating it all would be a nightmare, but it could work. If they come at us piecemeal, we’d grind them to dust. A short, sharp, and committed attack delivered from multiple angles might be able to overwhelm our defences, especially since the fortifications are designed primarily to defend against attacks from the other side of the straits.” He looked at Katie. His apprentice was deep in thought. She had spent most of her time focusing on smaller-scale plots and schemes, which was normal for an apprentice her age. However, the coming war would be a crash course in how to dream big. “I assume you’ve already begun to move further forces into the area to support the straits.”


  “We have.” Vicky cupped her chin in one hand and scowled. “But we don’t have a lot to spare. We can’t overcommit in one area due to the challenges we face elsewhere, but we cannot lose the straits. Unfortunately, the empire knows that. Some of their allies have begun to make more aggressive moves – moves we cannot easily deal with using our present forces. That is why we need you to complete a mission for us.”


  “Please, don’t tell me you want us to attack their side of the straits,” Timmy said. “Because I enjoy living, and that’s basically suicide.”


  “Is it really that heavily fortified?” Katie asked.


  He reached over to ruffle her hair. How adorable. She thought they could attack those sorts of fortifications and live. “If the fortress we attacked was a housecat, the straits are more like a rabid tiger that can fly and has magical powers. Let me put it this way. If I took every zombie we have in our castle, I still don’t think we could break the fortifications on the empire’s side of the straits.” He nodded at the map. “The empire’s side is protected by four gigantic fortresses, each of which is far larger and better manned than the one that held the princess. Each of them is home to thousands of troops and no less than a dozen Lords of Magic who are, remember, the empire’s elite mages. They won’t be like the ones we faced on the island. As powerful as they were, you could argue they were better known for their research and technical expertise. The Lords of Magic at the straits will be combat specialists. Throw in tens of thousands of troops, hundreds of other mages, and who knows what else in terms of specialised traps and defences, and we might, if we were exceedingly lucky, take down one fortress. Maybe. On a good day. And if that’s not bad enough, as Vicky said, there are another one hundred and twenty thousand troops headed that way, not to mention there should be at least one fleet in the sea nearby at all times.”


  Katie cringed. “Okay. I really hope we’re not going there then. I still have a lot of projects I want to work on.”


  “You’re not,” Vicky said, much to Timmy’s relief. “At this point, the Council agrees that attempting to attack the imperial side of the straits would, as Timmy puts it, basically be suicide. Instead, we want you to go here.” The map shifted to show the Broken Mountains, which formed part of Everton’s borders. “I trust you’re familiar with this area, Timmy.”


  “Dwarves live there, one of the largest groups in the world. They’ve been allied with Everton since the First War although they’ve fallen on hard times. They’ve been a shadow of their former strength for centuries.” Timmy chuckled. “Wasn’t the dwarf who built all those golems and who ran off with Council funding one of them?”


  “Yes, and it is those hard time we want you to help them with.”


  Avraniel took a big bite out of an apple and then handed it to Spot. The dragon devoured it in a single bit and lunged at Avraniel’s sandwich. He got a chop over the head for his audacity, but it wasn’t nearly hard enough to hurt him. Instead, he gave a playful growl followed by a yelp as the elf put him in a makeshift headlock. “It’s great that you care about those short bastards, but why should we help them? It sounds like we’ve got enough of our own problems to deal with.”


  “We do have our own problems, but helping the dwarves comes with its own rewards. And we are their allies. We cannot exactly leave them to die in their hour of need.”


  “Then go ahead and explain, sparky. Because right now, I don’t see why we should bother helping a bunch of idiots who’d rather spend their entire lives holed up in a mountain instead of out here with the rest of us.”


  “To understand the present, we need to examine the past.” Vicky waved her hands, and the light she’d used to make her map shifted into different shapes to better accompany her words. This was an aspect of her magic that people often overlooked. Her light constructs could not easily be used to deceive – they had a tendency to glow brightly, which gave them away – but they had other uses besides combat. When they’d been at the academy, she had regularly visited orphanages and other places to put on shows, using her magic to re-enact stories and legends.


  As part of a bet, she’d once spent an evening standing on a street corner and wowing people passing by to see if she could earn any money. The sum she’d earned had been impressive enough for Timmy to semi-seriously recommend it as a career path if the whole cleric thing didn’t work out. “The dwarves of the Broken Mountains have never been part of the empire, unlike Everton. However, prior to the First War, the Eternal Empire had begun to make moves, which suggested they planned on annexing the Broken Mountains.”


  “Yes,” Amanda drawled. “I was alive back then. There was a lot of talk about it amongst the empire’s nobility, but when the war began, they were forced to focus most of their attention on Everton.”


  “And people call me old,” Avraniel muttered. “You make me look like a damn baby, people eater.”


  Amanda frowned and continued. “The Broken Mountains are rich in precious stones, metals, and various other materials that not only possess monetary value but also substantial magical utility. Perhaps the most famous and valuable of these materials is what the dwarves and many others refer to as star crystal.”


  “If you believe the dwarves about its origins,” Vicky said. “Star crystal comes from stars that have fallen from the sky. Although we don’t know if they actually are one and the same substance, there have been many references throughout history to absurdly powerful objects made from fallen stars. The Desert of Glass you journeyed through was supposedly created when an artefact built around one such object malfunctioned.” She glanced at the bow Avraniel had laid out on the table. “Likewise, the Bow of the Sun is supposedly made of star crystal, as are a number of legendary weapons.”


  “And where might those be?” Avraniel asked. “You know, out of curiosity.”


  Rembrandt sneered something at her.


  “What? I was not think about stealing them, you dumb rat.” When everyone, even Spot, gave her doubtful looks, she rolled her eyes. ”Fine. Maybe I was. But weapons deserve to be used, not locked up in some stupid reliquary for centuries on end.”


  “The dwarves claim the Broken Mountains were created when several stars fell from the sky, tearing up the ground and creating the jagged peaks the area is famous for. They believe that at the heart of each mountain is a star crystal. I don’t know if those legends are true, but I do know that the dwarves found several such objects of substantial size, one of which was supposedly so large it had to be housed in its own room. Based on those rumours, it’s not surprising the empire took an interest in the area. When Everton rebelled, the dwarves sought an alliance. They knew that if Everton fell, they would be next.”


  “They weren’t fools,” Amanda said. “One day, they knew they’d be fighting the empire. It was far better to do it at our side than to wait and end up fighting alone.”


  “Unfortunately, mistakes were made.” Vicky waved her hand, and a scale model of a floating city appeared. It was beautiful. It combined the rugged toughness of dwarfish engineering with the strong, bold lines of their finest art and architecture. “This was Skygarde, the Sky City, pride of the dwarves. They crafted it in secret, and many believe they used the largest known star crystal in history to power it. No one except its makers knew how it worked or why it did, but it did work. The city could actually fly. As you can imagine having a mobile flying fortress with its own weapons and troops would be a huge advantage. One of the biggest problems with fortresses is that they’re stuck in one spot. The Sky City had no such limitations. However, something went wrong.”


  Amanda sighed deeply and closed her eyes. “That is a very nice way to put. During a test flight, the city vanished, and it has not been seen since. The loss of so much manpower and expertise – not to mention an asset they’d poured so many resources into building – crippled the dwarves. They were still important in defeating the empire, but the effects of losing the Sky City would become apparent after the war.” She took a deep breath. “You have to understand, many of their finest troops, engineers, mages, and craftsmen were in the city when it vanished. The dwarves have never been as numerous as us, so losing so many of their best… it was a heavy blow for them.”


  Vicky used her magic to display a detailed map of the Broken Mountains. “Here is a map showing the territory they once held. Here is how much they still have.”


  Timmy grimaced. He was familiar with the history of the dwarves, but to see their decline spelt out so clearly was painful. At least nobody in the room was a dwarf. This was the sort of thing that would have kicked off another dwarf crusade, and those never ended well for anybody.


  “So who kicked their asses then?” Avraniel asked. “Some of us have been too busy avoiding execution to care what’s going on in the mountains.”


  “Goblins,” Vicky replied.


  Avraniel snorted. “Goblins? Are you serious? You expect me to believe goblins took all that territory from them? I’ve fought goblins before. They suck. Even without magic, I could hack my way through hundreds of those stupid losers myself.”


  “You’re not entirely wrong. The average goblin isn’t the most threatening foe. In terms of physical ability, they are inferior to dwarves in strength, endurance, and durability. However, they are quick on their feet, and they have excellent night vision. There are rarely only one or two goblins to deal with. The dwarves have been facing horde after horde. And although goblins aren’t known for being excellent tacticians, they are excellent at fighting in caves, tunnels, and underground. It comes naturally to them in a way it does not to most other races. The loss of Skygarde combined with the losses the dwarves took during the war against the empire left their eastern flank bereft of most of its fighting strength. Exhausted and outnumbered, the dwarves in that area were overrun. We offered what help we could, but we were in no state to fight another large conflict so soon.”


  Amanda’s jaw clenched. “We barely beat the empire, and fighting goblins isn’t like fighting other people. The fighting always devolves into a drawn-out, arduous slog from cave to cave and tunnel to tunnel. We simply didn’t have the manpower to fight against so many goblins. They must have spent centuries building their numbers before revealing themselves. A normal soldier might be worth several goblins, but if there are dozens of goblins for each soldier, you are going to lose. Add in how quickly goblins can reproduce, and you have an opponent perfectly suited to battles of attrition in the caverns and tunnels favoured by the dwarves.”


  “Since then,” Vicky continued. “The dwarves have fought the goblins. We have tried to help, but the nature of the fighting – almost entirely underground in tunnels, caves, and underground cities – is not ideal for humans or elves. Moreover, the goblins answer to something else. The level of organisation amongst them is unusually high, and there have been incidents that suggest other powers are at work. We have long believed – and there is evidence to suggest – that the goblins, some of them anyway, are in league with eldritch powers not unlike those that live under Timmy’s castle.”


  “And fighting eldritch powers on their home turf is generally a death sentence,” Timmy said. “Believe me. If they’ve got even one or two guys as strong as Sam or close to him, trying to retake territory the goblins have seized would turn into a complete disaster unless you’re properly prepared. Of course, if they’ve got that kind of help, then whatever beings they serve must not be able to move around freely. If they could, the dwarves would already be dead.”


  “Exactly. Based on the patterns of previous conflicts, we think the goblins are acting as minions, driving out the dwarves and performing whatever rituals are required to sustain the beings they serve and expand the area they can cover. As with your castle, Timmy, it is highly likely that the beings they serve are bound to certain locations. Given how sparingly their powers have been used, they must require certain conditions to move freely. Over the past century or so, the situation between the dwarves and the goblins has been mostly stable. The dwarves have established and held a defensive line that has kept their most important territory safe. Oh, the goblins have continued to attack on a regular basis, but they’ve been repulsed each time. Unfortunately, every attempt by the dwarves to reclaim lost territory has ended in disaster, to say nothing of how quickly the goblins have restored their numbers.” Avraniel snorted. Goblins were often compared to cockroaches or rabbits due to how quickly they reproduced. Many believed they were about as smart as cockroaches or rabbits too, but Timmy knew that what they lacked in pure intellect, they often made up for in cunning and viciousness. “However, the situation has changed.”


  “When it rains,” Amanda said. “It pours. I believe that is the saying, is it not?”


  Vicky chuckled. “Yes, it is.” Her expression sobered. “We received word from the dwarves that Diamondgate has fallen.” Vicky pointed to the city on the glowing map she’d made. “It was the lynchpin of the dwarves’ defence. Without it, their capital and other major cities are now exposed. Worse, the dwarves report that the horde that overran Diamondgate numbers in the tens of thousands. I think you can all see where this is going. The goblins are massing for a decisive strike, one that the dwarves will be unable to repel without taking unacceptable losses. A follow up attack could see their complete extermination.”


  “It figures.” Avraniel raised one hand, and a roiling sphere of incredibly hot flame appeared above her palm before vanishing. “I’m guessing you want us to head over there and kill all those goblin bastards.”


  “Yes, but there’s more.”


  “Of course, there is,” Timmy grumbled. This was already giving him a headache. It made sense for Vicky to give him the mission. Out of the members of the Council, she was the one who best understood what necromancers were capable of. Goblins were outstanding in attrition-based warfare due to their rapid rate of reproduction, quick maturation, and relentless mindset, but necromancers were even better. The annals of history were full of people who’d lost wars of attrition against necromancers. “What is it?”


  “The dwarf who built the golems you fought has recently been sighted in and around Diamondgate. Nobody knows how he got there, but he is there.” She made a face. “Daerin Steelhammer might have betrayed the Council and unleashed a horde of out-of-control golems, but he is also a genius whose talents could prove most useful in the coming war.” She looked heavenward. “And… he is the brother of the dwarf king.”


  “Good grief,” Timmy muttered. “Perfect. You want us to go after him, don’t you?”


  “Our intent is to have him work off his debt and make reparations by doing what you and the others do. His skills as an engineer, artificer, and inventor are virtually unmatched. Imagine what he could do for us against the empire with sufficient resources and someone to manage his eccentricities.” Vicky’s eyes gleamed. “Imagine what wave after wave of killer golems would do to imperial morale. However, your primary objective is to repel the goblin assault by any means necessary and to retake Diamondgate while securing the dwarves from further attack. We need the dwarves to aid us in the coming war, and they can’t do it if they’re under siege. The dwarves’ expertise in engineering and siege warfare may prove crucial, and their own forces would do well against the empire in conventional battle. Their heavy infantry is excellent.”


  “Why us?” Old Man asked. “Surely, there are other assets you could deploy.”


  “It’s about Katie and me,” Timmy explained. “Necromancers have a long and glorious history of simply overwhelming their opponents, and factions that rely on numbers to press their advantage don’t normally do well against necromancers. Zombies don’t need food, water, air, or rest, and every goblin we kill can be turned into another zombie. As long as the goblins don’t overrun us at the start, we will eventually wear them down if Katie and I both use our necromancy.”


  “Exactly,” Vicky said. “Which is why we’re asking you to deal with them. I do apologise for the short notice, but we are stretched thin. If possible, I would have liked the goblins to delay their offensive for at least a decade, but they haven’t been very cooperative.”


  “They never are.” Timmy smiled thinly. “Having the dwarves in our debt is also bound to come in handy at some point. They hold grudges longer than anyone, but they never let a debt go unrepaid either.” He rubbed his chin. If he’d known they’d be visiting the dwarves, he would have tried to grow a beard. As it was, he’d have to do with looking a bit scruffy. “I will need certain guarantees. I am going to need a lot of zombies to do this, and I don’t want anyone attacking my castle or my zombies while they’re on the move.”


  “Of course.” Vicky smirked. “I’ve already drawn up the paperwork. It should be filed and approved within the hour.”


  “Good.” Timmy closed his eyes and reached out with his magic, and he could sense Katie doing the same. A necromancer of sufficient skill and power could command their zombies across massive distances. It was more taxing, but he could give orders from the other side of the world if he needed to, especially if those orders were fairly general. Telling a zombie to march toward a certain location was much easier than having it attempt to fill out a tax form. His ground-based zombies were not as fast as his zombie wyverns and his other fliers, but they could march tirelessly until they were either destroyed or disabled. “You should also warn the dwarves to expect zombies in their territory. The last thing we need is for them to panic and attack our forces.”


  “I will advise them of that immediately.”


  Timmy’s brows furrowed. He had set up a signalling system using some of his zombies. He could use some of his better-made zombies to write if he took direct control of them, and he was currently relaying instructions to some of his most trusted servants. Likewise, some of the rats with the ability to communicate across large distances had already begun to spread the news to their comrades back at the castle. Later, he could use some of the scrying spheres Gerald had to speak with his servants directly, but it was best to get started as soon as possible. Within a few hours at the most, there would be thousands of zombies on the move with some of the rats and his most trusted servants to guide them. It wasn’t like he expected his servants to do any of the fighting, but having someone around who the zombies had been ordered to obey was always a good idea in case they ran into any complications on the way to the dwarves. He could supervise their movement personally, but he was likely to be busy with his own preparations.


  “By the way,” Timmy said. “Isn’t the king of the dwarves Barin Ironbinder IV? Why would his brother have a different surname?”


  Vicky rolled her eyes. “It may not surprise you to learn that he renamed himself. He thought that Steelhammer was a better name for an artificer.”


  Timmy looked at Katie, and he could tell his apprentice was thinking the same thing. “I don’t know why I asked. This is the dwarf who made self-replicating golems, as well as a golem large enough to destroy entire towns on its own. So, just to be sure, what do you want us to do?”


  “First and foremost, deal with the goblin threat.” Vicky’s eyes hardened. This was the face of Everton’s most feared field commander, not the friendly, slightly quirky woman he considered one of his closest friends. “Provided the dwarves are kept safe, any and all means at your disposal are authorised. Do not worry about the legalities. I’ve already spoken to the rest of the Council. The goblins have committed enough atrocities of their own to warrant the suspension of the usual rules.” Timmy nodded. She knew he had weapons at his disposal that he would not use against civilised opponents who adhered to the conventions of war. The goblins did not adhere to any of those rules – the dwarf population had more than halved over the past several centuries – so he wasn’t about to extend them any courtesies. “Second, secure the safety and cooperation of Daerin Steelhammer. I leave the exact means up to you, but keep in mind that he is the king’s brother. The alliance with the dwarves must be preserved, so even if he’s being difficult, you can’t just hit him over the head with your shovel.”


  Timmy grinned. “But it worked so well with Avraniel.”


  The elf bared her teeth. “Try it again, idiot. I dare you.”


  “Fine. But if you’re going to hit him,” Vicky said. “Don’t hit him too hard. He can’t build us anything if he’s got brain damage.”


  Timmy studied the map in front of them again. He could already see the beginnings of a viable plan although he and Katie would be very, very busy. It would be close, but they should be able to get everything together in time. “We’ll do our best.”


  “Thank you.” Vicky patted his hand. It was a strange sensation, like touching the warm glass of a cooling lamp. “We have other things to discuss, but they are relatively minor in comparison.”


  * * *


  Katie felt a surge of pride as she and the others flew over their zombie army atop zombie wyverns and zombie drakes. She couldn’t remember the last time her master had unleashed so many of their zombies. There had to be at least thirty thousand zombies here, a veritable army of darkness. Most of them were more normal zombies, but some of their more exotic zombies had come along too. It was a truly inspiring sight, the kind of thing every necromancer dreamed of, and it made the thought of going up against so many goblins less worrying. There might be a horde of goblins waiting for them, but they had rank after rank after rank of zombies at their beck and call.


  As an avid student of history, she knew what goblins could do if left unchecked. The harrowing accounts left by the dwarves spoke of the horrors of being overrun and hunted down in their own cities. It was the stuff of nightmares. However, her master had a plan, and he’d been kind enough to share the details with her. Indeed, his plan was the reason they’d spent every spare moment they’d had between receiving the mission and getting here working frantically in a series of makeshift laboratories that Gerald had cobbled together. This was a battle they could win, but the extra work they’d done would allow them to take the offensive in truly spectacular fashion.


  “Don’t get lazy,” her master warned. He was seated behind her on their zombie drake, a far sturdier and more heavily armoured specimen than the zombie wyverns they usually rode. Technically, it was a zombie drake-hydra since he’d augmented it with enough hydra parts to bolster its healing and regeneration, but it couldn’t spit acid, and it didn’t have multiple heads. Some would have questioned the wisdom of them being in the same place – it made them a target – but this was her first battle of this size. He wanted her to stay where he could keep an eye on her. “Our scouts say they’re close.”


  “Master?” Those scouts were ninja rats riding atop zombie eagles or zombie mountain goats. The rats could easily cloak their mounts, and the zombies allowed the rats to cover far more ground than they could have alone. The Broken Mountains were dominated by rough and rugged terrain. Even the hardiest soldiers would have been hard pressed to march through the narrow mountain passes and steep paths, but zombies could not tire or get discouraged.


  “Cavernholme is the capital of the dwarves,” he said. “And we’re not far from it. Doesn’t it seem odd that nobody has come forward to greet us?”


  Katie’s eyes widened. “Then they must already be under attack!”


  “Exactly. Our scouts have reported that the goblins are currently laying siege to the city. They’ve yet to breach its defences, but I’d rather not take any chances. Those defences took years to construct, and they’ll take years to repair if they are destroyed.” He ruffled her hair – or he would have if she hadn’t been wearing a helmet. As he was always so fond of saying, prevention was better than a cure. Wearing a helmet in a big battle like this was only sensible, especially since a stout knock to the head would disrupt her control over their zombies. “I hope you’re ready. We’ll be commanding the zombies from up here while the others fight on the ground. It’ll be easier for us to get an idea of what’s going on, and although the goblins have fliers of their own, Spot and our flying zombies should be able to handle them.”


  “Right.” Katie took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. On her shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked words of encouragement. She was not alone. He was right there with her, and he would make sure she got through the battle unharmed even if he had to kill a hundred goblins himself. Her mouth was suddenly dry. She’d played plenty of games of strategy, but this was different. This was a real large-scale battle against a real opponent with tens of thousands of troops involved. “We’ll be okay, won’t we?”


  He chuckled and patted her shoulder. “We’ll be fine. Just stay calm, think through what you’re doing, and remember not to fall off the zombie drake.” He grinned. “You’d be amazed by how often it happens. Necromancers get so preoccupied with their zombies on the ground that they forget they’re in the sky – which is why we’re both tied on. There’s less chance of us falling to our deaths although you can fly, so it’s really me who should be worried.”


  “Don’t worry, master,” Katie said. “I’d catch you if you fell off.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”


  Katie turned her attention to the terrain once more. The trek through the mountains would have exhausted any normal person, especially with how thin the air could get, but their zombies had made the trip in record time. Her gaze shifted to the horizon, and she was momentarily captivated by the view. The Broken Mountains were truly spectacular. They’d gotten their name from how jagged the peaks were, as though an enormous hammer had been used to break off the tops. The dwarves had multiple legends about how the mountains had been created, but others believed it was due to many of the mountains being active or dormant volcanoes. However, based on her survey of the area’s geology, the level of volcanic activity seemed to vary dramatically from age to age. At the moment, the mountains were relatively quiet, and there were only two or three active volcanoes. One of them was relatively close, and a tall pillar of smoke and ash rose from its summit. In years gone by, though, there had been as many as a dozen active volcanoes at the same time.


  Cavernholme was the capital of the dwarves, and it was supposedly one of the grandest cities in the world. In keeping with dwarf tradition, reaching it was not easy. From up here, Katie could already glimpse its famous defences. The city was built inside one of the largest mountains, and its entrances were protected by three titanic trenches that had been dug so deeply into the earth that she could see the gleam of lava within them. Each of those trenches could only be crossed by a handful of bridges with forts built on either side. Taking those bridges would require some truly horrific losses, and that was assuming the dwarves couldn’t destroy them if they became uncertain of their ability to hold them. Unfortunately, the goblins had no qualms whatsoever about taking those losses.


  A shiver ran through her as she got a better look at the battle unfolding below them. Even from up here, the sea of goblins outside the city was an imposing sight. There must be tens of thousands of them. If anything, Councillor Winters had underestimated how many there would be. Rembrandt squeaked his estimate of their numbers, and Katie gulped. Seventy thousand? That was a lot of goblins.


  It was no wonder the dwarves were struggling to hold on. Even with their mighty defences and skilled soldiers, the sheer number of goblins would eventually begin to take its toll. True, the dwarves might be able to drive them back if they could rally reinforcements from other cities, but she doubted the goblins would give them the time they needed. The goblins were relentless. She could see dozens of them fall to the ranged weaponry of the dwarves only for scores more to take their place. And then there was the sound. Even from up here, she could hear the banging of their strange drums, as well as their yells and screams as they pressed onward, heedless of the casualties they took.


  Already, the forts defending the outer side of the first trench had fallen. One of them was in ruins, and the others were ablaze. The forts on the inner side were still intact, and they were unleashing a steady stream of arrows, boulders, magic, and explosives at the goblins pouring across the bridge. Ranks of dwarves in thick plate armour with pikes stood ready, but the goblins barely seemed to care.


  Instead, the green-skinned rabble pressed on. Those at the front were driven onto the pikes, so those behind could clamber over their bodies and leap at the dwarves. Some of the goblins seemed to have crude explosives because every so often a goblin would lunge at the dwarves only to explode, sending the stalwart defenders flying. Even more rarely, a goblin would use magic that seemed to feed off the energy of the throng to blast away at the dwarves or their fortifications.


  Slowly, step by step, the dwarves were being forced back. As good as their pikes were for keeping the enemy at bay, they made for poor weapons up close. Instead, the pikemen were forced to either set their longer weapons aside in favour of daggers or short swords or rely on those behind them. To make matter worse, the goblins had begun to deploy siege weaponry of their own. True, the average goblin catapult was a ramshackle device that was basically a disaster waiting to happen, but a boulder was a boulder. It didn’t matter how good your armour was if a boulder landed on you, and even the finest fortifications could be torn down with enough boulders.


  Under this withering, relentless assault, the dwarves were forced to give ground, leaving their forts further exposed to the goblin horde and their mages and siege weaponry. It was those mages that worried Katie the most. Goblins were not known for their magical prowess, so to see so many goblin mages in one place was concerning. Or should she call them shamans? If she remembered correctly, there was a difference although she couldn’t recall exactly what it was. Some of them even had the power to punch through the strained defences of the forts. Indeed, one goblin magic user managed to set part of a fort alight after a trio of boulders cracked the faltering barrier around it. Katie’s fists clenched. The dwarves wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. So far, the second set of bridges was still in dwarf hands, but she wasn’t sure how long that could last.


  “It’s a grim sight, isn’t it?” her master drawled. It was sometimes easy to forget that as easy-going as he could be, her master had faced situations like this before. It was impossible to become a Grand Necromancer without participating in at least a few large-scale battles. “It would be nice if we could pick and choose our battlefield, but we haven’t got a choice. We have to stop them here.”


  Katie nodded. If the goblins managed to breach the city, there would be far too many casualties. Dwarves were not as numerous as humans, and they reproduced more slowly too. It was how the goblins had been winning. Battles of attrition were at their most effective when the opponent could not easily replenish their numbers. Her brows furrowed. Near one of the bridges was a large metal golem. It was crushing goblin after goblin, but it was being forced back by a steady stream of arrows, boulders, and magic. It made her wonder why the dwarves hadn’t fielded more of them. That single golem was basically holding a bridge singlehandedly. If the dwarves could have fielded even half a dozen more, the battle would look very different. Perhaps they simply hadn’t had the time to make more, or perhaps it was special in some way that made it difficult to replicate.


  “What do we do?”


  “Hmm…” Her master studied the battle below them for a moment longer. “Our first objective is to pressure the goblins. At the moment, they’re leaning heavily on the dwarves, and the dwarves are barely hanging on. If we can get their attention, they’ll have to ease up on them a little. The best plan, I think, is to march our zombies around to the rear of the goblin horde. They’re so focused on the dwarves that they might not see us coming, especially if we use some of our stealthier troops to eliminate their scouts while having Amanda cloak us with her illusions. If they do notice us and retreat, that’s fine too. They’re fast, but they’re not at their best above ground, and we can harry them all the way back to Diamondgate. If they choose to stand their ground, we’ll try to flank them. Goblin hordes are large, but they aren’t well organised, and they can be slow to react to sudden changes on the battlefield.” He pointed. “Look through the eyes of one of our scouting zombies. What do you think of their equipment?”


  Katie shifted her awareness and peered at the goblins through the eyes of one of the zombie hawks her master had circling the area. While not as fearsome as zombie wyverns or zombie drakes, their speed and excellent vision made them ideal for scouting. Her brows furrowed. “The majority of the goblins aren’t well equipped at all. Most of them are either using weapons they’ve stolen from the dwarves or weapons they’ve made themselves, which aren’t very good, mostly bone, stone, or wood. From the looks of it, they don’t take great care of their weapons either.” She frowned. “But there are other goblins. Some of them are much bigger, and they’re wearing plate armour and moving in orderly formations. I can sense magic in some of them too.” Her attention shifted to another zombie hawk. “And there are some really big goblins – almost as big as our zombie ogres.”


  “That’s normal. Goblin hordes are a bit like insect hives. Individually, goblins aren’t very smart, and they tend to rely mostly on numbers, cunning, and surprise to win. But the bigger a horde gets, the more likely you are to see some semblance of organisation, as well as other smarter and more powerful varieties of goblins. The bigger ones are usually smarter too, and the ones with magic should not be underestimated.” Her master’s eyes narrowed. “Goblin shamans draw their strength from the horde. The bigger the horde is, the more potent their magic becomes. You need to kill them – and the other powerful, intelligent goblins – as quickly as you can. Without their leadership, the rest will dissolve into a chaotic rabble that we can mop up without too much difficulty.” He glanced up. “Look. They’ve noticed us.”


  Katie followed his gaze. There were things flying through the air toward them. “Drakes?”


  “Goblins occasionally form alliances with drakes since dwarves and drakes do not get along. Whenever possible, dwarves drive drakes away from the areas they occupy. The drakes don’t like that, so they work with the goblins.” He pointed. “The goblins riding on them aren’t there to command them. A drake would never take orders from a goblin. Instead, they’re there to shoot arrows, throw spears, and maybe jump off and stab anyone they can reach.”


  “Really?” Leaping off a drake to stab someone sound crazy. Sure, the rats could do it, but they had ways of getting back to the ground safely. She doubted the goblins could say the same. “That’s crazy.”


  “Goblins are, almost by definition, crazy.” Her master checked the pouch at his side. It was full of pebbles. “Trust me. I’ve had a goblin leap off a drake to try to stab me when we were more than two miles off the ground. They don’t care if they die as long as they take you with them. Expect the unexpected.” He shifted slightly to put himself in a better position on the zombie drake. “Order your portion of the zombies to begin moving into a flanking position. We’re not far off now. I’ll do the same. We can have Avraniel target their leadership from up here while Old Man, Amanda, Chomp, and Gerald land and help out on the ground. In Gerald’s case, we can have him speak to the king and offer additional support with his magic. I know for a fact that he’s got enough medical supplies for a hundred battles. As for us, we’ll stay up here. Spot and our other fliers can take on the drakes.”


  “Sounds like a plan.” Katie swallowed nervously. “We’ll win, right?”


  “Nothing in battle is ever certain,” he said. “But the odds are definitely in our favour.” He smiled fondly. “Now, pay attention. This is your first big battle, so you’ve got a lot to learn.” His magic flared as he relayed his orders to his zombies and through them to the others. “This is where things go from interesting to really interesting.”


  Katie relayed her own orders as their ground-based zombies continued to advance. The amount of ground they could cover was truly staggering. Unlike the lesser zombies made by weak or poorly trained necromancers, her and her master’s zombies could move at speeds equal to or greater than regular armies without ever needing to rest. With her orders given, and the huge swathes of zombies below them beginning to move into position, she turned her attention to the fliers. The battle for aerial superiority was critical. Whoever won could rain down attacks from above. Her master had thus ordered numerous flying zombies to accompany their army, along with the pride of his flying zombie collection: a zombie drake-salamander-roc that he and Katie had painstakingly assembled last year. It had the raw power and durability of a large drake combined with the speed and agility of a roc and a salamander’s ability to produce fire. More importantly, they’d managed to acquire parts from a gale roc, a type of roc that could control the wind. When combined with a salamander’s ability to create fire, their composite zombie could do a decent impression of a dragon. Sure, the flames weren’t as hot as dragon fire, but they were still devastating, and they could cover a huge area. Her master had also summoned a flock of zombie pigeons, and the demolition rats that had accompanied their zombies from the castle had spent days arming them.


  In retrospect, she was amazed no one had thought of strapping explosives onto zombie pigeons before. Hitting things with explosives was hard, but if the explosives were attached to something that could fly, it got a lot easier. Sure, pigeons weren’t the quickest animals in the air, but they were usually quick enough. They were also easy to obtain, and few creatures considered them a threat, so they wouldn’t react until it was too late.


  The first three drakes to reach them made that exact mistake – and promptly regretted it. As the large, sinuous reptiles dove toward them, a group of zombie pigeons surrounded each one and then exploded. The drakes went down, either killed outright or wounded too badly to stay aloft. The other drakes immediately scattered to avoid the slower, less agile pigeons, which gave their zombie wyverns a chance to strike. In theory, drakes were far more powerful than wyverns. They were larger, stronger, and more durable whereas wyverns tended to have a higher top speed and greater agility. What tipped the odds in their favour was cooperation. In the wild, wyverns often struggled to work together. But their zombie wyverns attacked in perfect unison, and Katie had practiced enough times to know what orders to give. After all, they had to get their drake corpses somewhere, and fresh was always best.


  Most wild wyverns made the mistake of targeting the throats or chests of drakes. Those were, of course, the areas that could easily lead to a kill if they were damaged. However, most drakes had thick scales on their chests and neck, and they had a lifetime of experience in defending their vulnerable areas. Instead, Katie ordered some of her zombie wyverns to go for the face and eyes, distracting the drakes so others could tear into their wings. Two of her zombie wyverns were killed almost instantly and half a dozen more were badly damaged in the opening moments of the battle. A drake’s claws weren’t quite as sharp as a dragon’s, but they were more capable of tearing through a wyvern. Elsewhere, a drake gave a roar of triumph as it bit down on the neck of a zombie wyvern and ripped its head off. But her wyverns pressed on to deadly effect. One drake fell out of the sky, its wings ripped to pieces, and others soon followed it. But the drakes refused to break. Instead, they charged forward, bombarded by zombie pigeons and assailed by zombie wyverns. They must have felt that they could only win if they were able to get close. Drakes were not as intelligent as dragons, but they weren’t stupid. They could sense her and her master’s magic in the zombies. Thankfully, her master had kept their zombie drake-salamander-roc nearby, ready as a final line of defence if the drakes actually managed to break through all of their other zombies.


  And then Spot entered the fray.


  The dragon was smaller than any of the drakes – the smallest drake was twenty-five feet long while the largest measured more than fifty feet – but he was a dragon. He’d been circling high above the battle, watching and learning how best to strike. Unlike Katie or her master, Spot was born for aerial combat. The blade-like front edges of his wings gleamed in the sun as he unsheathed them and dove, a reminder that he was part astral dragon. He caught the first drake on its front-right shoulder, and the blade-like edge of his wing simply opened the flier up from shoulder to hip. The drake gave a warbling, startled cry of pain and plummeted toward the ground. A second drake lunged, but Spot rolled, and the blow went wide as his momentum propelled him past the left wing of his opponent. The wickedly sharp wing edge would not have cleaved through a dragon’s scales, but the wing membrane of a drake was far less durable. The suddenly one-winged drake pitched sharply to the side, and Spot turned his head to unleash a concentrated blast of flame at the wings of a third. The blast wasn’t enough to set the drake ablaze – drakes weren’t dragons, but they were cousins of a sort, so fire wasn’t quite as deadly to them as it ought to be – but it did make the creature panic. It bucked wildly and retreated, running headlong into a trio of zombie wyverns that yanked the goblins off its back and then went to work with their beaks and talons. A few moments later, it fell. Hopefully, it would crush more goblins when it hit the ground.


  People often compared drakes to dragons, but Spot was showing why dragons considered such comparisons insulting. Dragons were called the rulers of the sky for a reason, and from the savage smile on his face, Spot wasn’t about to suffer some overgrown lizards flying in what he viewed as his sky. Still, as deadly as Spot was, he would have been in trouble if one of the larger drakes managed to land a solid hit, but he was too quick and too agile for them to lay a claw on him. All of those training exercises and practice missions with the rats were paying off. Nothing in the sky could match him, and he was not in a merciful mood.


  In front of them, their zombie drake-salamander-roc – which Katie had nicknamed Derrick much to her master’s dismay – began to flap his wings. A searing wind full of embers and flames billowed outward, and their zombies parted seamlessly to let the oncoming drakes bear the brunt of the assault. The lesser drakes recoiled, not defeated but far from happy, while the larger ones continued their charge only to find themselves besieged by the remaining zombie wyverns and pelted by exploding zombie pigeons. It was a chilling example of how good her master’s control was. Katie had been issuing general instructions, but her master had dozens of zombies acting as though they were a single entity. The two drakes that did manage to get close found out why Derrick was the ideal last line of defence. They had upgraded his claws using fragments of dragon claws salvaged from battles between the massive beasts. Derrick shredded one drake, and the armour around his belly shrieked as the other drake retaliated only to find his magically enhanced armour too sturdy to penetrate.


  Derrick swung back at the remaining drake, but it was agile enough to dodge. It tried to grapple with him, but flames enveloped the zombie, a testament to the salamander parts used in his creation. The drake reeled back, and Derrick landed two massive blows. One tore a huge gash in the drake’s side, and the other sent it tumbling down, one of its wings broken. As the rest of the goblins’ aerial forces retreated in disarray, Katie turned her attention to the battle below them. She was skilled, but she was still young. She couldn’t multi-task the way her master could, and she wondered if she’d ever be able to match him in that area. His ability to command large numbers of zombies with incredible precision was what separated him from other Grand Necromancers.


  The battlefield wasn’t complicated. The terrain outside the city was a combination of flat areas interspersed with hills of varying size and steepness. As their zombies moved into position, Katie sent some rough orders for them to adopt a defensive formation. She couldn’t command tens of thousands of zombies on an individual level like her master, but she could issue more general commands to large groups. Despite their best efforts, the goblins had already spotted them, and sections of the horde were gradually turning to meet the new threat.


  Zombies were typically awful with ranged weapons since they usually lacked the fine motor skills required to make good use of bows, crossbows, slings, and other such weapons. It was possible to make zombies with better motor skills – zombie warriors and zombie marksmen were perfect examples – but it took more time and magic. However, there was an easier solution: create composite zombies that could shoot volleys of projectiles. It would be like having their very own mobile siege weaponry.


  Their most potent ranged zombies were composite zombies that relied primarily on a certain species of large spiky lizard. These lizards – one of whom Councillor Winters had captured and named Spike – could grow to truly impressive size, and they attacked by shooting their spikes at their opponents. With a bit of tinkering and by adding some parts from other creatures, she and her master had developed zombies with a slower firing rate but greater range, as well as spikes that were designed to fragment upon impact, shredding anything nearby with shards of bone. Their hard work and innovation had won them the coveted Innovation of the Year Award at the most recent award ceremony run by the necromancers’ guild, and she was hoping it would also win them the even more coveted Innovation of the Decade Award in a few years time. Apart from the zombie lizards, they also had zombie archers and some zombie mages to fill out their ranged arsenal.


  At the front of their formation were the zombie ogres. These massive zombies were completely covered in armour and equipped with huge shields. Regular infantry would have a hard time even injuring them, and light infantry like the goblins would be hard-pressed to even scuff their armour before being crushed by the colossal war hammers they wielded. Sadly, they could only field about fifty of the zombie ogres, but each zombie ogre still served as a formidable bulwark capable of blunting even the most determined charge. Waiting behind the zombie ogres with their spears, shields, and swords at the ready were their zombie soldiers. They were less powerful than zombie warriors but stronger than lesser zombies. The less well-made zombies – the ones that most necromancers colloquially referred to as biters since all they could really do was run after people and bite them – were kept further back. It was tempting to use them as fodder to slow down the goblins, but her master had advised against it. They might not be much good in a pitched battle, but against a disorganised foe, they could prove devastating. Every goblin they killed could be added to their forces whereas the goblins crushed by the zombie ogres or shredded by their zombie lizards would be too mangled to use. More importantly, biters were exceptionally quick on their feet. Few things could outrun them, and there was something viscerally terrifying about an enemy that relied on its teeth instead of weaponry.


  Their zombie army was a summation of how her master thought necromancers should wage war. Zombies did not know fear, exhaustion, or disobedience. Therefore, using them as a disorganised rabble, while useful in small engagements and definitely amusing, was ultimately a waste of resources when applied on a larger scale. A zombie army could fight with absolute discipline and cohesion, combining disparate troops into a unified whole guided by a single will. The alternative was to simply overwhelm their enemies with sheer numbers, a traditional but not always efficient tactic.


  “Avraniel!” her master shouted, knowing the elf could easily hear them despite the distance between them. “See those goblins in fancy armour and robes?” Katie rolled her eyes. Of course, the elf would notice if her master described them that way. “Do me a favour. Kill them all.”


  Avraniel laughed as the zombie wyvern carrying her veered off. Her bow was ready a moment later, and the surge of magic that followed threatened to knock some of their zombies out of the sky. It really was unfair just how insanely powerful the elf was. The bow glowed as brightly as a second sun, and then she loosed her arrow. A lance of raw heat crossed several miles in an instant and struck with the force of a dreadnought’s broadside. The goblins had only seconds to register the threat, and a good portion of their leadership disintegrated before they could even begin to cast defensive magic. As the remaining goblin mages and shamans scrambled to put up some magical defences, Avraniel continued to bombard them with shafts of blazing heat and light. The goblin leadership hadn’t been entirely wiped out yet, but they were in no position to command the battle.


  “Careful,” her master shouted. “Conserve as much power as you can and remember we’re not here to remodel the landscape. Let the zombies do the work.” He gave Katie a hug. “It’s time for us to get to work. Remember, we’re going for a steady advance while we attack them with projectiles. If they charge, hold formation. If they break, use our faster zombies to run them down. Keep things tight. Organisation is the key.”


  “Right.”


  Katie could not exert fine control over as many zombies as her master. Perhaps no one in the world could. It was, after all, his most outstanding attribute as a necromancer. Instead, she focused on groups of zombies and gave them more general orders. It was still taxing, but it was manageable, and this was a great chance to get some experience. How often would she get to use so many zombies at once?


  As their zombies began to unleash a hail of projectiles – a combination of spikes, arrows, and the occasional spell or explosive courtesy of some demolition rats – the goblins reacted with fury. They surged forward in a vast, undulating wave of angry green, screaming and yelling as they sprinted at the zombies. Their charge dissolved into bedlam as the first wave of spikes fell amongst them. Each spike exploded upon impact and unleashed a hail of razor-sharp bone fragments that ripped through goblin after goblin. With more than a dozen of the zombie lizards they could put upward of fifty spikes into the air every minute. Entire sections of the battlefield dissolved into clouds of blood and gore as the zombie lizards spread their attacks to terrifying effect. The deluge of arrows, magic, and explosives that accompanied the spikes only added to the mayhem.


  As the goblin charge faltered – the more intelligent goblins doing their best to shoot the spikes out of the air with magic or reform some semblance of a frontline – the zombie ogres stepped forward to take the brunt of the charge. Zombie ogres were truly menacing figures to begin with, but when they were clad in plate armour covered with runes and seals, they were downright terrifying. It would take siege weaponry or powerful offensive magic to bring them down, and with huge tower shields and war hammers larger than the goblins they were fighting, it didn’t take a genius to predict what would happen when the charging goblins ran into them.


  THUD.


  The zombie ogres simply waded into the first rank of goblins with their war hammers. Goblins went flying as the war hammers crushed bone, pulverised flesh, and shattered their forward momentum. As the next rank of goblins tried to close the gap, the ogres brought their shields around like clubs. The goblins hurtled back, their small frames no match for the overwhelming strength of the zombie ogres.


  Any goblin lucky enough to jump onto a zombie ogre swiftly found that all of the usual weak points were covered in armour. Worse, each zombie ogre had been assigned a few ninja rats to ensure its survival. The deadly rodents made short work of any boarders while using their weaponry and magic to add to the devastation, and the zombie ogres stood firm, sweeping their war hammers back and forth to crush the goblin assault. As the goblins’ charge disintegrated, the zombie soldiers began their advance, swords and spears at the ready. What they lacked in strength compared to the zombie ogres, they made up in discipline and organisation. The goblins found themselves faced with an implacable foe that did not fear their superior numbers and would never tire despite how many of them attacked. Slowly but surely, the wall of zombie soldier began to push the goblins back. Any pockets of resistance were smashed beneath the war hammers of the zombie ogres. With their charge in tatters and more projectiles raining down every moment, the goblin horde began to break despite its superior numbers.


  “See how they’re beginning to run?” her master asked. “It’s time to end this. Send in our lesser zombies to pursue them and begin animating any goblins you can. Have our flanks swing around to cut off their line of retreat.”


  Katie reached out with her magic to animate any goblins whose corpses could still be used. There weren’t as many as she would have liked, but soon, hundreds of dead goblins were back on their feet. She ordered them to pursue their former comrades and sent several waves of biters after the goblins as well. Shrieking and baying, the lesser zombies complied as the rest of the zombie army continued its advance. A few of the goblins’ surviving leaders tried to coordinate a proper counterattack, but they soon fell prey to Avraniel’s magic. Bereft of leadership and desperate to escape the zombies, the goblin horde soon descended into anarchy. The zombie soldiers took ruthless advantage of the chaos, hacking and chopping at goblin after goblin as the zombie ogres wrought carnage on any goblins unfortunate enough to face them. All the while, their ranged troops continued to fire away, and the steady stream of spikes, arrows, spells, and explosives thinned the horde even further.


  “This seems so unfair,” Katie murmured.


  Her master chuckled, and she knew he would have ruffled her hair if he could. “Katie, the whole point of fighting a battle is to make it as unfair as possible for your opponent. You want to stack up as many advantages as you can, whether it is in the quality and quantity of your troops and their training, equipment, and supplies or in the efficacy of your tactics and strategies. Stack up enough advantages and you win.”


  “I guess you’re right.” She winced as one of the zombie ogres brought its war hammer down in a tremendous blow that flattened a goblin. Elsewhere, Derrick, their zombie drake-salamander-roc, had descended and was busy turning entire swathes of the battlefield into fields of flame. “And winning is better than losing, especially in a situation like this.”


  Through the senses of some of her other zombies, she could hear ragged cheering from the dwarves as the goblins assaulting the forts and bridges realised their predicament. With the bulk of the goblin horde in total disarray, they were in serious danger of being cut off and sandwiched between the dwarves and the zombies. At the behest of some of their few remaining leaders, they began to retreat only to come under attack as Avraniel, Spot, and the other fliers swooped down on them.


  The sheer scale of the battle boggled her mind. The goblins had brought down hundreds of their zombies – mostly biters and zombie soldiers – but they had taken thousands of casualties in return. More importantly, the flanks of their zombie army had managed to swing around in time to cut off the goblins’ line of retreat. They were trapped.


  “Their mistake,” her master murmured. “Was attacking out in the open. I suppose it was necessary since Cavernholme isn’t connected to any other cities by tunnels, but goblins are not at their best in large-scale engagements unless they can surround and panic their enemies. Zombies don’t panic, and our position, formation, and troop composition made it difficult for them to break us in the charge or encircle us. Goblins are, for the most part, cowards. Once they saw they couldn’t panic our zombie ogres and zombie soldiers and realised how outmatched they were, I’m not surprised they decided to break and run for it. A goblin is usually more interested in saving itself than in holding the line for the others alongside it. With proper leadership, that isn’t always the case. A good leader can make a goblin horde extremely dangerous. It’s a good thing, then, that Avraniel has been busy killing all of their leaders.” His voice hardened. “Steel yourself, Katie. This is going to get bloody. The goblins won’t surrender, and we’re not about to offer them quarter either.”


  “I didn’t think we would, master.”


  Katie winced as the remaining goblin mages and shamans unleashed their magic in a desperate bid to clear an escape route. Hundreds of zombies fell, but the rest continued their solemn, relentless advance. Whatever siege weaponry the goblins had was turned on the zombies as well. However, their zombie fliers and the zombie lizards soon put a stop to it. The goblins were all trying to run now, but the zombie army had completed its manoeuvres. The goblins were completely encircled.


  “It’s not easy to watch,” her master admitted. “Even if they are goblins.”


  With the encirclement complete, the zombies hastened their advance. The goblins at the edges fought with desperate fury, but they were tired and disorganised. They had no chance at all against the untiring waves of zombies. The goblins at the edges were cut down, and those behind them could only panic and grow more and more desperate as the zombies closed in. The animated bodies of the fallen only added to their horror, and Katie realised that more goblins were being killed by the crush of panicked bodies than by the blades of their zombies.


  “Oh, and one more word of advice.”


  “Master?”


  He pointed. “See that guy? Don’t be that guy.”


  A lone goblin had seized a banner and was busy waving it around in a bid to rally his fellows. However, his attempt at heroism came to an abrupt end when a well-placed strike from a war hammer turned him into bloody paste.


  “Ouch.”


  * * *


  Avraniel wandered across the battlefield with a scowl. Where was all the good loot? Sure, she’d found plenty of trinkets and knickknacks – goblins were fond of keeping whatever bits and pieces caught their interest – but there was hardly anything here worth taking. What was she supposed to do with a rusty dwarf sword that hadn’t been properly cared for in years? She’d also be lucky to get a single copper coin for the bone weapons many of the goblins favoured. And the less she thought about the pathetic excuses for armour most of the goblins wore, the better. Spot wasn’t having any luck either. He landed beside her and munched on a goblin for a few moments before tossing the creature aside with an unhappy sound.


  Yuck.


  “Doesn’t surprise me,” Avraniel muttered. “These little bastards are smelly, ugly, and stupid. It figures they’d taste bad too.” She rolled her eyes. “Maybe that’s why some dragons keep them around. They’re not even worth eating.”


  Spot growled at the thought of keeping goblins around. He had higher standards than that! A wounded goblin saw them and tried to crawl away, but he stomped down on its back. It went still, and a brief blast of flame incinerated another goblin that had tried to escape while his back was turned.


  “I can’t believe the dwarves lost to these idiots.” Avraniel glared at the body of another goblin. This one had a rusty spear. What good was that? “Although I guess there were a lot of them, and not all of them were completely stupid.”


  She had encountered groups of goblins that liked to build things and tinker before, but they were from somewhere else, and they tended to be far less aggressive than the stupider varieties. The smart ones usually stayed in their caves, preferring to fiddle with their gadgets, as opposed to plundering and raiding. She could live with those sorts of goblins. As long as they didn’t mess with her, she wouldn’t go out of her way to kill them.


  Her eyes narrowed. One of the dead goblins had a dwarf dagger that was still in good condition. She pried it out of his hands and examined the blade. It wasn’t bad, but she had better. She tossed the weapon to Spot, and the dragon happily devoured it. It wasn’t like she needed it, and she doubted he’d find much quality metal out here. “These damn goblins aren’t even worth robbing. Why couldn’t we fight some bastards with money?”


  “They are a horrid lot, aren’t they?”


  She turned. A group of dwarves had come out to greet her. They moved with the weariness of people who’d been fighting for days, and their armour was covered in blood and gore. Even so, the quality of their armour was easy to see. The plates of metal had been perfectly moulded to allow ease of movement while minimising vulnerability, and she could see many places where a goblin had managed to land a blow only to leave little more than a scratch or a small dent. Likewise, their helms were designed to maintain good visibility while still offering maximum protection.


  To make up for their short stature and reach, as well as their relative lack of mobility due to their preference for full armour, many dwarves wielded pikes, spears, or other similar weapons. However, given the possibility of close combat against the goblins, they also carried daggers, as well as swords, war hammers, and axes. She grinned. The quality of their weapons was excellent too. She’d have to see if she could get some later. She could make quite a bundle selling some on the open market.


  Spot padded over to her and growled. He didn’t know these people, and because he couldn’t see their faces, he was even more suspicious of them. It did not help that many dwarves had rough voices due to the harsh nature of their native tongue, which often heavily accented their speech, not that she cared. Unlike many elves, Avraniel didn’t have a problem with dwarves. Well, that wasn’t quite right. She had plenty of problems with plenty of dwarves, but not because they were dwarves. It was because they’d either gotten in her way or pissed her off somehow. On the upside, if a dwarf wanted to kill her, he’d have the guts to tell her to her face instead of flattering her and then stabbing her in the back like an elf. And, hey, lots of dwarves liked fire and explosions, so they weren’t all bad.


  “Easy, Spot.” Avraniel peered at the leader of the group. “You’re here to invite us into the city, right?”


  “Yes.” The dwarf inclined his head. “You and your companions have aided us in our darkest hour. Our king has personally extended an invitation to all of you. Enter Cavernholme and be made welcome!” She smiled. She could practically feel the glee radiating off the dwarf as he examined the carnage around them. “And I would like to personally extend my own thanks for sending so many of these goblin bastards screaming into the abyss. I may not be fond of elves or dragons, but I’ll make an exception for you two.” He tugged off his helm to reveal blue eyes and a thick beard of red hair. “I am Galdur Firebeard.” He removed one of his gauntlets and extended his hand. It was rough and callused – the hand of a warrior. “Welcome to Cavernholme.”


  She shook his hand. He had a strong grip. “Just call me Avraniel.” The dwarves stirred, and she smirked. They must have heard of her. Hopefully, it was all scary. “And he’s Spot.”


  “Spot, eh?” Galdur grinned. “An interesting name for a dragon.”


  “Because of the spot on his snout.” Spot pointed to it with one claw and smiled. To her delight, all of the stout-hearted dwarves took a step back except Galdur. Her lips curled. He wasn’t totally hopeless then. “And you wouldn’t be able to pronounce his other name anyway. Even most elves would struggle.”


  “I see.” Galdur hefted his axe over his shoulder. It was chipped and battered. Given its quality, he must have killed a lot of goblins with it. “We are to escort you into the city after you reunite with your comrades.” He glanced at the zombies that were roving over the battlefield in search of survivors. “That lot will have to stay out here.”


  “Fine by me.” Avraniel had gone looking for loot while the idiot and twerp finished cleaning up. The goblins had fought to the bitter end, but she had to hand it to the necromancers. They’d done a good job of wiping out those little bastards, and now their zombies stood sentry over the battlefield and fortifications. If there were any goblins still alive in this area, they wouldn’t be that way for long.


  It was also a not-so-subtle reminder for the dwarves. They had a reputation for trying to negotiate more favourable prices on everything, but having an army of zombies camped out on their doorstep was a good way to remind them of their obligations. Nothing in the world was free, and their help came at a price.


  “Let’s get going then.” She caught a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye and yanked a spear out of the body of a dead goblin. A casual motion lodged it in the head of a fleeing goblin more than fifty yards away. “There’s nothing good out here, anyway.”


  If only her magic hadn’t obliterated those goblins with better equipment. They had needed to die, but it would have been nice to take their equipment afterward. Oh well. She’d have to be more careful next time.


  As they made their way toward the city, Avraniel had to admit the dwarves knew how to build things. The forts on either side of the bridges were large and sturdy. Sure, some of them had fallen, but enough goblins could probably overwhelm any fortification. The fact that goblin corpses were piled high enough to serve as a ramp onto the battlements spoke volumes about how well the dwarves’ defences had worked.


  The others were already there, and Avraniel and Spot fell into step beside them. If things went south, sticking with them should work. She might not be invincible, but it was hard to imagine anyone getting past her, the people eater, the old guy, and everyone else. It also did not escape her notice that the dwarves were looking at Chomp in obvious excitement. The dog had accompanied Gerald, and they’d kept him away from the worst of the fighting. He wasn’t suited to it the way Spot was. Still, from the blood on his jaws, Chomp must have done some good work keeping the paper pusher safe.


  But why were they so excited to see him? Oh, yeah. According to the people eater, the dwarves had once had lots of dogs like Chomp. Well, they must not have them anymore, or they’d have used them against the goblins. She put one arm around Chomp and glared. The dwarves were in for a world of pain if they thought they could buy him or something. Chomp was her dog, and he wasn’t going anywhere. Besides, Spot would eat anyone who even thought of taking his friend away.


  The bridges over the chasms were marvels of engineering, and she was amused to realise they were better than anything the elves could build. Each bridge was equal parts solid and elegant, and the stones used in them were of the very finest quality. She could also feel the magic woven into the very fabric of each bridge. These were not bridges that could be destroyed by time or bad weather. A thousand years from now, they’d still be here looking every bit as impressive.


  But in a way, wasn’t having indestructible bridges kind of dumb? She had wondered why the dwarves hadn’t blown up the bridges once the goblins had begun to force them back. It wasn’t like the goblins could fly or jump over the chasms. But now she knew. They probably couldn’t. It was a shame. Destroying the bridges would have bought them days, maybe even weeks since goblins like these ones weren’t exactly known for their engineering. It was yet another example of both elves and dwarves being idiots in the same way. Both could take so much pride in something that they’d refuse to destroy it even if it was turned against them. Avraniel thought of the bow on her back. It was a great weapon, and she wouldn’t enjoy destroying it, but if someone used it against her, she wouldn’t hesitate if that was the only way she could win. Getting killed with her own weapon would be such a stupid way to die.


  After crossing the other bridges – and grabbing Spot by his slightly less stubby tail to prevent him diving into the chasm to see how the lava at the bottom tasted – they finally reached the massive doors of the city.


  “Behold!” Galdur cried. “The great doors of Cavernholme, capital of the dwarves of the Broken Mountains!”


  “Huh.” Avraniel tilted her head to one side. “Is that gold and platinum on the doors.”


  The dwarf nodded. “Yes, but they are only decorative. The true strength of the doors can be found in the adamant and other nigh-indestructible materials used in their construction. However, we didn’t want them to look plain. They’re the first thing most people see, so we needed them to look good, which is why they’re decorated with precious metals and gemstones.”


  He must have misunderstood her. She wasn’t interested in the practicality or durability of the doors. “How much do you think they’re worth?” The gemstone closest to her was almost the size of her fist. Spot had started to drool, and she nudged him with her foot. “No eating the doors.” He hadn’t eaten anything made of adamant yet, and she was curious to know if he could. The incredibly rare and valuable metal was practically indestructible and largely impervious to magic. It was one of the few substances in the world considered on par with, or perhaps even better than, dragon scale.


  But they look tasty…


  “No. You are not eating the doors.”


  The idiot – Timmy – gave her a teasing look, and she scowled. He was getting a little too comfortable poking fun at her. Perhaps he needed a light singeing to remind him whom he was dealing with. “No stealing them either.” He tapped the door with his shovel, and his magic rustled outward. Ah, right. His earth magic could also be used to determine the composition of certain kinds of objects. “Although going by its composition and the average market price of the components…”


  He gave his estimate of the value of the doors, and Avraniel gaped. The doors were worth that much? Damn. If she wasn’t surrounded by twitchy dwarves and about to enter a city full of more of them, she might have been tempted to blow one of the doors off its hinges and run off with it. Then again, it was probably too heavy to lift. She’d have to get Gerald to store the door with her magic and then grab him and run. Oh well. She’d have to see if she could find some good loot elsewhere. After all, she had wiped out most of the goblins’ leadership herself. That had to be worth a hefty reward or something, right? Her budget for the next century or so was looking quite healthy, but she was an elf. A century wasn’t all that long, all things considered, and she need to think about Spot too. She didn’t want him to miss out on anything while he was growing up, and there was no time like the present to secure the future.


  As the partially open doors opened wider to admit them and the growing numbers of dwarves returning to the city from the battlefield, Avraniel put a soothing hand on Spot’s back. The little dragon – and despite being more than seven feet long, he was still little for a dragon – was tense. As ferocious as he was, he was still very young, and being around so many new people that were all heavily armed put him on edge. It did not help that all of the sights and smells were new as well. He gave a low trill, and Chomp came over to walk beside him. The dog gave him a comforting nudge, and Spot huffed.


  I’m not worried. The dragon nevertheless remained close to Chomp, his gaze shifting restlessly over the crowd of dwarves.


  Avraniel scratched his back. “Relax. If they try anything…” She bared her teeth. “We’ll make them regret it.”


  Chomp gave a low rumble of agreement, but he looked far more comfortable about entering the city than Spot. Well, she had found him in a labyrinth, which wasn’t all that different from where they’d be going. Labyrinth hounds were supposed to like being underground, but dragons were creatures of the sky. Spot was always more comfortable when he had the open sky above him, but in typical draconic fashion, any trepidation he felt soon faded as the splendour of the city became apparent. And despite lacking the sinuous grace of an adult dragon, Spot still drew plenty of attention. The dwarves all knew what drakes looked like, and Spot was no mere drake hatchling.


  The hall that greeted them as they entered the city was truly splendid, a testament to the ingenuity and hard work of the dwarves and the equal or better of any she had seen. Crystals, lanterns, and various magical and mechanical devices cast warm light over the whole area and lent a cosy air to what could easily have been a dreary place. The fine craftsmanship of the dwarves was also evident in the galleries and balconies that lined the hall, and she found herself doing a mental tally of how much everything was worth as her gaze drifted from the vaulted ceiling high above them to the gleaming, polished stones beneath their feet. Titanic pillars covered with carvings that depicted the history of the dwarves soared upward, and towering statues of famous dwarves stood silent sentry alongside the path they took. Yep. These guys could definitely afford to send a sizeable reward her way for wiping out most of the goblins’ leadership. As they approached, the dwarves who had fought – almost all of them still in their armour – formed into ranks on either side of the path. They roared their approval and banged their weapons on their shields and armour.


  Spot bristled at the noise, but he seemed to sense the spirit in which it was offered. Avraniel tuned out the cheering. Words weren’t worth much to her. The elves, after all, had said all sorts of nice and pleasant things to her in the past to lower her suspicions before trying to kill or imprison her. Instead, she focused on the strategically located alcoves and carefully concealed niches scattered throughout the hall. If the goblins ever managed to breach the doors, they would be in for a fight. The dwarves would make them pay in blood for every inch they tried to take, and they would use those alcoves and niches to mount ambushes and set traps. The hall was large, which might seem to favour the goblins and their overwhelming numbers, but it was also the perfect size for two or three dwarf phalanxes to hold the area. As they continued through the vast hall, a retinue of dwarves came forward to meet them. Amongst them was the biggest dwarf that Avraniel had ever seen.


  The average dwarf was four and a half feet tall and weighed roughly the same as a grown man. This dwarf was huge. He had to be at least five and a half feet tall, which meant he stood head and shoulders above his peers. He was still shorter than Avraniel, but she was amused to realise he was taller than the twerp. She’d have to tease the girl about it later. Imagine being shorter than a dwarf. This guy was probably the king. His armour gleamed in the light, and there wasn’t so much as a scratch on it despite the blood and gore splattered all over it. Whatever his armour was made of, it was far durable than the armour the rest of the dwarves had. Gerald was standing next to him looking like he was about to throw up, so he had to be important. The paper pusher only got that nervous when he was dealing with someone really important.


  There was also something familiar about his magic. She’d definitely felt it before. Her brows furrowed, and then her lips curved into a smile. She’d seen a large metal golem slaughtering goblins and shrugging off siege weaponry while defending one of the bridges. This dwarf’s magic… it was the exact same magic she’d felt from the golem. Interesting. Was the golem a construct he could control, or did he turn into a golem? Either way, fighting him would be interesting, and it was nice to see a king who actually helped instead of cowering behind the walls while everyone else did the fighting and the dying.


  As the dwarf’s gaze drifted over each of them, Spot nudged her leg. The dwarf’s armour smelled similar to the doors. That meant it was made at least partially of adamant, which would make it very heavy. However, what dwarves lacked in height, they made up for in strength and stamina. A dwarf would never be able to outrun a human or an elf, but a dwarf could carry more weight than either – and carry it for longer too. This dwarf should be able to pick up a grown man and throw him around like a ragdoll.


  The tall dwarf moved to the front of his group. The axe he carried was caked in blood and gore, and the ease with which he hefted the weapon spoke of enormous strength. This was no cowardly king. She smiled thinly. She would never respect a king just because he was a king. Any idiot could become a king by being born at the right time to the right parents. However, she could respect a king who had the courage to wade into battle and slaughter as many of his enemies as possible.


  The dwarf rapped one gauntleted fist against his chest. When he spoke, his voice was rough like most dwarves, but it was filled with the unwavering confidence of someone used to giving orders. “I am King Barin Ironbinder IV.” The crown-like addition he wore on his helm was indeed wrought of iron, but it was covered in enchantments and other magic. It must have been exceptionally pure iron too because Spot was practically drooling. “And on behalf of me and my people, I thank you for your aid today.” His deep voice echoed through the hall, and he took a moment to let his words linger in the air before he continued. “In time, perhaps, we would have driven them off, but our losses would have been great, and we dwarves are not so many that we can afford to be ungrateful for anything that saves our sons and daughters. A victory with such a high price would have brought only songs of mourning, not joy. But today is not a day of mourning. It is a day of joy. Tens of thousands of our enemies have been put to the sword, and our city has been made safe, and it is all thanks to the aid you have given us.”


  He inclined his head, and all of the other dwarves bowed low. “There is no greater gift that a king can receive than to have his people made safe. I am in your debt, and you will always be welcome within these halls.” He removed his helm. His hair and beard were steel grey, but his eyes were a piercing blue like finely cut sapphires. “Let all here witness my words and spread them far and wide. I name you all friends of the dwarves. Know that you are dwarves now in all but blood. If you ever need aid, then the dwarves of the Broken Mountains will answer. Blood for blood, steel for steel, honour for honour – that is our way.”


  The idiot was the one who stepped forward as applause and cheers shook the hall to its foundations. He waited until the clamour had died down before he spoke. He had changed into a different cloak at some point, which was probably a good idea since his normal one had started to look a bit tattered from all of the fighting they’d done at Lord Tarrick’s fortress. He didn’t have a beard yet, but he wasn’t clean-shaven either. She snickered. The dwarves favoured beards. They always had, and it wasn’t a coincidence that every merchant who dealt with them regularly sported an impressive beard.


  “No thanks are needed, Your Majesty, although they are much appreciated. We come on behalf of Everton, and it is only right and just that allies aid each other in their hour of need.”


  The king looked at him for a long moment before nodding. “Aye, you have the right of it. I imagine we have much to speak of.” Dwarves understood better than anyone that nothing in the world was free. They certainly weren’t about to go around slaughtering people’s enemies for free. The sort of help they’d provided meant they could ask for something big in return – like help in fighting the empire. “But for today, let us not speak of such things. Instead, we feast! Let the spirits of our slain enemies look up at us from the depths of the abyss and curse their stupidity and misfortune as we enjoy all that is good in life!”


  Avraniel smirked. The thought of mocking her defeated foes was a pleasant one. She wouldn’t mind roasting more goblins either, now that she thought about it. There was something relaxing about blasting away at her enemies without a care of the world. Toward the end, she’d even set herself a challenge to see how far one of her blasts could throw a goblin without disintegrating it. Spot had joined in too, but he was still learning the trick to making his fire more force than heat, so his stronger attacks had either reduced his targets to ash or disintegrated them entirely.


  Hopefully, though, the next bunch of goblins they fought would have stuff worth taking because as fun as it was making them fly around, she wanted something more to show for her efforts. The goblins had seized some of the dwarves’ cities, right? Surely, nobody would miss a few things if they happened to disappear while she and the others were taking back those cities. Right now, though, there was a feast to look forward to, and the dwarves were said to love good food as much as they loved a good vein of ore. The mention of food had put Spot in a much better mood, and he padded along beside her with a big smile and a spring in his step. She grinned. It was a lovely smile – except for the bits of goblin bone stuck between some of his teeth. She’d have to get the idiot to clean his teeth later.


  * * *


  Spot hadn’t spent much time around dwarves before. He’d met a few here and there while following his mother to different places, but this was the first time he’d seen so many or bothered to spend time with them. They had worried him at first. They all wore armour and carried weapons. They were definitely good at working with metal, and both their weapons and their armour looked really tasty. Fighting them wouldn’t be like fighting the goblins. They would be a lot tougher even though he was still confident he would win. When they had mentioned a feast, he had been overjoyed. Killing a goblin was easy, but there had been a lot of goblins, and they hadn’t tasted very nice at all. Even trolls tasted better. So he was very hungry, and what better way to get rid of his hunger than with a feast?


  While the others talked to the king and some other important dwarves, Spot focused on the food – and there was a lot of food. It looked and smelled great. There were huge roasted boars, finely cooked chicken, mountain goat, and meats of many other kinds, all of them cooked in different ways and with different herbs and spices. There were other things too – things he didn’t know the names of – but he couldn’t wait to try them. There were also lots of different drinks, as well as many different kinds of bread. When everyone had finished all of the talking they needed to do before they could eat – and there was a lot of talking to do before they could start – Spot finally got the okay from his mother to begin eating.


  Rather than eat at the table with the others, he got to eat next to Chomp not too far from his mother in a large open space. His mother had gotten mad because she wanted both of them to be at the table like when they were at the castle, but he didn’t mind. He was so hungry that he might make a big mess, and the dwarves had promised to bring him extra food to make up for it. He licked his lips. Extra food was always welcome.


  “It’s the first time I’ve seen a wee dragon,” one of the dwarves murmured, setting an entire roast boar down in front of Spot. He’d seen a few of these boars wandering around the mountains, but they’d been in too big a hurry to reach the dwarves for him to stop and catch one. “His mother says he can eat more than a family of dwarves, so we should get him started on the boar and work our way up from there.” The other dwarf who’d come along chuckled, and the dwarf addressed his next words to Spot. “There’s not a man alive who doesn’t enjoy a good, dwarf-style boar, laddie. I’d wager that goes for dragons too.”


  One of the ninja rats hopped onto Spot’s shoulder. He was munching on some grapes – most of the rats liked grapes – and he offered Spot some advice. The dragon nodded solemnly. A new meal like this deserved to be savoured. Spot took a deep breath and inhaled the scent of the boar. His incredibly keen draconic senses picked up a multitude of smells, and he sought to match each of them to the ingredients that had been used in cooking the boar. Slowly, carefully, he used his claws to slice off a piece of the boar before putting it in his mouth.


  Rich, wholesome flavour filled his mouth, and he trilled in delight. This was fantastic! His tail wagged furiously as he chewed, savoured the taste, and then swallowed. Fire blazed in his eyes and kindled in his jaws. This boar was only the beginning. If the rest of the food was as good as this, then he wanted to try everything. He turned to the dwarf and reached out carefully. The twerp had told him to be careful when he spoke to people for the first time. If he wasn’t careful, it was like shouting right into people’s minds.


  This is good! I want to try everything else too!


  The dwarf, one with a thick, brown beard and kind eyes, threw his head back and laughed. “He likes it! Well, maybe we should have tried bribing dragons with good food instead of trying to fight them off. It might have saved us a lot of trouble.”


  Spot nodded in agreement. Good food was great. He wouldn’t eat anyone who could make tasty food unless they were evil or tried to take his stuff. Nobody took his stuff – except maybe Chomp or his mother. Sometimes, the dog liked to borrow stuff from his hoard, but he always brought it back, and he even helped Spot find more stuff to add to his hoard too.


  His mother came over and scratched his head. “So, you like the boar, huh? Make sure you try the roasted drake. After all, you did kill quite a few of them.”


  They had roasted drake? Spot’s eyes blazed even more brightly. He hadn’t eaten many drakes before since the idiot usually stopped him from eating any they killed, so they could be used for zombies. But eating drake cooked by the same people who had cooked the boar would be incredible. Spot bared his teeth. He couldn’t wait. Still grinning, he dug into the boar. He could finish the boar, have some drake, and keep going from there. On his shoulder, the rat patted his scales. The rodent was looking forward to some drake as well, not to mention the honey-baked ham. Spot paused and turned his head to look at the rat.


  You can bake ham in honey? The rat nodded, and Spot gave a low rumble. I want some too!


  The feast went on for a long time. The large hall was filled with laughter, singing, and people telling stories. Spot listened in between bites of fabulously flavourful food. Most of the stories were about dwarves from long ago, but there was one story about a dragon. He didn’t sound very nice, but he had been very big. Hopefully, Spot would get very big too. Eventually, somewhere between eating honey-baked ham and grilled mountain trout, he decided that he liked the dwarves. They were loud and rowdy, but they had plenty of good metal and lots of good food. The dwarf who had been bringing him food was really nice too, and he’d been happy to tell Spot all about the food he brought. Beside him, Chomp had decided to take a nap, something he usually did once he was full. Lots of the dwarves seemed to like Chomp, and they were talking about studding him for some reason. He didn’t know what that meant, but he hoped it wasn’t bad. Otherwise, he might have to eat some of the dwarves. With his stomach a lot fuller, Spot wanted something to drink. Water was good, but he’d noticed his mother drinking a lot of something during the feast, so he asked her what it was. Maybe he could have some too.


  “This?” his mother tilted her mug at him, so he could see the fluid inside. It didn’t smell like juice or wine. “It’s mead. Do you want some?”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” the twerp asked. Spot pitied her. She hadn’t been able to eat nearly as much as him, and there was so much great food right there. But humans had much smaller stomachs than he did, and she was pretty small for a human too. Hopefully, they could save some of the fried quail for her. He was sure she’d like it. “What if he gets drunk?”


  “Drunk? He’s part corruption dragon. He can’t get drunk.” His mother took another sip of her mead. “Or maybe he can… hey, idiot!” she shouted. “Can Spot get drunk?”


  “Probably not,” the idiot said. “But do you really want to take the risk?”


  “Ah, let the laddie try some.” It was the same dwarf who had been serving him throughout the feast. “He fought well today. Let him enjoy a good drink like any other warrior.”


  Spot nudged the dwarf with his head. He liked this dwarf. A bowl full of mead was set down in front of him since his claws weren’t good for holding things like mugs. However, he had noticed a few changes in them recently that might make it easier to hold things in the future. Slowly, he bent down and drank some of the mead. He trilled happily and fought the urge to flap his wings. It’s good!


  “Good?” one of the dwarves nearby banged his mug down on the table. “It’s better than good! That’s the finest dwarf mead in the world! Good! Hah! It’s the best!” He got up and eyed Spot closely, moving his hand back and forth in front of Spot’s face. “Hmm… you’re handling it well.” He grinned. “I’ve never faced a dragon in battle before, but this seems as good a time as any! Let’s see how your stamina is, little dragon!”


  Little? Spot bristled. Do you want to fight? He wasn’t about to lose to some dwarf in a fight. He might have a lot of growing to do, but he had his pride as a dragon. If this dwarf wanted to fight him, then Spot would show him how strong he really was.


  The dwarf laughed and waved his hands. “Not that kind of fight, laddie. I’m talking about a drinking contest. A man should be able to hold his liquor. Let’s see if you’re a man… or a boy.”


  Spot tilted his head to one side. I’m a dragon.


  “I know that.” The dwarf laughed again. “But… ah… how do I put this?” He emptied his mug in one long sip and then turned his attention back to Spot. “It’s like this, laddie. We’re on the same side, so it’s not like we can kill each other. Instead, we’re going to see who is tougher by seeing who can drink the most before passing out. Do you understand now?”


  Spot nodded. He liked competitions, especially those that involved eating or drinking things. The only person who could ever beat him was Sam, and he wasn’t here right now. Okay!


  “That’s the spirit.” The dwarf raised his fist into the air. “Listen up!” he cried as the dwarves around them fell silent. “I, Kerin Bronzefang, have challenged this dragon to a drinking contest!” Cheers rang out, and the dwarves began to stamp their feet and clap their hands. “No dwarf has ever beaten a dragon before, but today might just be the day!”


  Spot grinned toothily. This might be his first drinking contest, but he wasn’t going to lose.


  Kerin called for mead to be brought over, in a mug for him and in a bowl for Spot. He raised his mug toward Spot and drank the entire thing in one go. “That’s one, laddie. Let’s see how high you can count.”


  Spot finished his bowl of mead in one go as well and bared his teeth. One.


  An hour later, Spot had apparently been declared the champion, and Kerin was slumped onto the table, snoring. Spot smiled as he was given the spoils of victory: more food and drink. He could get used to this.


  “Okay,” the idiot said. “I think it’s safe to say he can’t get drunk, which is a good thing because having a drunk dragon in the middle of a hall full of people sounds like an awful idea.”


  “I told you so.” His mother smiled warmly and scratched his chin. “Good work, Spot. You showed them.”


  The feast gradually began to wind down, and Spot followed his mother and some dwarves to where they would be staying. Chomp was with them too, and the dog yawned as he found a nice spot by the fireplace to sleep. Spot nudged his mother with his head, and she gave him another scratch on the chin.


  “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t chew on my hair.”


  When his mother went to bed, he climbed in beside her. He wouldn’t always be small enough to do this. He knew that. But that was one of the reasons he liked to do it while he still could. She was warm, and the smell of her was comforting. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, Chomp’s rhythmic snoring the only other sound in the room except his mother’s breathing and the sure, steady beat of her heart. For some reason, he dreamt of a star falling from the sky, except somehow it felt familiar. He smiled and curled up to his mother. She was so much warmer than most people. Stars were made of fire, and dragons loved fire.


  * * *


  As the others slumbered, Amanda walked alone and unseen through the halls of Cavernholme. It had been a long, long time since she’d set foot inside this city. The others had feasted merrily – Spot, in particular, had taken to dwarf cuisine with gusto, eating enough to impress even the dwarves – before retiring for the night. She, however, did not need to sleep as much. Ancients seldom slept, save for the decades-long slumbers they indulged in from time to time. Nor had she eaten as much as they had. Vampires could eat regular food, and many liked to from time to time, but she could only eat so much of it when she wasn’t in her true, eldritch form. Blood was her fare, and it had been that way for centuries. Cloaked in darkness and illusions, she walked until she reached a place she knew very well.


  The Halls of Memory were a sacred place to the dwarves, a place where the memories of their past, both the great deeds and the great sorrows, were forever immortalised in stone for all of their descendants to remember. She walked until she found a familiar carving. It depicted a lone woman atop a mountain of goblin corpses as a young dwarf with a crown was led away. Yes, centuries ago, when the goblins had launched their great offensive, Everton had not been strong enough to repel them. Yet they had tried – she had tried.


  Alas, the goblins had not been alone. They had been aided by eldritch powers, and she had still been carrying grievous wounds from the pivotal battle against the empire. Even with her powers, those wounds had taken years to heal, and she had been far from her best when she had rushed to the Broken Mountains to aid the brave but hopelessly outnumbered dwarves.


  She had arrived to find the dwarves already in full retreat as one of their outlying cities was overrun. She had held the goblins back as long as she could, slaughtering hundreds, perhaps even thousands of them, before she had been forced to retreat by goblins that had somehow been able to channel eldritch powers capable of harming her. The king had died, but his son had lived, and the dwarves had never forgotten what she’d done for them. This carving had been made to immortalise her actions, and she had later fought to retrieve the king’s body for a proper burial. He had been a friend, that long-dead king, and he had deserved better than to have his body torn to shreds and thrown onto the mountainside for the birds.


  “I had wondered if you would come here. I wasn’t sure if you were the one the stories speak of, but when I sensed your presence here, I knew. Only she would linger at this place.”


  Amanda revealed herself and turned to Barin. The king was sombre despite the festivities they’d enjoyed only hours ago. His thoughts had likely already turned to the future, to the battles the dwarves would have to fight simply to survive. Heavy was the head that bore the crown. “It has long been said that none may walk the halls of this mountain without the king’s knowledge. I am glad to see those words still ring true.” She looked around. “Yet to wander without an escort… Your Majesty, that is a dangerous thing.”


  “I have my magic,” The king replied. The metal in their vicinity shivered in response. “And if you wanted me dead, I doubt an escort would help against the Bloody Councillor.”


  “An interesting name although the woman you speak of would surely be dead by now.”


  “If she was human, yes, but vampires live much longer – and being a vampire would certainly explain some of her bloodier feats.” Something that was almost amusement tugged at his lips. He was well acquainted with his people’s history, it seemed. “And she would only have grown more powerful since then.” His gaze drifted to the carvings. “My family owed you a great debt even before today, and although we dwarves are famous for never forgetting a grudge, we don’t forget our debts either.”


  “Indeed. But you already know why we are here. War has come again, and Everton stands threatened once more. Will the dwarves stand by our side as they did long ago?”


  Barin sat down on one of the stone benches nearby. The king’s powerful frame was weary. “Rid us of these damn goblins, and we’ll gladly fight at your side again. As it is, my people cannot commit forces to the war against the empire with the goblins poised like a knife at our throats.” He looked to where another set of carvings was being made. “Diamondgate was perhaps the mightiest of our fortresses, yet the goblins were somehow able to take it. The horde you slew today was but a portion of the force that assailed Diamondgate. Worse, I fear we may have been betrayed, for even such a force should not have been able to take Diamondgate before we could march to relieve it. The only other alternative is…”


  “That the otherworldly powers the goblins serve have stirred once again.” Amanda tensed. “Those same powers were strong enough to drive back even members of the Council although they were hardly at their best in the days just after the First War.”


  “Yet here we are.” A smiled tugged at his lips. “And I must say the aid you brought was most appropriate.”


  “There is a saying,” Amanda began. Her lips curved into a smile as she remembered an old, dear friend who had delved into the secrets of the dead. What a cheerful fellow he’d been. He’d have gotten along well with Timmy although his love of bright colours might have perturbed the Grand Necromancer the same way Katie’s love of pink did. If only he hadn’t fallen in the final stages of the war, then perhaps the tragedy of the dwarves could have been averted. “That you should never get into a battle of attrition against a necromancer. I believe the goblins are about to find out how true that saying is.”


  “And a Grand Necromancer at that,” Barin said. “Aye. I know who he is. There are few dwarves that don’t. He might be a necromancer, but we dwarves have dealt with him before. He has purchased metals and other materials and devices, and he has always paid up front and in full. Such men are rare in these troubled times, and he has never marched his forces against us.”


  “He wouldn’t.” Amanda rose as another memory surfaced. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. Can we continue this conversation later? There is somewhere I wish to go.”


  “Ah.” He got to his feet and nodded solemnly. “They are where they have always been. We keep things in good order. I doubt you – of all people – will need a torch, but if you want one, there should be some near the entrance. If you use one, return it when you are done.”


  Amanda watched the king walk away. Was it the fate of everyone who lived this long to be forever looking backward? Perhaps it was only natural. Her past had only grown in length over the years. It would also explain why so many ancients went insane. With a heavy heart, she made her way to the royal crypts. The newer names were unfamiliar to her, so she kept walking until she found the names she sought. Grandfather, father, and son – all had been dear friends. The grandfather had fallen on the plains of Everton in the final, cataclysmic battle against the Eternal Empire. He and his royal guard had all perished, but they had died well. She had found their bodies surrounded by hundreds of the empire’s elite troops, along with a dozen of their Lords of Magic.


  The father had fallen to the goblins as they had swarmed the outlying cities of the dwarves. Their sheer numbers had done what skill alone could not. It was in those dark, turbulent days that the dwarves had started calling her the Bloody Councillor. The son had died years later, an old dwarf in his bed after spending his entire life stymieing the goblins’ advance. He had been a practical dwarf, able to recognise that retaking their lost territory would not be easy. Instead, he had opted to shore up their defences and wait for a suitable opportunity rather than attacking recklessly and losing everything. She had been with him at the end, and she had been glad that he had not lived to see his grandsons squander his life’s work with pointless offensives that had won much prestige but cost far too many lives without establishing long-lasting gains.


  “We will take it all back,” she promised them with a whisper. “As we would have all those years ago if Brandon had not fallen.” Brandon had been a member of the First Council, and the only one of them to be a necromancer. His dark arts had proved pivotal to the war, but he had fallen at the hands of the emperor himself. Yet he had been avenged, and the power he had forced the emperor to expend had proven vital to wearing the absurdly powerful ruler down enough to strike a killing blow. If Brandon had lived, the goblins would never have gotten so far. “Your lives were not given in vain. Once more, I promise you, the banner of your people shall fly atop the mountains east of here, as it did in the old days.”


  
Chapter Nine


  Spot walked alongside his mother, the twerp, and Chomp with a big smile on his face. Unfortunately, not everybody liked his smile as much as his mother did. He’d asked the twerp about it, and she said it was because dragons had lots of very big, very sharp teeth. Apparently, that scared people. Spot huffed. Scared of some teeth? People were weird. Showing plenty of teeth was the only proper way to smile. How else was he supposed to show people he was strong and healthy without showing off his teeth? Never mind. There must be something wrong with them. They must be jealous of how awesome dragons were. His mother had said that, so it must be true.


  The twerp had come along after the idiot had asked her to keep an eye on them. Spot couldn’t understand why the idiot was worried. If they ran into any trouble, they could easily fight their way out of it. He and Chomp were pretty tough, and his mother was even tougher. Anyone who started trouble was going to regret it. Maybe the idiot was sending the twerp along, so they could watch her while he talked to the king about stuff. The twerp wasn’t weak despite being small. If anyone needed watching, it was the paper pusher. But he was with the people eater, so he should be fine. It was also nice having the twerp around. She didn’t mind when he asked questions, and she was good at explaining things in ways he could understand. It was a pity Rembrandt had to come along too. The rat could be kind of mean sometimes, and he didn’t like explosions as much as the demolition rats. At least Bramante and some of the demolition rats had come too. They always had the best ideas even if they didn’t always get the chance to use them.


  What’s that? Spot pointed one claw at a hole in the ceiling high above them.


  The twerp squinted. Oh, right. Her eyes weren’t very good, which was why she had to wear glasses. Spot didn’t need glasses. He could see better than anyone except his mother. “That’s a ventilation duct. You see we’re deep inside the mountain, so it’s hard to get fresh air. If you aren’t careful you can suffocate.” Spot nodded. That seemed like a good idea. Back home, he’d explored some of the caves with Sam where the air was very still and smelled funny. The horror had told him to be careful since unlike most creatures, Sam and his kind didn’t need to breathe whereas Spot did. “So what the dwarves do is make tunnels for air to flow through. It’s quite ingenious. They use a combination of artifice and magic to bring new air in from outside while moving old air outside. That way, there’s plenty of fresh air, and the inside of the mountain is more comfortable to live in.”


  Do they only have one? Spot didn’t think it would be good to have only one. Things broke all the time, sometimes for no reason – like the vase that had somehow broken while he had been playing with Chomp. It had mysteriously broken, and the idiot had warned him to be more careful before using magic to fix it.


  “No. They have lots of them.” The twerp paused. “Most of them are harder to notice than the one you saw, and the places that bring air in from the outside are hidden. You don’t want people throwing things into the ventilation ducts or crawling through them. There are records of goblins sneaking into cities through ventilation ducts, so the dwarves have ways of closing them off. They always have people defending them too.”


  Spot made a sound of agreement. His mother had warned him that although goblins were mostly weak and stupid, he shouldn’t get careless. They were cunning, like rats. He’d been a bit worried when he’d heard that. The ninja rats were very cunning, so if the goblins were even half as cunning, he needed to be careful. His mother had told him not to play around too much. If he saw a goblin, he should kill it quickly and tell the others. A dead goblin was a safe goblin, especially if it was one of the special goblins that was bigger, smarter, or could use magic. He should kill those ones right away. A living goblin would definitely try to hurt him, and it might know some tricks. A living goblin could also call for more goblins, which could be bad. He might not be very old, but he knew even strong people could lose if they had to fight lots and lots of weak people. It was how animals like wolves brought down stags. As the idiot often said, it was better safe than sorry.


  Killing goblins would also help the dwarves, and Spot had started to like them. They had good food, good metal, and they even had good drinks too. Drinking contests were fun as well, especially since he’d won the last one he was in. It was a pity he wasn’t allowed to bet gold. Otherwise, he’d have even more. Fortunately, the dwarf had taken his loss well. Spot had run into him earlier in the morning, and the dwarf had smiled and asked him for a rematch one day. Spot had agreed. He could respect someone’s desire to challenge him. It was a very draconic thing to do. Spot had also tried singing toward the end of the feast. He hadn’t been very good at it, but the dwarves hadn’t minded. Maybe it was because they were awful too. However, his mother was great at singing, which made him wonder why she didn’t sing more. Hopefully, she would sing more if he asked her to.


  The city they were in was also nice. It was so different from all of the other cities he’d been too. It was inside a mountain, and almost everything was made of stone. Not much was made of wood. It probably wouldn’t burn down if he breathed some fire here and there. He would have to put effort into it if he wanted to burn it down. It would have looked boring – dirt and stone usually did – but the dwarves had put up decorations and painted things in different colours. His favourite decorations were the little figures made of the stone the dwarves put in their windows to show how many people lived in a house.


  The house they’d just passed had two adult dwarves – the mother and the father – along with three smaller dwarves that had to be children. They had a figure of a little dog too. Spot might have to try carving some of his own to put in the rock garden he was making back home. There would be one for him, one for his mother, one for Chomp, one for Mr Sparkles, and one for each of the others too. Oh, and he couldn’t forget Alicia, the maid who baked cookies for him all the time. She was important too, and then there were the rats. He’d have to make some of them as well. His brows furrowed. He’d have to practice first. At the moment, he was good at clawing things to death but not so good at using his claws to carve things. He could ask Old Man for help. The swordsman was always carving things, and they always looked good.


  As they continued to make their way through the city along one of the paved streets – it was a lot bigger than he’d thought considering it was inside a giant cave – they found themselves in an area that smelled nice. It smelled of fire and smoke as well as metal and coal. It reminded him of dreams he sometimes had, of a land covered in fire with volcanoes that belched smoke and ash into the sky all the time. He’d asked the twerp about the dreams, and she’d asked the idiot, and the idiot had explained that it was an ancestral memory – a memory all dragons had, just like there were some dreams all elves had. But when he’d asked his mother about her dreams, she’d said she didn’t have the same ones as other elves. Instead, she dreamed of somewhere dark and cold that was suddenly filled with light and fire. And sometimes, she dreamed of falling out of the sky and breaking the world. It made sense to Spot. She didn’t have the same dreams as most elves because she wasn’t lame like most elves. She said so all the time.


  As they got closer to one of the shops, Spot picked up the sound of metal striking metal. It was a pleasing sound, a sound he’d come to associate with finely made weapons and armours. Those always tasted the best. He nudged his mother with his head, and she smirked.


  “These are forges, Spot. Dwarf forges.”


  He tilted his head to one side. His mother had an expression of admiration on her face, which was not an expression he saw a lot. Are they good?


  “Are they good?” his mother threw her head back and laughed before reaching down to the scratch the top of his head. He preened and gave a happy wag of his tail. Nearby, Chomp sniffed the air. He also approved. This place reminded him a bit of the place where he’d been born before he’d ended up in the labyrinth where Spot’s mother had found him. “Spot, say what you want about these short bastards, but I doubt there’s anyone alive handier at the forge than the dwarves. When it comes to working with metal, their skills are second to none. I’m thinking of getting a few things made while we’re here, and although you don’t need any weapons…” Spot grinned. What need did he have for weapons when he was a dragon? The gods had given him claws and teeth sharper than any sword or spear and fire that could melt stone. “Maybe you’ll see something you like. They don’t only make weapons.”


  Something he liked? He should get one of those figurines a lot of the villagers and other people had. They were supposed to represent the gods, and they often prayed to them if they couldn’t visit a temple or a shrine. Spot was a dragon, so he had gods of his own. He knew it as surely as he knew the sky was blue and meant for his wings. He’d dreamed of the god of dragons before, a dragon with prismatic scales and wings so wide they could envelop the world. He knew that dragon was real just as he knew, somehow, that it was the first dragon, the one they all came from. Maybe someone could make him a figurine of it. If Spot ever prayed for anything, it would be to grow big and strong and for all the people he liked to be kept safe. But dragons did not pray. Instinct told him that the only way to earn the favour of his gods would be through battle, through his claws, his teeth, and his fire.


  “Hey, you!” His mother pointed at a nearby dwarf who was running past. The dwarf was small, even for a dwarf, so he must be young. He was also covered in soot, and he was carrying several pieces of metal. “Who is the best smith in the city?”


  “Uh…” The young dwarf looked about frantically, but no one seemed keen to come to his rescue. Spot wondered if it was because of his mother. She was really nice, but lots of people were scared of her for some reason. “If I had to name one, I’d say Caltor Hammerhelm.” He pointed. “Go down that street, take the first right, and then keep going until you see the sign. You can’t miss it.” He paused. “Um… do you read dwarf?”


  “Do I look stupid to you? Of course, I can read dwarf.” His mother glowered, and the dwarf boy scuttled off. She marched down the street, and they all followed her.


  Dwarf? Spot asked the twerp.


  She giggled. She must have found the way the young dwarf acted funny. “I’m a bit surprised you haven’t noticed it already. Dwarves have their own kind of writing.” She pointed to some of the signs, and Spot frowned. The writing on them was different from the writing he was used to. “It tends to be straighter and simpler since it was originally designed to be carved onto metal or stone. All dwarves can read the common script too, but they generally only use that when dealing with outsiders. In their own cities or amongst themselves, they usually use runic script.”


  Their own writing… Spot scowled. He was still learning how to read normal writing, so the thought of there being even more kinds of writing to learn was not a pleasing one. Everyone should use the same kind of writing. It would be much simpler, and he wouldn’t have to spend so much time learning it. When he said that to the twerp, she giggled again.


  “You’re not the only one who thinks that, Spot, but I doubt it will ever happen. In the meantime, you’ll just have to make do – and don’t forget, the dwarves aren’t the only ones with their own writing. Elves, gnomes, vampires, lizard people, werewolves – almost every race has its own language and writing.” Spot made a horrified sound, and she patted him on the back. “And if you think there are a lot of languages now, think about how may there used to be if you include the ones from ancient times.”


  Too many! Spot huffed. People were stupid. Having so many languages would only make things harder, not easier. One day, he’d make everyone understand that. He was a dragon. He’d be able to do it once he got big and strong enough.


  It didn’t take them long to find the shop. In fact, it took up a large portion of the street. Spot made a pleased sound at the heat it radiated. It wasn’t as hot as dragon fire, but the forges here were hotter than the ones they’d passed. Maybe he could crawl into one and take a nap? It would be nice. As they entered, they got plenty of curious looks, as well as looks of awe from the dwarves outside. Some more dwarves showed them past a place where other dwarves were hitting pieces of metal with big hammers to an enormous forge where a grey-bearded dwarf was working on a piece of metal.


  Spot, who had learned about different kinds of metal from the idiot, grinned. This was flow-steel, a metal that could be forged into different shapes. With the right magic, it could remember those shapes and switch between them although it was usually limited to two or three shapes at the most. Spot liked it a lot because it tasted like chocolate-chip cookies, but the idiot had told him he couldn’t eat it too often. It was rare and expensive, and finding someone who knew how to work with it properly was hard. The idiot had a shovel made from flow-steel, but he didn’t like to bring it with them on missions since flow-steel couldn’t handle as many runes and seals as other materials, and he needed those for his earth magic. However, the flow-steel shovel could turn into a sword and a spear, so it wasn’t a bad weapon, simply one he couldn’t use all the time.


  “What do you want?” Caltor growled. He didn’t look away from his work for even a second. His arms were thick too, and he was built so broadly he made the other dwarves, who were all broad shouldered, look slim in comparison.


  “Are you the best smith in this city?” his mother growled.


  The dwarf didn’t flinch, which was new. Spot grinned. This dwarf was brave. “Maybe I am. What’s it to you?”


  “I need you to make something for me.”


  “Can’t you see I’m busy? Come back in a month.”


  “A month? Not a chance, you hammer-wielding bastard. I need you to make something for me now.”


  “Bah!” You’d have to pay me triple what I’m being paid to make this.” Caltor pointed at the flow-steel. It was being made into a spear. “And there’s no way –”


  “Done!” His mother almost belted the dwarf over the head with a sack of gems she’d taken from the compound she and the others had attacked while Spot was with the idiot and the twerp. “Look inside, stupid.”


  The dwarf did. His eyes widened. He set the sack aside and finished the spear before turning to them. “Aye… that’ll do it, all right. What do you want?”


  His mother smirked. “I want you to make me a pair of elf long daggers, the kind the rangers use. I can show you a picture if you’re not sure what I mean.”


  “Bah!” The dwarf pushed the sack back. “Ask one of my apprentices. I’m not going to waste my time making something so boring.”


  His mother cackled. She must have a surprise up her sleeve. She always did when she cackled like that – Spot had seen it plenty of times when she played cards. She wasn’t good at lying like the idiot or the people eater, but she was lucky most of the time. “I haven’t told you what you’ll be making them out of yet.”


  “And what could you possibly have that would interest me, elf?” Caltor gestured at the flow-steel. “I have worked with adamant, flow-steel, and every other metal I care to think of. Unless you can give me something I haven’t worked with before, you can find someone else to make your damn daggers.”


  So his mother told him, and Spot chortled. Caltor’s eyes had gone so wide that they looked as though they were about to pop out of his head. Fortunately, they didn’t. It would be hard to make anything without eyes although Old Man and the rats could fight perfectly well blindfolded. Spot was trying to learn how, but it was hard. “How about that?”


  “Impossible!” Caltor growled. “Nobody can work with those materials! You’d need a dragon just to make the alloy. And if you want to forge it properly…” He trailed off as he noticed Spot. “He’s a dragon, isn’t he?” His mother nodded and smiled. It reminded Spot of a shark. “And you… you’re the elf who helped kill Black Scales, the one who wiped out most of the goblin leadership with a few attacks, the one they call the Demon Elf – the dragon in the form of an elf. Is it true that your fire can match dragon fire?” His mother nodded, and Spot trilled in agreement. Even now, his mother’s flame was hotter than his. The dwarf rubbed his beard, lost in thought, and then he banged one hand down on the counter beside him. “I’ll do it! No smith alive would dare refuse such an opportunity! But I’ll need you and your dragon to come around regularly until it’s done. I will put everything else aside to work on it, and I swear I will get it done. I will work day and night and call upon all my skill! No other dwarf will ever match the daggers I will make!”


  Over the next several days, Caltor worked like a man possessed, hardly eating or sleeping as he used the components Spot’s mother had given him. He and his mother spent much of their time at the forge. There was a bit of a delay when their combined fire melted the forge – prompting cries of amazement from the dwarves – but they threw together a stronger one, and his mother was careful to better contain and concentrate their fire. Soon, Caltor was mixing together the ingredients and then hammering and tinkering away.


  Spot paid close attention. He didn’t need more weapons. His teeth and claws were finer than any weapon. But he found the process the dwarves used to shape and tame metal fascinating. It reminded him of watching the castle’s most skilled cooks. Watching someone who was an expert in a craft was exciting even if he didn’t need that craft himself. The only thing better was watching Alicia work since he got to eat some cookies afterward. He also brought up his idea of a dragon figurine with Caltor.


  “Can you describe it better, laddie?” Caltor asked. “I’ve not seen more than a handful of dragons in my entire life, and you’re the only one that hasn’t tried to eat me.”


  Spot didn’t mind being called laddie. It meant young boy, and he was certainly a young boy, albeit a young boy dragon. And as gruff as Caltor could be – he yelled even more than his mother – he also had plenty of advice for his workers, and he always brought along a few treats for Spot. He tried to describe what he’d seen in his mind to Caltor, but he couldn’t find the right words – words were hard. Finally, as he grew more and more frustrated, he tried something he’d seen the people eater do. He blasted the image in his mind into Caltor’s mind. Caltor dropped to the ground like a sack of iron ore, and Spot worried that he might have melted his brain. Spot looked about furtively. Nobody had noticed yet, so he nudged Caltor, breathed some of his healing fire on him, and got the dwarf back onto his feet. The idiot had joked about Spot accidentally melting someone’s brain because he wasn’t as skilled as the people eater. He should have listened to him, and Spot needed to ask the people eater for some lessons.


  Caltor gulped down some water and leaned heavily against a table. “What was that, laddie? I’ve never heard of a dragon like that. It was so big… and the colour of its scales…”


  The first dragon. Spot grinned. The god of dragons. The oldest and mightiest of us all.


  “The god of dragons, eh?” Caltor chuckled. “Aye. I’ll make that figurine for you. How could I not after seeing that?” He shook his head. “But it’ll have to wait. Your mother’s order comes first. Still… there are some prismatic metals I could use. They won’t capture the colour completely – I doubt any metal could – but it might come close.” He scowled. “But next time, warn me before you shove a thought into my head, laddie. I can’t do anything if you make my head explode.”


  Spot winced. Sorry.


  The dwarf chuckled and patted his head. “You’re not the first lad to make a fool of himself.” He pulled up his tunic and pointed to a large scar that ran across his chest. “I got this when I was only a boy. I thought I’d make a name for myself and kill a lot of goblins. I was lucky to survive. I would have died if my pa and some of his friends hadn’t gone after me. It turns out, I’m not much of a warrior.” He smirked. “But I can make a warrior’s weapons.”


  Goblins taste bad.


  “I’m sure they do.” Caltor’s gaze hardened. “Can you do something for me, laddie?”


  What?


  “Kill as many of those bastards as you can.” Caltor’s fists clenched. “They’ve had us on the back foot long enough. With you and the rest of your friends… don’t just bloody their noses, laddie. Tear their damn heads off.”


  I can do that.


  It took a week, but his mother’s new weapons were finally ready. Spot watched closely as his mother tested them. They were incredibly well made. He might not be an expert on weapons, but his senses were keen enough to let him gauge their sharpness and durability with ease. They were as sharp as a dragon’s claws and every bit as durable too. Spot’s scales were incredibly tough, but even they would not be able to ignore a blow from these daggers, not that his mother would ever attack him. His mother sliced through a succession of lesser weapons with ease and eyed the daggers with obvious delight.


  “You do good work, dwarf.”


  “Aye.” He gave his mother a sombre look. “You’ll be using those against the goblins, right?”


  “Yep. I’ve got to test them in combat, and killing goblins is a good first step even if it isn’t very profitable.” She growled. “Those jerks didn’t have anything worth taking.”


  “Will you name them?” Caltor asked. “The daggers, I mean.”


  “Nah. Like I said, you do good work.” His mother grinned. “You can name them – just make sure the name doesn’t suck.”


  “Then I name them the Fangs of the Mountains,” the dwarf said solemnly. “Names have power, elf, and the name I have given them is a mighty one. The mountains we live in are called the Broken Mountains, but these Fangs will never break, and they will never fail you in battle. Just as we dwarves have endured the worst this world can throw at us, so too will those Fang conquer the worst foes you will face.”


  “Not bad. I guess I’ll keep the name.” She nodded at Spot. “We’re going to head off for today – I’ve got stuff to do – but I know Spot asked you to make something for him. We’ll be back for it later. If you need our fire for other projects, let us know, but it’ll cost you.”


  “Fair enough. I’ll have some ideas ready for when you return.” Caltor grinned toothily. It was a smile that Spot liked. It was a smile full of vengeance. “You’re off to fight the goblins again, right? Kill as many of them as you can.” He patted his chest, and Spot remembered the scar he’d shown him. “All of us dwarves carry scars of one sort or another. It’s about time the goblins had some too.”


  “Scars?” His mother laughed. “They won’t have scars, dwarf. We’re going to kill every last one of those sons of bitches. By the time we’re done with them, the only thing you’ll have to worry about is getting rid of the bodies.”


  Spot roared at his mother’s sentiment. He couldn’t wait to fight the goblins again.


  * * *


  Old Man walked through the city. He was not an especially tall man although even in the lands west of his homeland, where people tended to be taller, he was still tall enough to be considered average in height. Here, however, he towered over almost everyone. It brought a smile to his lips when young dwarf children – those too young to have left the safety of the mountain and the city – ran up to him in curiosity. They had seen humans before since certain traders and merchants were allowed into the city and they had frequent dealings with Everton, but old humans were something of a rarity in the mountains. The thin air and the rugged terrain could challenge even young men, so the elderly were wise to avoid unnecessary trips. Moreover, few of his people ever made it this far west.


  It was sights like this that soothed his heart. He could remember, in the long ago days of his youth, the effects of constant raging war on him and the other children. They had not played with sticks as children were wont to do because they had known that all too soon they would be holding real swords. The seemingly endless battles and the brutal training he’d endured had turned him into perhaps the greatest swordsman to ever live. Sadly, though, his skills had come at great cost. The same war that had made him a legend had cost almost all of his friends and family their lives. Here, at least, he and the others had a chance to make things right, to prevent an awful repeat of the tragedies that had befallen the dwarves in the past.


  Once, he had been called a Sword Saint, a man so gifted with a blade that people believed that only the gods could have given him such skill. He smiled thinly. In the end, things had gotten far messier than he would have liked. He hadn’t been able to save everyone, but he’d saved as many as he could. His lips curved up into a faint smile. He was lucky to have found new friends and a new purpose so late in life. He was not as strong as he had once been, but there should still be enough strength left in his old body to save these people.


  The city was filled with optimism. For the longest time, the dwarves had been a people awaiting the hammer blow of a full-fledged goblin offensive and the long, harrowing battles that would follow. The fall of Diamondgate had seemed like the prelude to that disaster, the first step on a long, bloody journey to oblivion. Now, though, a goblin horde had been slaughtered, its leaders killed, and its denizens put to the sword. Timmy had lost perhaps five thousand of his zombies, but most of those were from the ranks of his lesser zombies, and they had already been replaced by zombie goblins. In return, the goblins had suffered roughly seventy thousand casualties. Such a victory was more than a chance for a brief respite. For the first time in centuries, the dwarves could take the offensive – and they would, with Timmy’s forces leading the way.


  Old Man had yet to learn what Timmy’s plans were, but he knew the necromancer would have at least three or four in mind. Certainly, Timmy and Katie had been hard at work, spending hour after hour cloistered in a makeshift laboratory while dwarves hurried to bring them all manner of equipment, chemicals, and more esoteric objects. They wore special masks and clothing, and only Spot ever ventured in without full protection. Whatever Timmy had planned, it was likely to be glorious in the way only the plans of a Grand Necromancer could be. More startling was what Timmy had asked of the dwarf king.


  For the upcoming offensive, he had asked for only one thousand of the king’s finest troops. A mere thousand when the city could field at least five thousand with many more available from the other dwarf cities if they could have time to assemble. It sounded like an incredibly small number, but Timmy had no use for disposable soldiers. His zombies could fill that role. Instead, he needed the best – soldiers who could adjust quickly and follow orders precisely, soldiers who would never break or falter regardless of the odds they faced. Although perturbed by the request, the king had eventually agreed, but only after the number was increased to two thousand. He felt the extra numbers might be needed to deal with his ‘idiot brother’ who had again been spotted in and around Diamondgate although what he was doing there – and how he had managed to evade capture – were anybody’s guess.


  The king had also said something that impressed Old Man.


  “One thousand?” the king had boomed. “I will not have it said that we dwarves huddled in our cities while others reclaimed our territory for us. Two thousand. No less.”


  Turning down another street, Old Man smiled. He’d finally reached his destination. This cavern was far larger than some of the others the city used, and with good reason. The dwarves had many people in this city, so food was a constant concern. In friendlier times, they had farmed outside on the slopes of the mountain and on some of the flatter areas. However, the constant threat of goblin incursions – and endless goblin raids – had put an end to such practices. A farm was easy prey, and the goblins were at their best when they could strike quickly, put their superior numbers to work, and then retreat before more stalwart resistance arrived.


  The dwarves traded with other nations for food, but they wanted to produce as much of their own as they could. In times of war, traders and merchants rarely braved the mountains, and relying on outsiders for food was a recipe for disaster. An increase in food prices could see all of them starve, and a bad winter that closed off the winter passes could easily do the same. To survive, they needed to grow their own food, and this was where they did it.


  Here, far from the warmth of the sun, the dwarves had built massive terraces where crops of all kinds could be grown. To provide sunlight, the dwarves used special magical gemstones to capture sunlight aboveground and then release it underground. Pipes carried water throughout the terraces, and all manner of mechanical and magical innovations helped the crops reach their full potential. Old Man would happily admit that he didn’t understand all of it although the general details seemed plausible enough. Through painstaking research, the dwarves had discovered how to enrich the soil and how best to rotate the crops to maximise their yields. The magic used to foster plant growth was exceptionally rare amongst the dwarves despite their best efforts to increase it. It had always been far more common in elves, just as magic dealing with metal was far more common in dwarves. Instead, the dwarves had been forced to rely primarily on endless hard work, tireless research, and constant experimentation.


  The few dwarves who did possess magic relating to plant growth were greatly respected and held positions of great power as they plied their craft with expert care. Perhaps the greatest boon for the dwarves, however, had come from rare plants purchased from a small cadre of sympathetic elves centuries ago. These plants, which were difficult to cultivate and required constant care and attention, exuded an aura of growth, similar to that produced by the older trees in the elder woods ruled by the elves. A single such plant of sufficient size and age could increase the productivity of an entire field by a quarter or more – a great boon for a people who struggled to grow enough food.


  “Welcome,” one of the dwarves standing watch at the entrance said. As one of the heroes who’d helped save the city – Old Man had fought on the ground, and he had cut a bloody swathe through the goblins trying to assail one of the forts before teleporting into the midst of the goblins’ mages and dealing with them too – Old Man was permitted to see this most important of places. Even so, there were a dozen guards nearby ready to intervene should anything threaten their precious crops, and the street he’d walked down had been heavily patrolled too. “Are you interested in our crops?”


  “Oh, certainly.” Old Man smiled. He’d learned, as he’d gotten older, that approaching people as an old man rather than a swordsman was usually more productive. People who were worried about elite swordsmen were only too happy to talk to a harmless old man. “I find you methods fascinating if somewhat different to what I’m used to. However, I was wondering if you grow any bonsai trees.” It might have seemed like a silly question, but he was a bonsai tree collector, and it never hurt to ask. Why, he’d picked up one of his favourite specimens after sharing some tea with a fellow traveller during one of his jaunts into the twilight realm of the dark elves. They hadn’t been the most welcoming bunch, the dark elves, but they did know a lot about plants.


  The dwarf looked at him oddly for a moment. “You know… you’re the first person to ask that since I became a guard here. As a matter of fact, we do have some.” He glanced at his superior for approval, and the older dwarf gave a curt nod. “If you’ll follow me…”


  As Old Man followed the dwarf, he took a few moments to admire the diligence of those working on the crops as they carefully removed weeds, added fertiliser and other nutrients to the soil, and did all of the hard work required for steady food production. It was a testament to the industrious nature of the dwarves. They had to fight tooth and nail for what many took for granted. It made them rough folk, but they were also strong and hardy, not willing to trust easily but unfailingly loyal to the few they considered friends. He had not met many dwarves in his homeland – the constant warfare had driven them to stay aloof in their mountain fortresses – but he owed his life, at least in part, to a dwarf he had befriended by chance many years ago. Hopefully, his old friend was still enjoying that pleasant cabin by the lake full of carp. He probably was. Dwarves tended to live at least twice as long as humans, and there were few foolish enough to challenge a spirit tender in his own territory.


  They eventually reached a bonsai nursery, and Old Man removed his hat. This was a fine place indeed. The dwarf ushered him in and stood guard outside. Mindful of his surroundings, Old Man walked amidst the orderly rows of bonsai trees. “So many…”


  “Aye. They aren’t the same as the ones you’ve likely encountered, but they have many useful properties. We dwarves are not blessed with healing magic very often, so we rely heavily on poultices, potions, and other such methods.” The speaker was a dwarf woman. Unlike many of the dwarves here, her clothing favoured the colour green, and there was a tree-like symbol stitched onto her dress. “These bonsai trees have saved many lives with their leaves, sap, and roots. However, they require great care to cultivate, and even the smallest change in conditions can harm some of them.” The dwarf gestured at the nursery. The temperature within was different than that outside, as was the humidity. He wondered if they used magic to do it, or perhaps a combination of magic and cunning mechanical devices. “I had heard that one of the people who helped us was a collector of bonsai trees. If you have any advice or any bonsai trees that you could share…?”


  Old Man smiled. “Let us have some tea then, my friend. In my homeland, it is customary to discuss such matters over a soothing drink.”


  While the dwarf woman enjoyed some wine – dwarves consumed alcohol far more frequently than humans and could handle its effects far better – he enjoyed a cup of freshly brewed tea. He always carried some around with him, a fact Gerald appreciated, although Katie found it a bit odd. He supposed it was a dichotomy. Brewing tea was such a civilised pastime, cutting people down by the dozen was considerably less so. Still, it was nice to have a piece of civilisation with him wherever he went, and one of his favourite instructors had once told him that no situation was so bad that a cup of tea could not improve it. It had proven to be sound advice over the years although the specific blend he favoured had changed over time. In his youth, something invigorating had generally been his choice. Now, however, he preferred subtler blends that were best suited to quiet reflection and easing the occasional ache in his bones. Not surprisingly, Spot had yet to grasp the finer points of tea although the ninja rats had tried to explain it to him. Less surprisingly, the dragon had developed a fondness for hot chocolate.


  It did not take long for any awkwardness caused by their different perspectives to vanish. She might be a dwarf and he might be an old man who was very, very far from his place of birth, but they were united by their love of bonsai trees. He began by inquiring about some of the different varieties she had before mentioning some of the ones he possessed. She was delighted to find that he had many varieties she was unfamiliar with, some of which had very useful properties indeed.


  “So you have one that can be used to purify water?” she asked. Her eyes gleamed. “That would be most useful indeed. Fresh water can be hard to acquire, and we must always be cautious about using any streams or rivers that pass through goblin territory. Goblins are a cunning lot, and they’re good with poisons. It’s how they kill so many of us. Even a scratch from a poisoned blade can easily become infected and turn deadly. I’ve heard of towns that have been wiped out because goblins were able to poison their water.”


  “It was something I found in the lair of a basilisk,” Old Man said. “It was quite a chore retrieving it, but if you grind the leaves into powder and dissolve them in the water, the water will be safe to drink. A single leaf can easily purify a barrel of water, and with the right care you can safely harvest several such leaves a month.”


  “I see.” The dwarf nodded. “I don’t suppose you have it with you, do you?”


  Old Man nodded. “You may have heard of one of my friends. He has a knack for storing things. I acquired the bonsai tree many years ago – it was one of the first I found during my travels – and I’ve been able to cultivate several over the years. He carries one with him at all times in case we need to purify water.” He smiled. “I would be happy to leave it with you once our mission here is done.”


  Her eyes widened. “You would?” She shook herself. “Then I insist you at least take cuttings from some of the bonsai trees we have here. Surely, there are some that catch your eye.”


  Their discussion continued for quite some time, shifting from the different varieties of bonsai trees to the various techniques used to grow them. Old Man had relied primarily on the teachings he’d picked up in his homeland, along with experience and the occasional word of advice from fellow enthusiasts he’d met during his travels. The dwarves, though, had approached growing bonsai trees the same way they approached most challenges: with vigour and an almost ruthless experimental approach.


  When he eventually left, it was with a spring in his step and with promises to provide either full-grown plants or cuttings of varieties she didn’t have in exchange for cuttings of varieties he lacked. He was surprised by how many useful bonsai trees he had since he collected them as much for their aesthetics as for their applications. Of course, it was easy to lose track of them since he rarely need their help. It had been some time since he’d met an opponent who could seriously injure him, and the group had ample access to healing in the form of healing potions, Spot’s healing fire, and the considerable talent the rats boasted amongst their healers, clerics, and apothecaries. Indeed, he’d once visited one of the labs the rats maintained, and it had been amusing to see so much advanced equipment scaled down for their use. Katie, of course, kept a close eye on their research, and her keen mind had already helped the rats advance several of their projects. Likewise, the rats often consulted with Timmy about research matters since the Grand Necromancer knew a great deal about a great many subjects.


  With his trip to the bonsai nursery concluded for the time being, he went to find Gerald. In a few days at the most, Timmy’s preparations would be complete, and the next phase of their mission would begin. One way or another, they would be dealing with the goblins. It was possible that Timmy would simply drown them beneath wave after endless wave of zombies, but he had a feeling the necromancer had something a little more… interesting up his sleeve. And frankly, Old Man was glad his enemies had never had someone like Timmy on their side during the war that had consumed his homeland. Timmy might not be the most dangerous person Old Man had met when it came to personal combat – and the necromancer was certainly no slouch there – but he had demonstrated over and over again that if he was given time to plan and adequate resources, he was an absolute menace.


  * * *


  “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”


  Gerald glanced up from his book as Katie and Timmy walked into the room he’d converted into a makeshift office. There were so many things for a bureaucrat to do here, and he’d finally begun to make inroads into the mountains – literal mountains – of paperwork that had built up. The constant warfare had rightfully tugged the dwarves’ attentions away from paperwork, but he needed to take a thorough accounting, so he could report correctly to Councillor Winters and to the king. King Barin had personally asked him to oversee the effort to catch up on paperwork now that they had some breathing room from the goblins. Gerald might not have been a great general or tactician, but he knew how important logistics were, a point Timmy had stressed repeatedly during some of their discussions of the situation.


  Wars, Timmy had explained, were rarely won through a single bold move. More often than not, conflicts were settled by steadily acquiring advantages until the opponent was put into an unwinnable position. Better supplies, better training, better equipment, better transport, better intelligence networks, better troops – build enough advantages in these areas and victory would become a formality instead of a desperate gamble. Gerald had taken the lesson to heart because although he was not a powerful warrior or a terrifying mage, he was more than capable of working hard. He’d even repeated Timmy’s advice to the cadre of dwarves the king had assigned to help him fight through the swathes of paperwork.


  “Oh, it’s fine.” Gerald stretched. The book before him was supposed to detail the dwarves’ stores of grain and other essential foodstuffs, but it hadn’t been updated in years. Instead, he’d been forced to seek out those personally responsible for handling the dwarves’ food supply. The picture they painted was grim. The loss of aboveground farming was not something even their finest efforts could completely offset, and the growing cost of importing food to make up the difference had hamstrung their economy. Worse, there were suggestions that at least some of the farming caverns had begun to reach their limits. Pushing them any harder could potentially result in the loss of entire harvests. At the very least, removing the goblins would allow them to resume aboveground farming, which would take a lot of the pressure off the dwarves. “How are things going with your project?”


  Timmy and Katie shared a worryingly bright smile.


  “It’s going well. We had to acquire a few live goblins for testing but it looks good. We should be ready to leave in a few days.” Timmy sat down and ran one hand through his hair. Like Katie, he wore a special suit and mask while working on their project, which only made Gerald more certain that the less he knew about it, the better he’d be able to sleep at night. For instance, why did they need live goblins? “What did you want to talk about?”


  Gerald grimaced and fiddled with the book. He would have loved to have some more of the soothing tea Old Man favoured, but he needed to boil some more water first. “It’s about the dwarves. I keep hoping I’m wrong, but I’ve been combing through the records and speaking with their experts. It… it doesn’t look good.”


  “Ah, right.” Timmy shrugged. “You’ve noticed it too. I was sure you would once you started looking. You’re a great bureaucrat, so there’s no way you’d miss it. They’re basically doomed, aren’t they?”


  Katie gasped. “What?”


  Gerald nodded sadly. “Katie, they can’t grow enough food to feed themselves, so they have to import a lot. Everton does it’s best to help, but the coming war has led to stockpiling and rising prices. Even if it hadn’t, the dwarves have been pushing their underground farms harder and harder to make ends meet. Productivity has increased, but it has come at a cost.”


  “Although over-farming can produce large increases in productivity in the short term, in the long term it generally has the opposite effect.” The necromancer glanced at some of the papers and books scattered across Gerald’s desk. “I’m assuming you found some of the records from other cities.”


  Gerald clutched at one of the old, battered ledgers. “I did. There are hints of it happening before, but, well, the goblins killed everybody before it could become a full-blown catastrophe. But based on what I’ve seen in the other records, I’d say the dwarves have a century at most before this city – and most of their others – are facing massively decreased yields from their underground farming.”


  “Then what do we do?” Katie slumped into a chair. “They’re good people. We can’t just let them die.”


  “Then we have to win. Once the goblins are gone, they can start farming aboveground again, which will let them ease up on things down here. It might take a few decades for the aboveground production to really get going, but the timeline works. They should even be able to do better than in the past since they can apply all the lessons they’ve learned to the new farms they set up. What else have you been working on, Gerald?”


  “Transport routes,” Gerald replied. He pulled out a map. It was a rough copy, one he’d made with the help of the rats. He’d wait until things had been finalised before making a better one. “Travel through the mountains is tricky. There are lots of monsters, not to mention the goblins. However, the dwarves are good engineers. If we could deal with the monsters and the goblins, they could construct better roads or even build tunnels to speed the journey along.” He ran his finger along the map. “I was thinking of starting off with something like this with some other roads here, here, and here.”


  “Let me have a closer look.” Timmy peered at the map. “That’s not a bad way to start.” He pointed at a few spots on the map. “But I’d think about shifting some of the routes through these areas. The weather tends to be milder there during winter, which means the passes should stay open most of the time. We’ll have to consult with the dwarves, but it definitely looks doable. If we can deal with the goblins, we should be able to wipe out the monsters out too.” He grinned at Katie. “And if we happen to keep the corpses…”


  The girl giggled. “It would be a shame to waste the corpses, master. We might as well make use of them.”


  Gerald shivered at the mention of going after the monsters. He did not like being anywhere near monsters. Hopefully, he’d only have to turn up to help with transporting the corpses. The less time he spent around living monsters, the better. “A lot of the routes I picked were based on old roads and paths the dwarves used before the goblins invaded.”


  “If we’re lucky, some of the roads might still be intact, albeit in need of repair.” Timmy patted Gerald on the back. “You’ve been working hard, Gerald. Have you had a break at all today?”


  The bureaucrat smiled. “I have. With all of the excitement we’ve been going through recently, going through paperwork feels like a holiday. The dwarves have also come up with some great innovations. They have this instrument that holds ink and then dispenses it as you write. There are still has some kinks to work out, but it’s better than a quill although not as good as a magical writing instrument.” It went unspoken that Gerald had several such instruments at his disposal. Every good bureaucrat did. “However, it is wholly mechanical, which is exciting in and of itself.”


  “A mechanical writing instrument that can hold its own ink?” Timmy rubbed his chin. He had chosen not to shave since Councillor Winters had informed them of their mission to aid the dwarves. In dwarf culture, men were expected to grow beards, and being clean-shaven was generally considered odd. “We should invest in it if we can. You never know. If they can work out all of the kinks, I can see it being very useful. Magical writing instruments are great, but they can be expensive to make and maintain. An entirely mechanical writing instrument should get cheaper and easier to make over time.”


  “They also have an incredible assortment of traps to deal with mice and other vermin. Some of them are truly ingenious.” Gerald chuckled as he recalled the reactions of some of the ninja rats. “Although I must say the ninja rats were not impressed.”


  “I doubt the ninja rats have to worry about regular mousetraps. I’d be more worried about them improvising weaponry out of the traps,” Timmy said. “How about another break? Since we’re here, we might as well take a trip into the mines. Have you ever been into a dwarf mine before, Gerald?”


  “Yes.” Gerald squirmed. “But I try to stay out of mines.” A litany of statistics ran through his mind. There were so many horrible ways for people to get killed in mines. They could get crushed in a cave in, poisoned by toxic gas, run over by mine carts, attacked by monsters – the list was endless. He’d only been into a mine once before, and he wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.


  “It’s quite a sight. You should come too, Katie.”


  “It’s not going to be dangerous, is it?” Gerald asked. He liked his makeshift office. It was a tad messy, but it was also very safe. “I had planned on avoiding danger as much as I can given the circumstances.” If they were going to go after another horde of goblins, he wanted to avoid any unnecessary danger. He’d never had the best luck, and his recent brushes with death had left him wondering when his meagre luck would run out.


  “Gerald,” Timmy said as he threw one arm over his shoulder. “You should know by now that danger is my middle name.”


  “…” Gerald looked at Katie. “I thought it was Walter.”


  “It is.” Katie rolled her eyes. “He’s trying to sound impressive.”


  “Did it work?” Timmy asked. He struck a pose, and Katie cringed. It must have been one of the poses she practiced when she thought nobody was looking. However, Timmy must have caught her practicing in front of a mirror. And unlike Gerald, Timmy wasn’t the least bit worried about her wrath.


  “Uh…” Gerald winced. “Maybe?”


  “If you have to ask if it worked, master, then it didn’t work.” Katie prodded him with her shadows. “And you shouldn’t pose like that. It makes you look weird.”


  Timmy smirked. “Oh? It’s not like I came up with the pose myself. In fact –”


  “Never mind!” Katie blurted. She glared at Timmy, and on her shoulder, Rembrandt glared too. Despite his small size, Rembrandt had a terrifying glare. Gerald wasn’t even the one being glared at, and he was terrified. Timmy, however, simply ruffled Katie’s hair and dodged the storm of shadows she hurled his way.


  “Come on,” Timmy said. “Let’s go. That means you too, Gerald.”


  “I…” Gerald sighed. “Okay. But we’ll be safe, right?”


  “Probably.”


  “Probably?” Gerald murmured as he trudged after Timmy and Katie. “I was hoping he’d say definitely.”


  Despite his misgivings, Gerald was relieved to find they would not be going on their tour of the mines alone. The rest of the group was there too, along with the king. That was a good sign, right? It wasn’t like the dwarves would expose their king to unnecessary danger – or maybe they would. The king had fought on the frontlines of the battle, after all.


  “When I heard you wished to visit the mines,” King Barin said. “I thought I would show you them myself. There are few who know them better than me, and they are a place of pride for my people.” He gestured for them to follow him, and he led them to a large hall with several sets of tracks in the ground with platforms alongside them.


  “Mining carts,” the king explained. “Ours are somewhat larger than those you are used to – and much more sophisticated – but I’m sure you are familiar with the idea.”


  Gerald nodded. “Mining carts are used to help transport people and objects from one place to another swiftly and efficiently although they do vary from place to place. In some places, the mining carts are operated by hand whilst in others they are operated by magic. There are also systems that rely on mechanical innovations or which combine both magic and artifice.” He noticed the looks of surprise from the others and shrugged. “I once had to take a thorough record of the output of a mine. I only went in once, but I did ride in a mining cart. It was an… interesting experience.”


  And it had only strengthened his belief that the horrific statistics related to mines were firmly rooted in facts. He had feared for his life on at least a dozen occasions, much to the amusement of the miners who had been well used to the insanity of swift mine cart travel along the winding, often steep, tracks. It was a miracle they hadn’t fallen off the tracks although he was sure they’d come close several times. Being told to lean one way to help keep the mine cart on course had not been a good sign.


  “Yes, I imagine it would be.” The king smirked, pride clear on his features. “But we dwarves are not ones to rest on our laurels. We are people of relentless progress.” He whistled sharply and pointed. “Behold, the latest in mine cart technology!”


  What emerged from the tunnel at the far end of the hall looked rather like a set of large mining carts with roofs that were attached end to end. Gerald gasped. It was a train of heavily modified mining carts that were designed to carry people in greater numbers and in greater comfort. As the train of mining carts pulled up to the platform and stopped, Gerald marvelled again. There was proper seating inside with ample space for the passengers.


  “This is incredible.”


  “Aye. We use it to transport miners around the mines. We have separate ones – larger and built differently – to transport the ores and gems we dig up.” The king chuckled. “My brother – the one you must secure – might be an idiot most of the time, but he is absolutely brilliant when he can be bothered building something other than those golems of his. He designed this train. It runs on a combination of magic and artifice, and it can comfortably carry more than three hundred dwarves. There are regular stops throughout the mines for people to alight and board at, and it has cut travel times down to a fraction of what they were. For this alone, my brother won great honour and praise, which he promptly squandered by making a giant golem that almost collapsed a section of the mine when it went berserk.”


  Gerald looked about furtively. “I don’t suppose that golem is still down there, is it?”


  “No.” The king shook his head. “It took us two days to bring it down, but we did – piece by damn piece. That was when he ran off to your Council with an offer to make golems for them. And, well, I’m told you know exactly how that turned out.”


  “”Oh, yes,” Timmy said. “We were the ones who dealt with those golems.”


  “There were a lot of golems,” Katie added. “And one of them was huge. Really huge.”


  “My brother might be a genius,” the king drawled. “But he is also an idiot. Still, he is my brother, and I do want what is best for him. With the right guidance, I think he could truly change the world for the better. Without the right guidance, I give it a decade at the most before one of his own golems kills him.” The king shook his head and sighed. “But enough about my brother. Please, step aboard.”


  Gerald climbed aboard the nearest mining cart and sat down next to Timmy and Katie. Unlike a normal mining cart, there were doors built into the side that made it a lot easier to enter and exit. Despite his lanky frame, there was enough space between the seats for Gerald to sit comfortably. For dwarves, who were much shorter, it must feel luxurious. However, looking decidedly less comfortable was Chomp. The massive dog had somehow managed to cram himself onto the train although a whole row of seats had to be folded up to accommodate him. Even so, he had a big smile on his face. Chomp clearly enjoyed being underground, and his tail wagged happily at the prospect of entering the mines. Spot had opted to crawl into his mother’s lap, so he could watch everything as they passed by.


  “We shall take a tour of the mines,” the king announced. “If you have any questions, then please ask.” He gestured at the dwarf who sat at the very front of the train of mining carts next to an assortment of switches, levers, and dials. The dwarf raised a whistle to his lips, blew it sharply three times, and then the train lurched into motion.


  The train gave a low rumble and began to set off down the tunnel. For a few moments, there was only the tunnel, its smooth walls lit by lanterns and crystals set into recesses cut into the stone. But then the tunnel gave way to open space, and they were suddenly high above a vast, seemingly endless chasm atop a stone bridge.


  “Behold!” The king was smiling from ear to ear. “The mines of Cavernholme.”


  Gerald gazed out of the mining cart in awe. The bridge they were on afforded them a spectacular view of the mines below. The chasm descended thousands of feet into the earth, and all along its walls were lights that showed countless dwarves hard at work. Some clung to the wall using ropes, others were working on ledges, and still others were delving in tunnels. Elsewhere, more tracks led deeper into the mines, and far below them, marking the bottom of the chasm was a river of lava. No wonder it was so warm. Spot’s eyes gleamed, and the dragon uncoiled from his mother’s lap to peer down at the fiery river below them.


  “Long ago, the fathers of my people delved into the mountain in search of gold, iron, and copper. From those central veins, filled with riches, they expanded, finding gemstones and other metals. As we grew ever more skilled, we delved deeper and expanded our reach.” The king chuckled. “There are now fifteen main stations where this train stops, each of which leads to a separate vein which is home to further stations. At any time there are more than two thousand dwarves hard at work here, mining the riches of the mountain. Centuries after we first began, the mountain continues to offer up a rich bounty. We mine more than gold, iron, and copper here. There is silver, platinum, flow-steel, diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and all other manner of riches. Truly, our ancestors were wise to make this place our home, and we will fight to the last dwarf to keep it.”


  “How do you keep this place from collapsing?” Katie asked. Gerald had been into some of the caverns beneath the castle. They were supported by towering pillars of rock and other, less easily identified, materials, some of which straddled the line between animate and inanimate.


  “A fine question,” the king said. “We are expert engineers, and we have learned from our mistakes. Tunnels are not only regularly reinforced with wood and other materials but also magic, including runes and seals.” He looked at Timmy. “Had you been born a dwarf, you would likely have been made an overseer of the mines, for earth magic is of great value to our people.”


  Gerald’s brows furrowed. Timmy had not used his earth magic much at all. How had the king known? Perhaps Timmy had told him about it. It would certainly be another thing they could leverage in their favour. Added to his expertise in runes and seals, Timmy would undoubtedly be able to help the dwarves.


  “I can feel some of the things in this mine with my magic,” Timmy admitted. “You are a wealthy man, Your Majesty.”


  “The wealth is my people’s,” the king replied crisply. “Which is why I was so vexed when my brother ran off with some of it.”


  “Oh?” Amanda raised one eyebrow. She’d been quieter lately, almost nostalgic. It would have been rude to pry, but Gerald was curious. However, what the king was about to say sounded important, so Gerald took out some parchment.


  “As you know, golems typically require a heart of some kind to function. The easiest method is to use a crystal capable of either generating its own magic or one that can contain and then gradually release magic as required. Such crystals can be found in this mine and many others throughout the Broken Mountains. They range in size from small specimens, fit only to provide light or warmth, to specimens bigger than a man that can be used to power golems of truly impressive size. Before he left for Diamondgate, my brother was able to infiltrate our storehouses and steal several cartloads of crystals. He might be a wayward prince, but he is still a prince. By the time word of his actions had reached me, he had already convinced the guards to let him past.”


  “How did he move so many crystals?” Katie asked.


  The king tugged lightly on his beard. “It sounds ridiculous, but he used some of the crystals to power golems to help him transport the rest of the crystals… so he could build more golems somewhere else.”


  The train continued to advance, and Gerald gasped as they began to pick up speed. They passed one of the stations the king had mentioned, but the train pressed on. On the other side of the station was another set of tracks with a different kind of train, one piled high with ore.


  “One of the difficulties of mining,” King Barin said. “Is providing proper ventilation. There are places where deadly vapours well up from the earth, and the air swiftly grows stale and turns poisonous. The city itself is more easily ventilated, but the mines, especially those further down, are much harder to properly air, not least because some of what we mine is highly volatile in its natural state. In such cases, the miners rely on masks to supply them with fresh air. Observe.”


  The train slowed almost to a stop as they reached another station. Miners emerged from a nearby tunnel and shut the door behind them. They wore masks over their faces and carried strange devices on their backs with long tubes that connected to their masks. Despite the bulky equipment, they seemed to be in good cheer, and they were all smiling as they took off their masks and exchanged congratulations for a job well done.


  “Compression,” Timmy murmured. “You use magic to compress the air, and then use some combination of artifice and magic – I’m guessing runes and seals – to regulate its flow to the miner.”


  The king was visibly impressed. He smiled. “You seem familiar with the method.”


  “I’ve encountered a similar technique used in diving although it’s fairly rare due to how troublesome prolonged contact with water can be to many runes and seals, not to mention that creating an air-tight seal over the face that is durable enough to withstand extended use underwater is far from easy.” Timmy chuckled. “I’m also a necromancer. Zombies don’t need to breathe, which makes them ideal for exploring underwater or delving into abandoned mines where poisonous gas is a problem.”


  “A fair point.” King Barin waved at the miners before the train began to accelerate again. “You seem to be a man of varied experiences.” He turned his attention to Avraniel. “By the way, have you thought of studding out your labyrinth hound? I would be surprised if no one has made any offers yet. If they haven’t, then I certainly will.” The king grinned. “He is a fine lad, your hound. He’s still got some growing to do, but he’s already quite large. He’s got excellent bone structure too, and he seems intelligent and obedient. We could definitely use some fresh blood.”


  Avraniel’s eyes narrowed ominously, and Gerald inched toward Katie as the temperature began to rise. Her shadows wouldn’t hold off a full attack, but they should keep them from becoming collateral damage. “What do you mean?”


  The king continued, seemingly unbothered by the stifling heat that had fallen over the mining cart. “In the old days, we possessed many labyrinth hound kennels, but almost all of the hounds perished in the initial battles against the goblins. They fought well, but there were simply too many goblins. We still have some, but not in this city. Alas, their numbers are so few that inbreeding has become a serious risk. A new bloodline would be a great boon to us.” He nodded appreciatively at Chomp. “I am no expert, but his quality is obvious. He is well proportioned, large, healthy, and intelligent. You would, of course, be well compensated, not only with money but also with some of the pups. I can’t help but wonder where you got him.”


  “I found him in a labyrinth,” Avraniel replied. “He was going to eat me, but I convinced him it would be a bad idea.” The heat faded, and she reached over to run her hand over Chomp’s back. “Stud, eh? I think he’d enjoy that and some puppies would be good.” She nodded firmly. “Once we’ve dealt with the goblins we’ll work something out.” She laughed and grinned at Spot. “Imagine that… little Chomps wandering around. Maybe they’ll call you Uncle Spot.”


  Little Chomps… Chomp hatchlings… Uncle Spot? Spot trilled in happiness. I’ll be an uncle!


  “Sort of.” Avraniel sniggered. “And don’t call them hatchlings, Spot. They’re puppies. Dogs don’t hatch from eggs.”


  They don’t?


  “I’ll explain when you’re older.”


  Spot huffed when everybody laughed. Nobody wanted to explain the precise mechanics behind mammalian reproduction to Spot. Knowing Avraniel, she’d throw Spot at Timmy one day and get the necromancer to do it. Either that or she’d throw him at Gerald. He shuddered. He really, really hoped he didn’t need to have that conversation with Spot. He was a bureaucrat not… not a dragon sex educator.


  The train stopped at the next station, and they all alighted. The king led them into a large cavern followed by several tunnels. A loud sound like blades being driven into rock filled the air, and Gerald fought the urge to cover his ears. The king was unperturbed, and he wasn’t bothered by the way the ground shook either.


  “What is that?” Gerald had to shout to be heard.


  “Another one of my brothers inventions.”


  They finally saw the source of the noise and the shaking when they rounded the next corner. It was a gigantic drill that was being pushed forward by a handful of huge golems. It was able to bore through the rock with terrifying ease, crushing it and then spewing it into containers where it could be checked for anything useful. Gerald studied the massive device intently. At first glance, he’d thought it was for mining, and it could certainly be used for that. However, it was really a tunnel-digging device. With something like this, the tunnels he’d planned to ask the dwarves to dig out could be finished in a fraction of the time he’d expected. The king’s brother truly was a genius, which made his betrayal of the Council all the more galling. The things they could accomplish if they worked together…


  “As you can see,” the king said. “My brother is truly a genius. With this device, we can dig tunnels in less than a quarter of the time it used to take us and with far less risk since it can be operated by golems that require only a handful of dwarves to supervise them.” The king gave a low rumble of anger. “It is a pity, then, that he so readily takes offence to anything dwarf related.”


  “What do you mean?” Timmy asked. “And why do I get the feeling this is going to be annoying to deal with?”


  “We dwarves have a reputation for being a tad touchy.” The king scowled, and Gerald winced. It was true. Dwarves were known for their great pride in both their race and their achievements. Insulting the work of a dwarf or the history of the dwarves were the surest ways to get a dwarf to draw steel – and good steel, at that. “But my brother has always been worse about it than most.”


  “Oh?”


  “When we were young, we once visited the elves. Words were exchanged – as they so often are with those pompous, tree-hugging fools – but my brother went from throwing insults to pointing a modified repeating crossbow at the elves in the span of about thirty seconds.” King Barin covered his face with one hand. “There is a saying amongst us dwarves: never point a weapon at an elf if they have a bow within reach, not unless you can kill them before they use it. Before he could even aim his crossbow, my brother was pinned to a wall with arrows through his clothes. Do you what set him off? One of the elves said dwarves weren’t as good at archery as elves.” The king snarled and punched the wall with enough force to crack it. “I’m as proud a dwarf as you’ll ever find, but I’m not an idiot. Everyone knows elves are the best at archery. It’s not an insult. It’s a fact.” He looked at Amanda. “When the Council objected to his increasingly expensive development costs, he argued they were simply biased against dwarves. He accused them of being out to stifle dwarfish innovation. It didn’t matter that the Council had already raised his budget to triple the original amount. All that mattered was that they wouldn’t let him build his golems without producing more concrete results that matched the criteria they had set for him. They wanted golems to help in the war, and self-replicating golems that disobeyed orders did not fit the bill.”


  “I hardly think the Council has a problem with dwarfish innovation,” Amanda said. “Considering our long history with your people and our equally long history of adopting – and paying quite handsomely for – your more useful innovations.”


  “Aye. Like any good brother, I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt despite his previous outbursts. But when I learned of what he had done… he was given a most generous budget to work with, which the Council soon tripled, and he spent all of it in a little less than half of the allotted time. The Council was right to act. In these treacherous times, money is important, and no project can be allowed to consume unlimited quantities of it. Yet he perceived his censure – and the subsequent issue of an arrest warrant for theft of additional funds – as a slight against him and dwarves in general.” The king growled. “I fear that is what drove him to Diamondgate. It is – was – one of our most important cities. He likely believed that no help would come, so he decided to use his golems to wage his own war. He knows the layout of the city well. If he has somehow been able to get inside, he could start using the resources stockpiled within to begin production of his self-replicating golems. With enough time…”


  “He might even have enough of them to threaten the goblins.” Timmy shook his head. “But that’s assuming he’s only dealing with goblins. If some of their backers – the eldritch entities – are there, he is essentially a dead man walking. Golems are tough, but eldritch entities don’t play by the rules. Unless you’ve had some experience with them, it’s easy to be overwhelmed before you even realise what’s happening.”


  “Aye, you have the right of it.” The king sighed wearily. “I know he is a troublesome dwarf. You would be well within your rights to forsake him, given what he has done, but he is my brother. I must ask you to save him if you can. If you do, I will make him swear an oath upon his honour and the honour of all dwarves past, present, and future to make reparations for his actions. He may not like making such an oath, but he will keep it.”


  The tour continued, and Gerald felt some of his unease slipping away. The views were spectacular, and Spot had to be pulled away more than once when a train full of ore rumbled past. There was also so much to learn. He doubted he’d ever work in a mine – it was far too dangerous for his liking – but learning how they did everything was fascinating. The mines were truly a place of wonder. Here and there, gemstones glittered amidst the dirt and rock. Elsewhere, rich veins of metal ran through the earth, gleaming every now and then as hard-working miners cut away the rock that hid them. And everywhere, the steady rhythm of tools filled the air as hundreds of dwarves laboured to prise free the riches of the mountain.


  As the tour came to an end, Gerald tensed as Timmy and the king exchanged a few whispered words. It wouldn’t be long before they were ready to move. Hopefully, it would be like the tour had been – interesting but not life threatening. Of course, with Timmy in charge, it was most likely to be both. Gerald could only pray to the gods of bureaucracy that he’d be allowed to stay all the way at the back where it was safe while the zombies did all the work. Then again, knowing his luck, the goblins would ambush the rear of their army. Perhaps the middle would be best then. No matter which direction the goblins attacked from, they’d have to get through quite a few people to get to him. His eye twitched. But what if the goblins had tunnels they could attack from? The middle of the army might end up right on top of one. He shivered. He’d just have to stay close to Katie or Old Man. They should be able to handle things. He’d also have to make sure he had some of the ninja rats with him. They’d helped to keep him alive so far, so they should be able to get him through at least one more battle.


  Katie must have noticed his alarm because she patted him on the back. “Relax, Gerald. It’ll be fine. My master has a plan.”


  “I hope so.” Gerald summoned a paper bag to breathe into as another half a dozen horrible scenarios filled his mind. “Because if the goblins managed to take Diamondgate so quickly, they must have something up their sleeve.”


  “Trust me.” Katie grinned. “It’s going to be great. They won’t know what hit them. Well, they will, it just won’t matter much if they do.”


  
Chapter Ten


  Timmy had always believed in the importance of experience. There were lessons that could only be learned through experience and not through the comfort and safety of a classroom. His master might have been a drunken, evil fool, but he had been right about that much even if it pained Timmy to admit it. Indeed, without the seemingly endless litany of horrible experiences he’d been subjected to, it was doubtful Timmy would have developed the incredibly wide skillset he currently had. Necessity, as people so often said, was the mother of invention. Leaving his highly inebriated master to be eaten by a zombie python-goat hadn’t been quite as fulfilling as killing the man himself, but it had come close. Plus, it had been hilarious. Of course, he’d done the smart thing afterward and burned the zombie – with his dead master still in it – before dissolving the ashes in powerful acid and then scattering the resulting liquid into the ocean. There was absolutely no way that anyone could ever bring his master back.


  Katie, his capable and adorable apprentice, was an expert scholar with an aptitude for research and development. She was also not someone who left anything to chance if she could avoid it. This was reflected in her tactics and strategies. Unlike most people her age, she had a tendency to over plan, and although seeing a truly complex plan come to fruition could be incredibly satisfying, such plans could also be very risky. The more moving parts a plan had, the easier it was for one of those parts to malfunction. And if one part malfunctioned, then the entire plan could go awry. There were no guarantees in life, least of all in a necromancer’s life, but he planned on living long enough to enjoy what would surely be a hard-earned retirement.


  Moreover, he planned on Katie also living long enough to enjoy her eventual hard-earned retirement, which meant he needed to correct any flaws or bad habits she had before they could become entrenched and get her into trouble. Bad habits were hard to break once they’d formed, a fact he’d used against many of his opponents. Once someone knew your habits there was a chance they could beat you, especially if those habits weren’t good.


  “The key to any good plan,” Timmy explained as he and Katie rode alongside the king and his forces on a pair of zombie horses. “Is avoiding unnecessary complexity.”


  The king nodded. “A fine sentiment, but you really need to explain your plan. I understand your desire for some… theatricality, but we are getting close to Diamondgate.”


  “Fair enough.” Timmy gazed through the eyes of some of the zombies he had scouting the area ahead. They should be close enough for him to reveal his plan. “We’re a couple of hours from the city at our current pace, right?”


  “Yes.” The king rode on battle-hardened mountain goat, as did some of his other forces. The majority, however, were on foot. Dwarves could not march at the same speed as humans or elves, but they could march while carrying far heavier loads and negotiating far tougher terrain. “We should be running into the first of their scouts soon. The goblins might not be as studious as we are about keeping scouts in place, but they’re not completely stupid. By the time we get there, they’ll be safely hidden inside the mountain. We’ll have to breach the city ourselves and take it corridor by damn corridor.” He nodded at the army of zombies marching alongside them. “Your zombies will definitely come in handy there.”


  “We could do that,” Timmy said. He poked Katie in the side. Her eyes were unfocused, so she had probably been observing the area through the eyes of one of their zombies. It was good that she was paying attention to her surroundings, but she needed to hear what he was about to say. She knew the essentials of the plan, but he wanted to explain it in detail to both her and king at the same time. And the king was right. He did enjoy a bit of theatricality every now and then even if he was forever lecturing Katie to avoid it. “Tell me, King Barin, what is the greatest weakness of Diamondgate?”


  “Hmm…” The king drummed his gauntleted fingers on his armoured leg. “Other than taking the city through surprise or treachery – which may well be how the goblins triumphed – I believed a siege would be the only way to break it. The mountain provides the city with walls that no bombardment can pierce, and the magical defences woven into the rock prevent earth magic from being used to tear the mountain open. Unlike Cavernholme, only a single bridge leads into Diamondgate, and its gates, though gaudy, are proof against anything short of the fire of an adult inferno dragon. Its interior is designed to allow its defenders to retreat in stages, slaying as many of their attackers as possible. The halls and corridors are likewise constructed with defence in mind, so you would need truly overwhelming numbers to win such a battle. However, the city has always struggled to grow its own food. The soil they have simply isn’t good despite our best efforts. If you were to cut the city off from the outside world, it would eventually be forced to surrender.”


  “Indeed.” Timmy nodded. “That is typically how dwarf cities have fallen.” He grinned at Katie. “Or how they haven’t fallen. Dwarves, Katie, do not abandon each other. You might be able to lay siege to a dwarf city, but I can guarantee that every able-bodied dwarf who hears about it is going to grab a weapon and come running. Sometimes, that’s enough. Other times, it’s not, but I do admire the sentiment.”


  “Aye,” the king rumbled. “No good dwarf would ever abandon his own people.”


  “Then what happened to Diamondgate?” Katie asked.


  The king twitched. “Diamondgate was supposed to be unbreakable in anything less than a month, ample time for us to rally our forces and relieve it. Somehow, it fell in a matter of days, which is why I suspect foul play. I could understand it if the goblins had an adult inferno dragon on their side. But if they did, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. An army of twenty thousand dwarves could not have taken Diamondgate that quickly. For goblins to do so, regardless of their numbers, is madness. They must have had help.”


  Katie looked a bit doubtful, and Timmy couldn’t blame her. As necromancers, they were very familiar with the power of superior numbers. However, she wisely chose to let the king’s comments stand. They’d clearly struck a nerve.


  “I think you’ve missed an important weakness,” Timmy said. “Air. Goblins, much like dwarves and men, need to breathe. Cut off their air, and they’ll die just like anyone else, not matter how many of them there are. Of course, that could take some time depending on how many ventilation ducts the city has and how well defended they are. As you said, the goblins aren’t completely stupid. I’m sure they secured those as quickly as they could. And trying to retake all of the ducts and shut them off might actually be impossible, depending on how they are designed.”


  The king nodded grimly. “Aye. We learned the hard way that our foes would seek to cut off out air if they could. The only way to completely shut off the air intake is from the inside, and if we’re already inside, then we’ve probably already won.


  “On the other hand, we don’t need to cut off their air supply completely… if we’re poisoning their air instead. You wouldn’t even need to poison all of the air ducts. A few major ones would do, especially if you could force the goblins to congregate in a central location.”


  King Barin’s eyes widened, and he began to laugh. “So that’s your plan? Do you truly think no one has tried that against us dwarves before? The city’s main ventilation ducts are heavily concealed and well defended. The goblins would have lost thousands of troops trying to seize them. You’d never be able to find them, and even if you did, you’d suffer terrible losses trying to take them.”


  “Hmm…” Timmy raised one eyebrow. That the king had considered what he was about to say spoke volumes about how long the dwarves had been fighting a purely defensive war. It had been more than a century since they’d successfully reclaimed any of their territory, and it showed in the mindset they brought into battle. “That would normally be the case, but there’s a reason I asked you to bring experts on Diamondgate’s defences with us. And you are the king. I’d wager you know the defences of every major city like the back of your hand. You might even know exactly where all of the ventilation ducts and their defences are.”


  “…” A smile slowly crossed the king’s lips. “You might have a point there.” He scowled. “We’ve struggled so bitterly to retake and hold any of our old territory that we’ve all but abandoned the notion. We simply don’t have the soldiers to spare for such assaults. But, yes, I know all about the city’s defences. I memorised them when I became king, and I’ve been informed of any changes ever since. What do you have in mind?”


  “As you know, Katie and I have been hard at work. It’s why we’ve been requesting so many unusual things.” He reached into his cloak and pulled out a sealed flask. “This is a highly concentrated poison. When exposed to the right chemicals it changes from a liquid to a gas – a lot of gas. What makes it especially relevant to our purposes is that it’s based on a certain toxin found only in the tropical spike fish.”


  “What is a tropical spike fish?”


  “It’s arguably the most poisonous fish in the entire world,” Katie explained. “If you eat one without preparing it properly, you’ll be dead inside of a minute.”


  “It sounds troublesome.”


  “It is. Now, one of the reasons that people aren’t running around killing each other with tropical spike fish poison is that they don’t make very much,” Timmy said.


  “But zombie hydra-spike-fish do,” Katie said. “Hydras regenerate quickly, and that can also apply to organs grafted onto them if you do it right. So if you get the poison sacs from some tropical spike fish, add them to a hydra, and let necromancy do the rest… you can get plenty of poison.”


  King Barin’s brows furrowed. He wasn’t especially fond of zombies, but he could see the many benefits of necromancy. Timmy was hopeful of working with him again in the future. Dwarves were practical people. If hiring a necromancer to wipe out his enemies was the only way to win, then the only things King Barin would worry about were negotiating a good deal and making sure the aforementioned necromancer didn’t turn on him later. “So…”


  “We produced vast quantities of poison.” Timmy took out a second flask. “This is what you mix it with to produce the poison gas. These two flasks alone can produce enough poison gas to fill a decent-sized cavern, and we’ve got barrels of the stuff.”


  “Then you mean to take the ventilation ducts and throw the poison in before blocking the ducts to ensure the goblins can’t get rid of it.”


  “That’s part of it. We can use the ninja rats and our stealthier zombies to take the ducts without risking your troops. There must be emergency exits, but your men can stand guard over those. With the goblins fleeing in disarray and likely to be poisoned…”


  The king’s eyes gleamed. “Oh, my men will enjoy that.” Timmy could tell he was imagining it: panicked and poisoned goblins stumbling out of the city only to run headlong into groups of elite dwarves with vengeance on their mind. “But there are a lot of goblins.”


  “If you back an animal into a corner and give it no way to escape, it will fight to the death,” Timmy said. “But if you give it a way to escape, then you can kill it as it flees. We’ll leave the main gate accessible, and with the poison gas filling the rest of the city, they’ll have no choice but to take it, heedless of the danger. Thousands of them will probably be trampled in the crush for fresh air, and those that emerge from the gates onto the bridge will be in no condition to fight. We’ll be out there waiting for them. Eventually, the pile of bodies should get so big that escape becomes virtually impossible.”


  “And they won’t be able to stay inside the gates,” the king murmured. “That area might be one of the most well-ventilated, but even it will eventually fill with poison gas if we can get access to the right ducts.”


  “Exactly.”


  “It is a fine plan,” the king said. “But my brother is in there, and there may yet be other holdouts too. There are stories of brave warriors holding on for weeks after a city has fallen. I will not have them gassed alongside the goblins.”


  Timmy nodded. “I can understand that, which is why we worked so hard on this particular poison gas. Make no mistake, the gas will be unpleasant for dwarves, but what makes the tropical spike fish so unique is that instead of relying on a single toxin, it generates a cocktail of different toxins, each with varying levels of effectiveness against different groups. Dwarves, humans, and elves all have different physiologies – and so do goblins. We refined the poison to maximise the toxins that affect goblins while minimising those that affect dwarves. The poison gas will still affect dwarves. You’re likely to throw up if you’re exposed to it for more than a minute or two, and prolonged exposure will give you an awful headache, but it won’t kill you.”


  “And the goblins?”


  “It is deadly to them. Short-term exposure leads to immediate difficulty in breathing combined with reduced vision, disorientation, and rapid fatigue. Longer exposure – upward of five to ten minutes – is fatal. Given the size of the main chambers in the city and assuming its ventilation system is comparable to Cavernholme’s, it may take anywhere from an hour to several hours to severely weaken or kill most of the goblins inside unless they can find a way to get far more fresh air.”


  King Barin was silent for a long time. “You are a very dangerous man, Lord Bolton, and your apprentice must be too if she helped you devise this poison.”


  “I was the one who suggested it,” Katie said. “Although my master worked out the plan and the finer details. We’ve been tossing around ideas like this for a while.”


  “Her original plan called for people to sneak into the city disguised as goblins while separate groups lured the defenders of the ducts away.” Timmy chuckled. “It was a very clever plan, but it was unnecessarily complicated.”


  “I know, master, I know,” Katie grumbled. “I’ll try to keep it simpler in the future.”


  “Indeed. Not all of the goblins are stupid although most of them are. Some of them might even have magic that can help to disperse the gas or nullify its effects. They could also retreat deeper into the city and secure more areas against the gas. That’s why we need to do ourselves a favour. We have to be visible. We want them in position to defend the city, which will also put them in a perfect position for the gas to do its work since they’ll be bunched up in a few important areas. Once we’ve killed as many as we can from the outside, we’ll have to go inside and finish the job. That’s where the zombies come in. We’ve also made charms to protect you and your troops from the gas, which we’ll pass around before we attack.” Timmy shrugged. “They’re not complicated to make if you know exactly how the gas works. I doubt any of the goblins could make them from scratch quickly enough for it to matter. We’ll also keep some of the gas in reserve, so you and your troops can use it to flush out any goblins that have managed to survive and fortify areas inside the city. It’ll save us from having to run into whatever ambushes or traps they might have set.”


  “I like your thinking,” the king said. “In a clean fight, we dwarves are easily their betters, but goblins don’t fight cleanly. It’s about time we acknowledged that and acted accordingly.” His voice hardened. “It reminds me of something my father once said.”


  “Oh?”


  “In a fight to the death, the only thing that matters is that the other bastard ends up dead and you don’t.”


  “Wise words, Your Majesty.”


  “Aye. It’s a pity he’s not around to see this. I know he’d enjoy it. I’ll have to make sure to kill a few extra goblins just for him.” His eyes narrowed. “I hope my fool of a brother hasn’t gotten himself killed. If you encounter him while we are securing the city, call for me. I will deal with his foolishness.” He grinned. “The only thing I ask is that my finest men and I be given a chance to fight at the main gate when you send in the poison gas. If there’s killing to be done, we’re the ones to do it.”


  “That sounds fair, but I’ll have some of my zombies nearby in case you need any help.” Timmy could respect the king’s desire to do the dirty work himself, but he could not afford to have him fall during the battle. Barin had children, but none were old enough to replace him yet. If the dwarves were to have a king during the upcoming war, Everton would much prefer a battle-tested leader like Barin to an untested boy. “I hope you’re ready. We’ve got a long, bloody day ahead of us.”


  “I can kill goblins all day long, necromancer. Simply send them to me, and I’ll handle the rest.”


  * * *


  Seurat was not the quickest ninja rat, nor was he the strongest or most cunning. However, he was amongst their best at two very important things: impersonating a regular rat and disabling large groups. It was a sad fact that ninja rats were not always good at impersonating regular rats. There were differences in physiology, intelligence, and magic that could allow a keen-eyed observer who was familiar with both groups to tell the difference. Seurat had never been noticed before, and his skills were so great that even those who had trained to identify ninja rats and other such creatures had failed to catch him. Likewise, his skill in disabling large groups was formidable. He could emit pulses of magic that stunned or disabled those caught in the area of effect. He couldn’t kill them or even knock most of them unconscious, but there was no limit to how many people he could affect, as long as they were within range. This made him deadly in ambushes. With the right assistance, he and his allies could easily wipe out the enemy before they had a chance to recover.


  For all that the goblins were mostly stupid – and the laughable tactics they’d employed once their leaders had been eliminated suggested a certain lack of intelligence – it would be foolish to assume that the goblins didn’t have some kind of warning system in place. In all likelihood, they’d simply adopted whatever system the dwarves had set up. Therefore, stealthy teams of ninja rats and zombie cobras had been dispatched to take the main ventilation ducts. The idea was to simultaneously eliminate the goblins protecting the ducts to prevent them sending a warning to the goblins inside. As long as the bulk of the goblin horde remained none the wise, they would assume their air supply was safe. Then, when the rest of the zombies and dwarves arrived, the goblins would begin to mass near the gate and other key defensive areas, leaving them easy prey for the poison gas.


  Carefully, Seurat crept toward the crevice that disguised one of the main ventilation ducts. It was all but impossible to see from the air, and even he would have walked right past it if he hadn’t been told what to look for. Truly, the dwarves were cunning and masterful engineers. He and half a dozen other ninja rats crawled into the crevice. It wasn’t wide enough to admit zombie ogres or other large zombies. However, the ninja rats and zombie cobras had no problems fitting. The two dozen zombie cobras under his command were exceedingly venomous. They were capable of injecting venom that would first paralyse and then kill a goblin in less than a minute, and each had enough venom to bite ten or eleven goblins before needing to withdraw to replenish its supplies.


  The ventilation duct was protected by a fort that had been built into the cavern disguised by the crevice. He could see why the dwarves were so fond of it. The fort followed the natural lines of the cavern and made use of natural rock formations to bolster its defences. It would be very difficult to take with a frontal assault due to its thick, sturdy walls and the rough terrain. The narrow entrance would also make it impossible to bring in siege weaponry. Thankfully, the magical surveillance that should have been watching the area had either been deactivated or only worked for dwarves. He would assume it was the latter. He doubted the dwarves would design a system the goblins could easily take advantage of.


  Seurat turned invisible and began his approach. He and the other ninja rats cloaked most of the zombie cobras, but they allowed a few to be seen. In the mountains, snakes were a common sight, so the goblins had no reason to be suspicious. A few of the sentries even got excited, and he smiled as the goblins on the walls began to discuss the possibly of enjoying some roast snake. Perfect. The more concerned they were with their stomachs, the less concerned they’d be with potential infiltrators.


  There were a hundred goblins inside the fort, more than enough to hold off any band of would-be attackers long enough for reinforcements to arrive from within the city. Although goblins were not as tough or skilled as humans or dwarves, the fort was so well made it would take at least several hundred people to reclaim it. It wouldn’t be a quick battle either, and hundreds – perhaps even thousands – more goblins could arrive to reinforce the fort before it fell.


  Seurat snuck into the fort and ventured deeper until he reached the heart of the building, the chamber that housed the ventilation duct. There was another tunnel beside it with a horn attached. Interesting. The small size of the second tunnel combined with the horn made its purpose clear. This was how the dwarves – and now the goblins – could contact the inside for help. So long as the horn was not used, those inside would assume all was well. Flaring his energy, Seurat signalled for the others to get into position. It was time to begin.


  Once the others were in place, he struck. A wave of his magic rushed outward. The five goblins in the chamber immediately staggered. They gasped but could not cry out, too disoriented to do anything except try to get their balance back. Seurat burst into motion, as did the zombie cobra that had accompanied him. Two goblins fell to his poisoned needles, and another two fell to the fangs of the zombie cobra. The last goblin, one of the larger and tougher ones, got to within three steps of the horn before Seurat reached him. The rat leapt onto the goblin’s back and drove his sword through the narrow gap between the helmet and armour the goblin wore. The poisoned blade slid between two of the goblin’s vertebrae and severed his spinal cord. With a shocked gasp, the goblin dropped to his knees and then toppled to the side.


  Outside, Seurat could hear shouts of alarm as the others struck. A swift gesture strung thin metal wires across the doorway at just the right height to trip any incoming goblins. Sure enough, a goblin rushed through the door only to trip and sprawl onto the floor. A zombie cobra launched itself at the goblin, and the creature thrashed and then fell still as the zombie cobra’s lethal venom took effect. A second and third goblin followed, and one of Seurat’s fellow ninja rats slew both of them with precise strikes of his spear. Behind the dead goblins, Seurat could see more goblins flailing at things they couldn’t see as the other ninja rats struck with deadly efficiency. At their feet, the zombie cobras slithered from one goblin to the next, leaving only death in their wake.


  Within a matter of minutes, all was still and silent. Most of the killing had occurred in the first few moments as Seurat’s magic stunned the goblins and allowed his fellow rats and the zombie cobras to strike with impunity. The survivors of the initial attack had been overwhelmed as they milled about in confusion and terror. Not a single goblin had escaped, and none of them had been able to sound the alarm. Seurat grinned and squeaked his congratulations to the others for a job well done. Some of the zombie cobras had been killed, but they could easily be replaced, and they had already served their purpose.


  He ordered one of the others to reach out to their forces outside the city to let them know they were ready to proceed to the next part of the mission. Not long after, a zombie wyvern swooped past and dropped a pair of barrels. The barrels were accompanied by another pair of ninja rats and a zombie warrior who guided them safely to the ground using a device the demolition rats had crafted to help guide their explosives toward their targets more accurately. Once they had landed, the zombie warrior lifted the barrels and carried them into the fort as Seurat and a pair of his fellow ninja rats entered the ventilation duct.


  As the king had warned them, there were spinning fans to help circulate the air, along with a variety of magical and mechanical defences. However, they had been told how to disarm those defences, and Seurat used some of his wire to halt the fans as the two other rats got to work on the more intricate purification magic that kept the incoming air clean. Interesting. The purification magic was attached to something that would sound an alarm if it were disabled for too long. He smirked. They wouldn’t be disabling it for long. With the dwarves’ knowledge of the system, all they had to do was change the magic just enough to let the poison gas pass through without being purified. And with two barrels of poison, it wouldn’t take long for the goblins to feel its deadly effects.


  * * *


  With everything in place, Timmy gave the signal for the ninja rats to empty the barrels they’d been given into the ventilation ducts. Not far away, Spot and Chomp were engaged in a friendly scuffle. The dragon and the dog didn’t seem the least bit worried about the upcoming battle. If anything, they were bored, and playing tug of war with some dead goblin scouts was how they’d chosen to pass the time. They’d gotten a bit messy – the goblins had an annoying tendency to get ripped apart – which was why he’d asked them to move a little further away. He did not need goblin guts all over his cloak. Katie was beside him watching the bridge that led to the gates of the city closely. Rembrandt was on her shoulder, and he was relaying news from the other rats to her. Despite her calm expression, Timmy could see the tension in her body. If his plan didn’t work, they would be dealing with a lot of angry goblins.


  When their army had arrived, the goblins had immediately abandoned their positions on the outside and retreated into the city. During its fall, the goblins had destroyed most of Diamondgate’s outer defences, and they lacked the skill to repair them. So instead of attempting to defend battered piles of rubble, they had fled inside, all but daring them to try their luck at breaching the massive main gates. That alone made Timmy frown. The gates were intact. He knew for a fact that the goblins lacked the skill to repair the gates, which meant they’d somehow managed to take the city without having to destroy them. Either the king was right and treachery was involved, or the goblins had recourse to magic or eldritch powers that they had yet to reveal.


  Timmy wasn’t about to order his zombies to attack the gates. They were far too durable to break down in anything even remotely approaching a timely fashion, and the bridge over the chasm that led to the gates was well within range of countless small windows hewn out of the mountain face. There were undoubtedly plenty of goblins there with bows, spears, slings, and other projectile weapons, not to mention the possibility of mages and shamans. No, relying on brute force to take the gates would be an exercise in futility. Fortunately, he wouldn’t be relying on brute force.


  At the midpoint of the bridge, just beyond the comfortable range of the ranged weapons usually wielded by the goblins were the king and some of his elite troops. Alongside them were a handful of Timmy’s more exotic zombies. If the dwarves needed to retreat, a zombie chimera-manticore would do an excellent job of killing anyone who tried to pursue them. It would also prevent the goblins from massing or fighting as a unit. The dwarves wanted their vengeance, and Timmy would make sure they got it. It was only a matter of time now.


  “Shouldn’t they be coming out now?” Katie asked. “It’s been more than five minutes since we sent in the poison gas.”


  “Relax,” Timmy said. “It’ll take a little longer for the gas to spread, but it will spread. The rats did exactly what we asked them to.”


  A few minutes later, purple gas began to creep out of some of the windows. The colossal gates swung open a crack, and more purple gas billowed outward. The stiff breeze rushing past dispersed the gas so that by the time it reached the dwarves it would have been merely unpleasant instead of toxic, not that it mattered since they’d been given protective charms to wear. The gates opened a little wider, and goblins began to pour out. Most had abandoned their weapons in their haste to escape the gas, and all of them were panicking. Many were clutching at their faces, and their laboured breathing and uncoordinated movements were easy to see. He almost felt sorry for them before remembering what they did to any dwarves unfortunate enough to be caught alive. Well, they should consider themselves lucky since a spear to the gut was merciful in comparison to the horrors they meted out – and there were going to be plenty of spears driven into plenty of guts before the day was out.


  Although the dwarves all carried weapons for close combat, the default dwarf formation was actually a phalanx of pikes or spears. Their lack of stature and reach was a disadvantage in combat, but their immense strength and low centre of gravity made them excellent pikemen or spearmen. They could carry heavier weapons than humans, and they could wear thicker and heavier armour without tiring. They were also maniacally determined. Dwarf formations did not break. They had to be wiped out to the last dwarf.


  Timmy had once seen his master attack a dwarf outpost. The evil bastard had cut through the dwarves like a deadly whirlwind of steel, but they hadn’t broken. Instead they’d fought – and died – with grim determination. It hadn’t been in vain, and Timmy had managed to ‘accidentally’ start a landslide that had buried their corpses before his master could animate them. He’d gotten a beating for that stunt, but it had been worth it to see the look on his master’s face.


  Those dwarves had been regular soldiers, but these were the elite. As the first wave of goblins recovered and gasped as they finally got to breathe fresh air, they realised their predicament. They were on the wrong side of the gates with a lot of angry dwarves. Worse, the purple gas spilling out of the windows made it clear that they were not going to get any help from their ranged units. Their first instinct was to retreat. They knew better than anyone what happened if they attacked dwarves who had time to prepare and were already in a favourable position. However, the goblins behind them had other ideas. Heedless of the danger the dwarves posed, the goblins at the back pressed forward, desperate for fresh air as the poison gas grew thicker inside the city. Those in front screamed and yelled, but it was pointless. Goblins were not exactly known for their self-sacrificing nature, and those behind had no intention of dying so that those in front could live. Little by little, step by step, the goblins at the front were pushed forward until they found themselves within reach of the dwarves.


  “Let’s get to work, lads!” the king bellowed. “Kill every last one of them!”


  With a roar, the dwarves at the front thrust their spears forward. The goblins shrieked and died, and the dwarves calmly yanked their spears free and repeated the motion – again and again and again. Despite the mass of panicked goblins pressing forward, the dwarves held their ground, striking over and over with almost mechanical precision.


  “This isn’t really a fight, is it?” Katie asked quietly. Panicked, disoriented, and stuck on a bridge too narrow for them to use their superior numbers, the goblins were in a hopeless position, and the dwarves were in no mood to be merciful.


  “The best fights are the ones you win before you even start.” Timmy’s eyes narrowed. “But don’t relax yet. I’m sure some of the goblins have managed to retreat deeper into the city and find shelter. That’s where things could get ugly. Heroic battles are all well and good, but this isn’t a fairy tale.”


  “I know,” Katie replied. “It just seems…”


  “Very bloody? I suppose it is. Be glad it’s their blood being spilt and not ours.” Timmy smiled thinly. “There are people you can negotiate with, Katie, and it’s usually not a bad idea to at least try first. And then there are people like these goblins. You don’t negotiate. You start sharpening your spear because talking isn’t going to achieve anything.”


  Timmy grimaced as the ranks of goblins pouring out of the gate and onto the bridge swelled. There were so many of them now that they might have simply overwhelmed the dwarves at the front of the formation if those behind hadn’t begun to thrust their spears over the shoulders of their comrades. Further back, dwarves with fire magic had begun to lob attacks into the middle of the horde, and those with wind magic were using it to push the goblins back or simply toss them over the side of the bridge. The dwarves had also begun to sing in their native tongue. It was an old war song, and they timed their slow but steady advance to the rhythm of the song as they finally started to push the goblins back toward the gate. Any goblin unlucky enough to fall down was trampled underfoot while others spilled over the side of the bridge and plunged to their deaths.


  “Wall!” King Barin boomed. In response, the ranks of dwarves tightened, shield against shield, until there was a single, unyielding mass of metal at the front of the formation. Behind them, a dwarf began to beat a steady rhythm on a drum. “Push!”


  The dwarves pushed, the entire formation moving in perfect unison. If the goblins had been fresh and had worked together, they might have stood a chance. But in their current disarray and with almost all of them still struggling to shake off the effects of the poison gas, they didn’t stand a chance. Step by step, the dwarves pushed them back. It got so bad that goblins began to pile up and spill over the side of the bridge into the chasm below. From what the king had told them, the chasm was at least a mile deep with a fast-flowing river at the bottom. Falling off the bridge was a death sentence. But the dwarves weren’t done yet. As the dwarves at the front began to tire, they parted ranks just enough to let those behind them take their place. No matter what happened, the dwarves had fresh, eager troops at the front. In contrast, the goblins were a disorganised mess. Those that weren’t speared, crushed, or tossed off the bridge were simply trampled under iron-shod boots.


  It was a ruthless demonstration of how the dwarves preferred to fight: create a wall for the opponent to break upon and then advance once their momentum had been shattered, crushing them utterly. Steadily, the dwarves moved forward, and those at the back of the formation moved to finish off any goblins that were still alive and to throw the corpses over the side of the bridge. It was grim stuff, but the dwarves’ singing was filled with savage joy. This was revenge for centuries of loss and hardship.


  “You know,” Avraniel drawled. “You said this was going to be a battle. I don’t see a battle.”


  “We’ll get one once we’re inside. I doubt all of the goblins are going to be kind enough to die so easily,” Timmy replied. “Although I won’t be upset if they do. It means less work for us.”


  Katie watched the dwarves heave yet more goblin corpses over the side of the bridge. “You know, master, they’re throwing a lot of goblins into the chasm. What if they block the river?”


  “…” Timmy made a face. “You know, that’s a good point. We might have to send Spot down to burn the corpses later. But I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s not like all the corpses are going to fall in exactly the same spot, and the river can just flow around them.” He paused. “Although we should probably check that there aren’t any settlements downstream. That could be bad.”


  Katie squirmed. “Yeah… I don’t think drinking water contaminated with goblin corpses would be a good idea.”


  “Actually…” Timmy waved Spot over. The dragon hopped over in what would have been adorable fashion if not for the mangled goblin corpse in his mouth. He and Chomp must have ripped another goblin in half playing tug of war. “Spot, do you think you could fly down to the bottom of the chasm and burn the corpses? It’s probably better not to risk contamination if we can avoid it.”


  Sure! The dragon was always happy to burn something. Can I burn some of the goblins on the bridge too?


  Timmy scratched the dragon’s back. “Not yet, Spot. The dwarves seem to be enjoying themselves, and it wouldn’t be nice to interrupt them when they’re having so much fun.”


  Once they’d almost reached the gate, the dwarves staged a retreat to give themselves more room to work with and to allow fresh dwarves to come to the front of the formation. The retreat also gave the goblins inside a chance to rush out of the gates, convinced that they could finally get some fresh air and that perhaps the dwarves had begun to tire. Poison gas was still pouring out of the gates and windows – Timmy was starting to wonder if they might have gone a tad overboard – and the dwarves waited until they were halfway across the bridge before they turned and repeated their earlier tactics. The goblins, demonstrating that their tactical acumen truly was less than stellar, promptly repeated all of their prior mistakes, with those at the front being driven headlong onto the spears of the waiting dwarves as those behind fought for fresh air.


  This went on for hours as Timmy periodically ordered the rats to dump more poison gas into the vents. Reports had come in from all over the mountain of goblins trying to leave via hidden exits. However, the dwarves knew where all of the hidden exits were, and they were ready and waiting. Timmy had a feeling that a lot of animals on the mountain would be eating well for at least a week with so many goblin corpses scattered across the mountainside. Already, a few mountain wolves had arrived to scavenge a meal. The hardy wolves eyed the dwarves warily, but the dwarves were content to let the wolves eat, provided they kept their distance. Some of the goblins even tried climbing out of the windows and scaling the mountainside to safety, but the dwarves had archers and crossbowmen. The goblins were lucky to get more than a few yards before the dwarves picked them off. Spot even made a game of it, seeing if he could incinerate the falling goblins before they fell into the chasm.


  As the day wore on, the gore on the bridge got so bad that Timmy had to ask Spot to burn it away since the dwarves had begun to slip in it. As the dragon’s flame seared the bridge clean, the dwarves happily resumed their work. Indeed, every single one of them was smiling. It was a bit eerie, but not unexpected. After so many years on the defensive and after losing so many of their friends and kin, they were definitely enjoying their chance to mete out some revenge. Every goblin they killed here was one less goblin to trouble them later on. They’d even begun to keep a tally of who had killed the most goblins although some of the dwarves were arguing about whether simply throwing a goblin over the side of the bridge should count as much as spearing one.


  As night fell, the flood of goblins exiting the main gates began to peter out. Either they were all dead – and Timmy wasn’t nearly optimistic enough to think their plan had gone that well – or they had found places to take shelter from the gas. Overconfidence had been many a general’s undoing over the years, and Timmy had no intention of adding his name to their ranks. He’d assume the goblins had managed to survive until he could prove otherwise.


  “Set a watch!” King Barin ordered as the dwarves finally retreated from the bridge. He stomped toward Timmy with a big, big grin on his face as he tugged off his helm and wiped the sweat off his brow. The dwarves were all singing loudly despite their tiredness, their rough, rowdy voices filled with joy. “This was a good battle, necromancer, a very good battle.”


  “I wouldn’t call it a battle so much as a slaughter, Your Majesty.” Timmy handed the king a gourd of water. The king gulped it down and then called for some mead. “Which is what we intended. We’ve made a good start, but there’s more work to be done.”


  “Aye. You have the right of it.” King Barin sank onto a stool. His hair was a mess, and he accepted a bucket of water before simply dumping it over his head. He shook the water off and took a long sip of the mead he’d been brought. “Still, my ancestors once dreamed of killing so many goblins in a day while taking so few casualties in return. We must have slain at least twenty thousand of them on the bridge today.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if you did.” Timmy watched Gerald out of the corner of his eye. The bureaucrat was busy dispensing drinks and healing potions. Elsewhere, Old Man was helping the healers apply poultices and bandages with the ease of someone familiar with caring for the wounded. “But they’ve stopped coming out even though we threw in more poison gas only a few minutes ago. Either they’re all dead…”


  “Or they’ve finally worked out how to deal with the gas.” King Barin clasped arms with one of the passing soldiers. The other dwarf was a grizzled veteran, many years the king’s senior, and his axe and spear were both covered in blood and gore. “What is your next move?”


  “I’ll send some zombies in to scout. There’s no sense in risking any of your troops. Depending on how many of the goblins survived and where they are, we could have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”


  “A long day perhaps,” the king mused. “But a good one. It has been far too long since my people reclaimed one of our cities. I’d like to put an end to that run of misfortune.” He got up and stretched. “I’ll have my lads call it an early night, so we can be up and at them bright and early tomorrow. Let me know what you find.”


  The dwarves weren’t all happy about turning in early, but they understood that the battle wasn’t over yet. They were willing to forego celebrating if it meant they could finish the goblins off tomorrow. Timmy spent much of the night guiding his stealthier zombies through the winding corridors of the city. A zombie pigeon-chameleon might not be the quickest flier or the best fighter, but it was all but impossible to detect, and a few minor adjustments had given it excellent night vision too. Unfortunately, there was good news and bad news.


  On the upside, the city was absolutely littered with goblin corpses. He’d have to get his zombies to help clear them out later because it would take the dwarves forever to get rid of them on their own. The sheer number of dead goblins was a sobering reminder of how well the poison gas had done its work. Better still, most of the corpses were useable. He and Katie could turn them into zombies to use against the remaining goblins, a tactic that even goblins would find unnerving since few species enjoyed fighting their own dead.


  On the downside, there were numerous holdouts – chambers that had been barricaded shut or which relied on other ventilation ducts. Some of the holdouts could be occupied by dwarves, but many of them would be full of enraged goblins desperate for revenge. They’d have to deal with each holdout before moving on since turning their backs on even a handful of goblins was an awful idea. It would be an onerous and time-consuming affair, and Timmy was glad they’d kept some of the poison gas in reserve. If the goblins refused to come out, they could use the poison gas to drive them out into the open.


  More troubling was the city centre. The goblin leadership had managed to retreat there, and they had fortified it after finding some way to deal with the gas. They still had a force numbering thousands at their command, albeit only a fraction of what they had once had. The toughest fighting would be there. It would not be a regular pitched battle. The goblin leadership was too cunning for that. Instead, they would have to go street by street, house by house, possibly even room by room to drive the goblins out. They could try to starve the goblins out or cut off their air, but that could take time – time they might not have if more goblins were on the move. He didn’t think there could be that many more, at least not close enough to help the goblins here, but he’d rather deal with this lot quickly. The sooner the goblins were gone, the sooner the dwarves could refortify the city.


  Somehow, though, he got the feeling the king wouldn’t mind if it all boiled down to close combat. No. He had a feeling that Barin couldn’t wait to introduce more goblins to the business end of his axe.


  * * *


  Gerald tried not to scream as he tripped over another pile of goblin corpses. It was really quite frightening. Oh, he’d seen dead goblins before – and he’d seen plenty yesterday – since they were a constant menace in some areas due to how quickly they bred and their tendency to grow increasingly bold and vicious over time. He’d once been asked to visit a village that had managed to repel some goblins to assess the extent of the damage and how much of a threat the goblins posed. After seeing goblin corpses piled against the walls, his message had been uncharacteristically brief and to the point: send soldiers and mages now. Even the battle from yesterday paled before the scope of this… this massacre. At least, the lights the dwarves used to illuminate their cities were still working. He couldn’t imagine how horrible it would be to have to stumble around this place in the dark. From what the king had told them, the dwarves used the magic that flowed through the mountain to power the crystals and other devices that kept the city well lit. It would take at least a few months before they broke down due to lack of maintenance.


  The overwhelming majority of the goblins had clearly fallen prey to the gas, which had now dispersed. It left their faces twisted into masks of agony as they clawed at their mouths, noses, and throats. It was mildly terrifying to connect Katie’s joy at finding tropical spike fish back in the Shimmering Isles to the carnage around him. Her idea of a specialised poison had been horrifying to hear about, but to see it in action was far worse. It was easy to forget that Katie was not a regular child. She was an apprentice to a Grand Necromancer, and a necromancer of considerable skill in her own right. He paused. Was it strange that he still wasn’t scared of her or Timmy despite seeing what they could do? Sure, some of the things they did terrified him, but he wasn’t terrified of them. For all of their faults, Gerald was convinced that Timmy and Katie were good people. How many times had they saved his life? And it wasn’t like they were wiping the goblins out for fun. They had a job to do here, and the dwarves needed all of the help they could get.


  “Feeling queasy, paper pusher?” Avraniel taunted.


  He gulped. “More than a little, yes.”


  The elf laughed as Spot nibbled on a goblin only to toss it aside in disgust. “Spot, stop wasting your time. You’ll have more luck finding a goblin made of gold than one that tastes nice.”


  The dragon huffed and went back to sniffing at the downed goblins until Chomp nudged him forward. The three-headed dog had come along since he had a knack for finding hidden passageways and detecting traps and ambushes.


  Avraniel glanced back at Gerald and prodded a nearby goblin with her boot. “Don’t waste any tears on them. These little bastards got what they deserved. You can’t break into someone’s city, kill most of the people in it, and then complain when someone else wipes you out. Live by the sword – die by the sword.” She mimed a stabbing motion. “Believe me, every single one of these jerks would have stabbed you the first chance they got. People have tried negotiating with goblins before. There are a few reasonable groups, but most of them are like this bunch here, and this is the only way to deal with them. You can’t trust them, you can’t negotiate with them, and you definitely can’t reason with them.” She moved in front of him as a goblin, somehow still alive, drew a rusty knife and leapt at him.


  “Ah!” Gerald wailed as he summoned his frying pan, but there was no need for him to swing it.


  Avraniel caught the goblin across the chin with the heel of her boot. Her kick almost decapitated the goblin, and the force of the blow hurled it into a nearby pillar with bone-crushing force. “With goblins like this, paper pusher, the only smart thing do is to kill them all.”


  “Thank you.” Gerald eyed the goblin warily. Unless it could somehow survive near decapitation and a shattered spine, the goblin was definitely dead. “I think it’s dead now.” He moved closer to Chomp and beckoned some of the ninja rats over. One of the rodents hopped onto his shoulder, and Gerald immediately felt safer.


  “You would have gotten him.” Avraniel chuckled. “I wouldn’t use a frying pan as a weapon, but it’s better than nothing. At least you had the guts to pull out a weapon while screaming instead of just screaming. It’s not much, but it is progress.” She sneered at the dead goblin. “If you have to fight them, always make sure they’re really dead. They like faking it, and they’re good at putting a knife in your back.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Gerald replied. As for his ‘progress’, that was mostly out of necessity. Years ago, Gerald would have just screamed his head off, but their missions had made it abundantly clear to him that simply screaming was not going to solve most of his problems. If anything, it would only attract more trouble. He had to be ready – and willing – to whack things over the head with sturdy pieces of metal if he wanted to survive. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was necessary. Still, he shouldn’t have been so worried. Even if Avraniel hadn’t acted, the ninja rats, Spot, and Chomp had all been close enough to intervene if necessary. He was about to ask the elf how many more living goblins they were likely to encounter when a boom echoed out from deeper in the city. The dwarves around them all paused.


  “Hey, twerp,” Avraniel shouted. “What the hell was that?”


  “We’re sending zombie pigeons with explosives on them at the goblins in the city centre.” Gerald winced. That was another one of Timmy’s schemes that terrified him. Having seen what Timmy could do with the birds had left Gerald unable to look at pigeons in the same light as before. The last time he’d seen a normal one, he’d almost screamed since he’d been convinced it was about to explode. “We want them tired, stressed, and paranoid when we finally attack. I doubt they’ve slept a wink since we started pouring poisonous gas into the city. Attacking them on a semi-regular basis makes sure they don’t get any rest. In the meantime, we can clear out the rest of the city. My master and King Barin both agree it would be a bad idea to leave any goblins at our backs when we attack the city centre.”


  “They’re sneaky losers,” Avraniel muttered. “The less we have to worry about them stabbing us in the back, the better.” She spotted movement in a nearby pile of goblins and flicked her wrist. If any of them were still alive, they certainly wouldn’t be after being turned into an impromptu bonfire.


  “A wise idea.” Old Man eyed the devastation around them with a combination of appreciation and dismay. “Goblins are at their deadliest when they can either swarm you or ambush you. In a normal fight, they are generally outclassed although there are some goblins strong enough to pose a genuine threat.”


  “Really?” Gerald squeaked. “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Avraniel said, unaware of how much her next words were going to exacerbate his anxiety. “You probably didn’t notice since you weren’t at the frontlines when the goblins were attacking Cavernholme, and we’d already killed most of the tougher ones by the time it was safe for you to wander around.” She reached down and picked up a goblin. “See this? He’s your typical goblin. He’s about the height of a dwarf but much slimmer. He’s also much weaker than a dwarf but pretty quick and agile. I’d say he’s about as strong as a human teenager, maybe a bit less, but dumb as a box of rocks. However, once you’ve got enough goblins in one place, you start seeing bigger and smarter ones.” She looked around and then pointed. “See that guy?” Gerald nodded. “He’s a bit taller than your average dwarf, and he’s a lot heavier than that other goblin. He was probably in charge around here. He wouldn’t have been super smart or anything, but he would have been smarter than the rest of them.” Her lips curled. “I don’t know if we’ll see one, but there are goblins that can give even dwarf heroes a run for their money. They’re big, strong, and cunning. Of course, that won’t matter much. I can just set this whole damn place on fire, and the idiot is more cunning than any goblin. Just keep your eyes open, paper pusher. If you see any weird-looking goblins, say something. I’ll kill them and save us all some trouble down the line.” She grinned. “Goblins might be dumb, but they understand revenge. That’s why you make sure you kill them all.”


  Gerald gulped and nodded. However, as worrying as it was to know that there were other, scarier, varieties of goblins around, some of her words had been reassuring. With the group they had, he had a hard time believing the goblins could overpower them, and he doubted they’d be able to outwit them either. “Okay. I’ll let you know right away.”


  I wonder if the other kinds taste better? Spot licked his lips. Tell me first. I want to try.


  “Uh… sure.” Gerald had absolutely no problems with letting Spot handle any goblins they encountered. The less he had to use his frying pan, the better.


  They continued for a while longer, passing more dead goblins, until Avraniel motioned for them to stop. “Look sharp, paper pusher. We’re about to reach one of the holdouts.” At her side, Chomp gave a low growl. “Yeah, there are definitely some of those bastards around here.”


  Gerald gulped and peered around. The corridor ahead of them was full of dead goblins, but there were several barricaded doors and plenty of rubble scattered around too. He wasn’t an expert, but it looked like there were plenty of places to hide. “What do we do?”


  “If we go down the corridor,” Old Man murmured with a small smile. “They will definitely ambush us, which is why Spot and I will go in first.”


  “Why you two?”


  “Spot is likely impervious to any magic or weapons they have, and as fond as goblins are of poison, they’re not going to have anything that can affect him. As for me, I look like an easy target.” Old Man chuckled self-deprecatingly. “And goblins can rarely resist easy targets. If things get out of hand, I can always use my magic to retreat while Avraniel and Spot set the corridor ablaze.”


  “That sounds reasonable.” Gerald took a few steps back. “I’ll stay back here to, you know, keep watch. Good luck.”


  Old Man and Spot strolled forward, and it wasn’t long before goblins emerged from the rubble and barricaded doors. Had Gerald been in the older man’s position, he would have immediately turned tail and run for it. However, Old Man simply got to work. He cut two goblins down with his first strike before leaning away from the attacks of another and striking down three more of the green-skinned creatures in quick succession. A goblin lunged at him from his blind spot, but Old Man sensed the attack coming. He took a step forward to make the goblin’s attack miss before he drove his sword back to pierce the goblin’s skull. At his side, Spot had eschewed his flame in favour of his claws and teeth. Gerald had seen Spot eat swords and armour before. He kept some with him at all times for exactly that purpose since the dragon occasionally wanted a nice metal snack to tide him over between battles. The bone, leather, and cloth that the goblins favoured for armour did nothing whatsoever against the dragon.


  A goblin leapt at Spot’s back, and the dragon batted it aside with his wings. The force of the blow threw the goblin into the wall with a loud crunch. More goblins appeared, and Spot hurled himself forward like a scaly arrow. The goblins scattered and tried to flee, but the dwarves who’d accompanied them had already cut off the other end of the corridor. With the same ruthless efficiency they’d displayed yesterday, the dwarves cut down the remaining goblins. Breaking into smaller groups, they began to check each of the rooms along the corridor.


  “Hmm…” Old Man peeked into one room while Spot checked another. “It seems as though this area is clear, but we should stay alert. There may be hidden passages, and goblins are small enough to hide almost anywhere.” He eyed the piles of debris nearby. “Some of them might have been smart enough to stay hidden after seeing us deal with the others so easily.”


  “Stay in the middle, paper pusher.” Avraniel tugged Gerald forward. “And don’t fall behind. Goblins are great at picking off stragglers.”


  Gerald quickened his pace. Beside him, Chomp stopped and barked at a patch of the wall. He must have found a hidden passageway. The dwarves would have to check it before they could move on. Sure enough, the dwarves were able to open the wall to reveal another dozen goblins that had been planning to ambush them.


  “How convenient,” Avraniel sneered as she eyed the goblins huddled in the small room. “You’re all in one place.” The goblins lunged forward, but she snapped her fingers, and fire and screaming filled the room. “It makes it so much easier to get rid of you.” She reached over to ruffle Chomp’s fur. “Good work, Chomp.”


  “Aye,” one of the dwarves agreed. “What I wouldn’t give for more labyrinth hounds. They have a fine nose for traps and ambushes. Will you be studding him?”


  “I think I might,” Avraniel said. “I’ll have to talk to that king of yours about it.”


  Spot bounded over. Does that mean we’ll have puppies? They can call me Uncle Spot!


  Gerald tried to imagine what a smaller, cuddlier version of Chomp would look like. To his surprise, the thought of a three-headed puppy was actually rather endearing. Wait. Were labyrinth hounds born with three heads, or did they grow extra heads as they got older? He’d have to asked Amanda about it.


  “All right,” Avraniel said. “Enough chitchat. We’ve got goblins to kill. Let’s get moving.”


  They dealt with the next two holdouts easily enough before Timmy signalled for them to pause at the third.


  “I don’t suppose you have any caltrops, do you?” Timmy asked. “The goblins are getting a bit cleverer. It’s becoming harder to lure them out.” It was true. The goblins were growing more and more reluctant to emerge, but it was far safer to draw them out into the open than to pursue them into corridors or rooms they were likely to have booby-trapped.


  “I have plenty,” Gerald replied. “What do you want me to do with them?”


  Timmy gestured for Chomp to come closer and then pointed to where the dog had been. “Put them there.”


  “There? But I thought the holdout was over there?” Gerald pointed further down the corridor to where several piles of debris had narrowed the corridor to a very tight squeeze indeed.


  “Chomp is acting like there might be a hidden passage behind us. I asked one of the dwarves, and he agrees there might be one around here. We’re going to send some of the dwarves in to lure out the goblins. We’re going to let them think that they can ambush us while we’re ambushing them when in fact, their counter-ambush is going to run right into your caltrops.”


  “So they think they know what we’re going to do, but we know that they think they know what we’re going to do?” Gerald looked about furtively. Outside, the shadows hadn’t seemed so menacing. In here, with goblins potentially hiding behind every piece of rubble, he was careful to keep as far from any potential hiding places as he could. “I won’t have to kill any of them, will I?”


  Timmy patted him on the back sympathetically. “If everything goes to plan, you won’t. Stay back here with Chomp and some of the dwarves. Yell if you notice any goblins that we missed.”


  Everything went almost exactly as Timmy had hoped. As the dwarves walked down the passageway and began to attack the barricade, a group of goblins emerged from the rubble around them to attack. The dwarves immediately turned to deal with the goblins as a hidden passageway further down the corridor opened up to allow more goblins to attack the dwarves from the rear – only for them to run right into the caltrops. Unlike the dwarves who went into battle in iron-shod boots, the goblins were barefooted. The result was a great deal of pain, which only got worse as Timmy and some other dwarves appeared to cut off their retreat. In a matter of minutes, all of the goblins were dead. Amongst them was a slightly larger and bulkier goblin.


  “This one probably came up with their plan,” Timmy said, giving the goblin one last bash over the head with his shovel to make sure it was dead. “He’s not a genius, but he’s smarter than the normal ones.”


  After clearing the debris, so they could continue down the corridor, they reached what the dwarves hoped would be the first of many holdouts filled with dwarves.


  The king was alerted, and he arrived soon after. From the gore on his axe, he’d been hard at work too. He marched up to the front and banged one gauntleted fist upon the barricade. “It is your king,” he boomed. “I, Barin Ironbinder IV, have come with reinforcements to free you, my brothers and sisters! Make clear the way! Leave your hiding place and be free!”


  Goblins could do many things, but imitation was not one of their strongpoints. A haggard dwarf peeked through a gap in the barricade, and it wasn’t long before the makeshift bulwark had been dismantled. Gerald felt a wave of pity sweep through him. These dwarves had endured more than a fortnight of constant terror. The goblins, knowing they could easily starve them out, would have been content to keep watch while launching the occasional attack, all while savouring the fear they inspired – at least, that was what some of the dwarves had told him. Apparently, a few of them were survivors who had endured similar situations.


  “My king!” the dwarf woman who led the group tried to kneel, but her fatigue led her to all but collapse. The king caught her and gently raised her to her feet as he urged the others to be at ease. “You came for us!”


  “Not alone,” the king replied. He gestured toward Gerald and the others. “Our allies in Everton have sent aid. Thanks to their efforts seventy thousand goblins lie dead before the walls of Cavernholme. We have already slain tens of thousands more here, and still more of them will fall before the day is done.” He grinned savagely. “It is by their skill and cunning that the goblins have been undone.”


  The female dwarf’s eyes widened. “Then… the gas?”


  “Aye. It was their doing. It must have made you feel poorly, but it was deadly to the goblins. There are great piles of them all over the city, dead to the last.”


  “We… we thought it was another one of their schemes, perhaps some cruel ploy gone awry. We dared not hope it might be something more.”


  “Here.” Gerald summoned food and drink. “Take these. You must be hungry and thirsty.” The king nodded his thanks as the survivors shambled forward to receive food and drink. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Timmy give a signal of sorts. They would have to speak to the dwarves before they led them outside. It was unlikely they knew how the city had been taken, but every scrap of information they could get was important.


  “I hope there are many such holdouts,” King Barin murmured as some of the dwarves and Timmy’s zombies led the bedraggled survivors back outside. The survivors gaped at the zombies, but the dwarves offered words of comfort. The zombies were indeed terrible foes to face, but they were not the dwarves’ enemies. “Too few of the folk who lived here managed to flee the city, and many who did perished on the road after being overtaken by goblins.”


  “I’m sure there will be more,” Gerald said. The thought of being trapped in here for days while the goblins bayed for his blood was enough to make his stomach clench. It was truly the stuff of nightmares.


  There were indeed more holdouts with dwarves in them, but not nearly as many as King Barin had hoped. Yet each one was a welcome sight. A city full of corpses was dire enough without opening more chambers only to find more of the same. The survivors were all led outside. Once they were strong enough, they would begin the journey to the nearest safe settlement. It would take weeks, possibly months, before Diamondgate was ready to house civilians again. Gerald’s mood managed to remain reasonably upbeat – rescuing people always made him feel happier – until it was time to take a closer look at the city centre.


  “Behold,” the king said. “The heart of Diamondgate.”


  Gerald gasped. The massive cavern ahead of them was the largest he’d ever seen. Cavernholme boasted a higher population, but it had been housed in multiple caverns. This cavern was larger than anything in Cavernholme except the mines. It had to have been natural because it was difficult to believe anyone could possibly excavate such a vast space, even with magic. What worried Gerald were the goblin banners still flying from many of the buildings, and there were clearly goblins patrolling the streets and skulking around the burnt out houses that filled the area. The reason for their survival despite the huge volume of gas that had filled the city was equally obvious: a massive dome of magic that covered the entire area.


  “They must have mages and shamans,” Timmy said. “Far more than you’d expect in even a horde of this size. I’m betting some of the leaders realised the danger and immediately retreated here once they saw what the gas could do.” He glanced at Avraniel thoughtfully. “You could try to crack that barrier, but there’s a good chance any attack strong enough to break it would bring the whole mountain down on us. We’ll need to try something a little more subtle.”


  “What do you have in mind?” King Barin asked. His hands had tightened around his axe. To see a dwarf city filled with living goblins must have filled him with rage.


  Timmy’s eyes glazed slightly, and a group of zombie pigeons changed course and slammed into the dome. A series of explosions rang out, and the barrier flared a deep red as flames sprawled across its surface. A sound like chanting filled the air, and Gerald twitched as goblin-shaped shadows shimmered in the air over the city.


  “Is there another way into the city centre? I don’t think the barrier goes all the way underground. They might not be able to project a spherical barrier, and the need to repel that gas likely made them focus on strengthening the aboveground portion of the barrier as much as possible. I could try to get under it with my magic, but they’d notice. What we need is something that already goes under the barrier.” He smirked. “And since dwarves seem to be fond of tunnels and secret passages…”


  “Now that you mention it.” The king smiled toothily. “There might be a way in.”


  
Chapter Eleven


  It was often said that attacking dwarves in their home cities without the benefit of either – and preferably both – treachery or overwhelming numbers was an exercise in subterranean futility and suicide. Not only were dwarf cities built inside mountains, rendering them immune to traditional bombardment, but they also were notorious for having all manner of secret passages, hidden chambers, and other nasty surprises that allowed the defenders to make life miserable for their would-be conquerors. Unfortunately, goblins absolutely excelled in fighting underground. Their nimbleness, small stature, and sheer numbers generally gave them the upper hand once they had breached a city’s defences, and they rarely lost battles of attrition. A single dwarf soldier might be worth ten goblins, but there were usually far more than ten goblins for each dwarf soldier. Moreover, it took decades to train a skilled dwarf soldier. Goblins reached physical maturity in a fraction of that time, and what they lacked in skill they made up for in instinct. Goblins also had a nose for hidden things. Given enough time, they could be relied on to discover hidden passages and chambers. However, these goblins had not had enough time to complete their search of the city, and there were routes only dwarves of noble blood could take.


  Katie and the others were currently in one such passageway moving as quietly as possible. The passageway would take them underneath the goblin barrier and into the heart of the city, but it would only hide them from prying eyes. There were other tunnels around, and any noise they made could still give them away. This was one reason why the dwarves’ elite wore armour with runes and seals on it. The runes and seals could be used to help suppress any sounds they made, which was crucial in situations where stealth was essential.


  “The plan is simple,” her master murmured as one of the dwarves led the way. “We should come up in the governor’s mansion. If the goblins act like they normally do, they’ll have seized it as a home for their leaders. It’s easy to fortify, it’s nice inside, and there’s a certain level of maliciousness involved in turning the home of your enemy’s leader into your command centre.”


  Old Man nodded in agreement. “But it gives us an opportunity, Little Miss.” Katie sighed but didn’t comment on the nickname. Hopefully, she’d grow tall enough to outgrow it soon. “The goblin leaders are the smartest and most cunning goblins. They are most likely bracing themselves for an attack that can break the barrier and give our zombies and other forces a chance to engage.”


  “In other words,” Katie mused. “They should be there since they think it’s the safest place to be. If we can get them, then we can cut the head off the snake. The barrier is anchored there too, isn’t it? Once it goes down, we can bring in the rest of our troops.”


  “Exactly.” Her master grinned. There were too many of them to fit into the tunnel. Instead, an elite force of fifty had accompanied them. The rest of their forces were posturing outside the barrier, drawing attention and preparing for when the barrier went down. Occasionally, they’d fire some magic or use some siege weaponry to ensure the goblins continued to focus on them. “From what I’ve been able to glean, the barrier isn’t based on runes and seals. It’s a ritual of sorts, so it needs to be maintained constantly. Disrupting the ritual should be enough to disable the barrier. There is likely a group of mages and shamans involved. Killing a few of them should do the trick.” One of the dwarves ahead stopped and raised his hand before clenching it into a fist and punching the air. “Get ready, Katie. We’re about to breach.”


  At the front of the group would be Avraniel and Spot. They would be the first ones through the door followed by Amanda and Old Man. As her master and the rats had both explained to her, the keys to a successful breach were surprise and overwhelming force. The enemy could not be allowed to regroup and reorganise, and few things were as devastating to enemy morale and enemy survival as huge quantities of fire. There was a brief pause as the others got into position. The dragon was grinning from ear to ear, happy to finally be doing something fun instead of simply picking off goblin stragglers, something he found far too easy to enjoy, especially since they didn’t taste good either. Everyone fell silent, and the dwarves readied their weapons and magic.


  “Kill them quickly,” King Barin reminded them. “And do not hesitate. We are close to retaking our city, but there is still work to be done.” He raised one arm, took a deep breath, and then lowered it. “Breach.”


  The door at the end of the passageway swung open, and Avraniel and Spot burst out of it. There was a blast of searing heat that Katie could feel from inside the tunnel. The goblins caught in the attack didn’t even get a chance to scream, and she heard the crunch of teeth and the slashing of claws as Spot got to work. The rest of them surged forward, and Katie and her master were right behind Old Man and Amanda. In accordance with her master’s orders, one of the dwarves immediately shattered the closest window and began to hurl vials of poison gas outside. Using the poison gas inside would make it difficult to see, but there were still plenty of goblins outside.


  Panic erupted as the poison gas sent the goblins into frenzy. They all knew what it was, and none of them wanted to face it. Many of them chose to run, unwilling to face the nightmare that had killed so many of their fellows. The remainder milled about in confusion as more vials rained down on them, the gas growing denser with each passing moment. Already, she could hear some of their cries get cut off as the deadly gas got to work.


  Katie’s gaze flicked over the ruined room. There were scorch marks everywhere, and almost nothing was left of the goblins that had been in it. The sheer heat of the flames had turned most of them into ash, and those that were more intact were horribly burned. The majority of the remains came courtesy of Spot who had chosen to use his teeth and claws to finish off the last of the goblins. Based on the scorch marks on the floor, the goblins had been clustered around a table, but it was impossible to tell what they’d been doing.


  The dwarves moved toward the doors with smaller vials and hurled them into the corridor as the thunder of footsteps signalled the approach of more goblins. They slammed the doors shut and waited for the gas to thin before they braced themselves and charged out. With their protective charms on, the dwarves could ignore the gas, but the goblins were confused, disoriented, and barely able to see or breathe. It wasn’t a fight. It was an execution. An axe cleaved right through a goblin’s skull while a war hammer pulped the chest of another. With ruthless efficiency, the dwarves dealt with the goblins. One of the surviving goblins made a heroic last stand, screaming and yelling, only to be impaled by a spear through the gut before an axe cut him in half. Katie winced. There was no way she’d be able to use these guys to make zombies.


  “Let’s move.” Her master struck the stone floor beneath them with his shovel. “The ritual is taking place below us.”


  Without the dwarves to maintain it, the magic protecting the mansion had failed. The floor gave way to stairs, and they rushed down – Katie had to stop briefly to catch Gerald with her shadows after the bureaucrat tripped over – with Old Man at the front. The goblins in the room below them were headed for the doors, ready to help their comrades upstairs, and Old Man launched himself forward. Many of them were cut down before they could even turn to meet the new threat, and Katie grabbed four goblins with her shadows and impaled them. The instant they were dead, she turned them into zombies and ordered them to attack the others. Terrified wails rang out as the zombie goblins lunged at their former allies. It didn’t take them long to rip out some throats, and Katie animated those goblins too before using her shadows to bat aside a leaping goblin with bone-crushing force. She winced as the goblin practically exploded. Hmm… she probably wouldn’t be able to use that one.


  Around them, the dwarves had begun to sing again, and their deep, powerful voices shook the building and filled the goblins with fear. Goblins were a superstitious lot, and it must have seemed as though the vengeful ghosts of the all the dwarves they’d killed had returned seeking vengeance. Katie was only too happy to add to their fear by making more and more zombie goblins. They weren’t very strong, but they didn’t have to be since goblins weren’t the toughest opponents either.


  “Keep moving,” her master urged. “We’re not far.”


  They reached a large room. It was full of goblin mages in elaborate robes and goblin shamans wearing all sorts of trinkets and knickknacks. There were other goblins standing guard, and amongst them were several towering specimens that would have given her zombie ogres a run for their money. They reacted with impressive speed, and the largest of them charged forward with a sword and shield. It actually managed to survive Old Man’s first attack, garnering a small smile from the swordsman, before he dipped gracefully under his opponent’s counterattack and went low. His blade sliced through the goblin’s legs, and it toppled to the floor. With a swift reversal of his weapon’s trajectory, he removed the giant goblin’s head.


  A goblin mage who wasn’t participating in the ritual gestured, and spires of ice ripped out of the ground toward them. Her master drove his shovel into the floor, and the floor buckled upward and tossed the ice away from them. The rest of the goblin mages and shamans staggered, but they were somehow able to keep the ritual going. However, the dwarves and the rest of the goblin guards were now locked in combat. One of the giant goblins tossed a dwarf through a wall, and another one landed a thunderous blow with a club. The dwarf went down – Katie was sure he was dead – but he was avenged by fellows. A crossbow bolt caught the giant goblin in the eye before a bolt of lightning hurled him back.


  The ritual itself reminded Katie far too much of some of the more obscure eldritch rituals she’d seen. There was even an altar made of bone and other less pleasant materials, and the goblins were chanting as they rhythmically tossed strange powders and trinkets into the fire they’d built atop the altar. Katie clenched both her fists and lashed out at the altar. Vast, shadowy claws ripped out of the floor. For a moment, the altar was safe – a glowing crimson barrier appearing to protect it – but one of the dwarves turned, gathered his magic, and threw his axe. The weapon, wreathed in light, struck the barrier and shattered it like glass. Katie’s shadows closed around the altar, and she wrenched it apart. There was a great crack of thunder as the barrier around the city shattered. The goblins shrieked with rage. With the ritual lost, the goblins turned all of their attention on them as yet more goblins flooded into the room.


  “Chomp!” her master shouted. “Use your howl!”


  The three-headed dog bounded forward and unleashed a deafening howl. The goblins staggered, their sensitive ears overwhelmed, and the magic woven into the cry only heightened their disorientation. An explosive flew through the air courtesy of one of the demolition rats – they never seemed to run out – and her master hastily threw up a wall of rock. As the explosion subsided, her master jerked his shovel forward, and the wall of rock became a hail of pebble-sized stones. The goblins that had survived the explosion scrambled to defend themselves, and the dwarves rushed back into the fray with an angry roar.


  As the battle devolved into a series of duels, Katie found herself fighting a goblin that wielded bursts of soul damaging energy. In a way, they were lucky the goblin was fighting her. Necromancers were naturally resistant to such attacks, and her shadows had proven adept at warding off more concentrated blasts. She was about to launch her counterattack when Spot crashed through one of the ruined walls with a goblin in his mouth. He bit down, tossed the dead goblin aside, and then took a deep, deep breath. His chest swelled, and when he unleashed his fire, it wasn’t orange. It was the deep, menacing obsidian of his corrupting fire. The cloud of flame enveloped Katie’s opponent and several others. The goblins didn’t burn. They decayed. Their flesh sloughed off, their bones turned to powder, and even their armour rusted away. The remaining goblins mages and shamans took one look at what had happened and began to retreat through one of the doors with their guards covering their escape. However, this was not a battle they could win, nor was it a battle they could escape. Her master thrust his shovel forward, and the walls of the corridor the goblins were running through erupted into a maze of spikes. The few that had managed to avoid being impaled were soon dealt with by the dwarves.


  “Katie.”


  She glanced over at her master. “Yes?”


  “Protect me,” he said. “I’m going to bring in our zombies now that the barrier is down. We do not want to find ourselves up against all of the remaining goblins alone. Even for us, there might be too many. But I’m going to have to micromanage our zombies. We can’t just wade in. We’ll have to clear the city street by street and house by house.”


  Even a Grand Necromancer as skilled as her master would need to focus primarily on directing their troops when there were so many of them and the orders they needed were so precise. As her master stood rooted to the spot, his magic swelled. Katie could feel their zombies moving into the city, along with the rest of the dwarves. The goblins, while not especially clever, were not totally brainless. Even the ones without a lot of magic, which was almost all of them, could sense that her master was doing something. They didn’t know or understand what he was doing, but they didn’t have to. An enemy mage was using powerful magic near them. He had to be killed.


  Katie growled. They weren’t going to lay one hand on him. She animated any goblins within her reach and gave them a simple order: kill other goblins. She didn’t expect them to accomplish much – there were a lot of goblins headed this way – but she didn’t need them to win. She only needed them to buy time. As the first wave of goblins drew close, she slammed one hand into the ground. A forest of shadowy spikes ripped upward, her shadows honed to lethal sharpness. The goblins caught in the attack died, neatly impaled, and she gave any she could animate the same orders as the others: kill other goblins. With her zombie goblins acting as a buffer, she was able to focus on the tougher goblins. A particularly large, brutish goblin was leading the charge. She pointed and her shadows raced to trip him over. He fought, but her shadows were strong enough to tear ogres limb from limb. He went down, and more shadows ripped through his body.


  But there were still more goblins. Some of them had spears, bows, or slings, and she hastily formed a wall of shadows to ward off the projectiles as her zombie goblins dragged down goblin after goblin. Several more of the towering goblins arrived, along with a handful of goblin mages, but her master must have sensed the danger. Some of their zombies had arrived, and they rushed to join the battle.


  A group of their zombie warriors entered the fray, their swords and shields sending goblins flying. One of the larger goblins turned to meet them. The massive goblin managed to wrench the shield out of one zombie warrior’s grasp before the others surrounded it. The giant goblin went down under a hail of blows, and the goblin mages were forced to turn their attention to them as the hulking zombies stomped toward them at something close to a full sprint. One of the ninja rats nearby squeaked a warning, and she turned as several goblins with bows launched arrows at her master.


  Katie’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t going to take any chances. A nest of ever-shifting shadows batted aside arrow after arrow, a testament to her training which had often involved seemingly ridiculous exercises like her master pelting her with peanuts or grapes when she was distracted. Not a single arrow got through, and she could sense her master splitting their zombies into groups to help the dwarves as they began the time-consuming process of clearing each house and street in the city. At the forefront of the attack were the zombie goblins they’d made earlier, their mere appearance striking fear into the living goblins.


  Further back, but getting close with each moment, were their more exotic zombies. One of them, the zombie chimera-manticore went down as dozens of goblins leapt onto it from nearby roofs. It floundered and crashed to the ground, but it had not come alone. It had accompanied some dwarves, and the dwarves immediately rushed to the beleaguered zombie’s aid. They drove the goblins off, their axes, swords, and spears striking over and over again until the zombie could get back to its feet. It was going to be a pain to repair later, but it could still work, which was all that mattered. Rather than chance another ambush, it unleashed a stream of fire at the nearby roofs that had the remaining goblins running for cover. More goblins rushed in from behind, but the massive zombie was ready. Manticore spikes shredded the oncoming goblins before the dwarves charged and scattered the disorganised mob.


  Her master’s greatest skill as a necromancer was his ability to command hordes of zombies with extreme precision. She might not have been in control of the zombies’ movements, but she could sense what they were doing. Despite controlling thousands of them at the same time, her master was still able to break them into smaller groups and direct them in squads alongside the dwarves as the stalwart warriors went from building to building. His gaze cleared for a moment.


  “Katie, have the rats send a message to whoever they’ve got with King Barin. I know where his brother is.”


  The king arrived quickly. His armour was once again covered in goblin blood, and both his axe and his shield were bloody as well. He struck an impressive figure as he seized an approaching goblin in one hand – he had put his shield down for a moment – and strangled the life out of it before breaking its back over his knee and tossing it aside. He looked like one of the dwarf kings of old, a short but deadly warrior covered in the blood of his enemies.


  “You’ve found my brother?” King Barin rumbled as he took up his shield again. “Where is the idiot?”


  “He has entered the area with perhaps a hundred golems at his side. He’s at the centre of their formation, and he’s headed this way although he’s going to be cut off and surrounded by some of the remaining goblins before he gets here.” Her master frowned. “Based on their coordination, some of the goblin leadership has survived. They probably weren’t in this building when we attacked, and they’ve begun to retake control. We need to hit them now before they can regroup.”


  “I see.” The king raised his axe over his head. “To me!” Some of his elites rushed to his side. “I’ll deal with my brother. Can I leave the goblin leaders to you and your group? You can bring some of my other troops, of course. I’ll help when I can, but I cannot allow my idiot brother to get killed. I also have to knock some sense into that fool head of his.”


  “Take some of the ninja rats,” her master said. “They can spot any traps or ambushes, and they can direct you toward us or some of the goblin leaders later.” He nodded. “We’ll start picking off the remaining leaders, starting with the ones closest to us.” As the king marched off, her master shook himself. “Come on, Katie. If what I’ve seen is correct, our next target is a cunning fellow. We should deal with him now before he becomes even more troublesome.”


  Katie grimaced as they entered the goblin leader’s territory. The streets here were lined with piles of rubble, and the buildings had holes in them from various kinds of weaponry and magic. In other words, it was the perfect place to mount an ambush. Hardly a moment passed before some arrows raced toward her. She blocked them with her shadows and looked around, but the goblins had already retreated. On her shoulder, Rembrandt growled. These goblins were already acting much more intelligently than most of the others they’d encountered. Another arrow whistled through the air, and Katie caught it with her shadows and frowned. It was covered in poison. She reached out with her senses. There were several magical signatures ahead.


  “Move!” her master barked. “Now!”


  Katie didn’t have to be told twice. She rushed for a nearby wall for cover and layered her shadows on top of each other as the street erupted under a hail of magic. Bolts of lightning, spears of acid, and a host of other attacks rained down on them. An eerie chanting filled the air, and Katie’s jaw clenched as she felt something clawing at her mind.


  “Stay focused!” her master shouted. “They have a shaman. He’s using his magic to try and distract us. Spot, I want you to strafe the roofs. Do not let anyone attack us from above.” His eyes narrowed. “Be thorough. There are plenty of places for them to hide. Old Man, go with Spot. Goblins typically hide when attacked by fliers, so you should be able to get any he misses. Avraniel, clear the streets. Goblin mages and shamans aren’t usually too strong individually, but they’re usually good at working together. If you see the shaman, kill him first. Shamans can often boost the magic of their allies while trying to weaken the magic of their opponents. Katie and Gerald, you two are with me.” He pursed his lips. “And Chomp and Amanda went with the king. They should be fine.”


  Spot took to the air and blasted the rooftops with flame to clear away as many of the goblins as he could. A few of them tried to hit him with arrows, rocks, or magic, but the dragon was far too good in the air to be caught off guard. Any goblin foolish enough to try to retaliate received a swift education on the deadliness of dragon fire. As her master had guessed, the majority of the goblins took refuge until Spot passed – only to run right into Old Man. As Gerald summoned a wall of shields to help cover their advance, Avraniel roared and unleashed a storm of fire down the street. Stone melted and rock shattered as she simply overpowered the attacks headed their way. Cooperation was all well and good, but there were very few people in the world that could match the raw force Avraniel could muster.


  “Let’s move!” her master ordered. “A smart goblin – and their leader is definitely smart – would already be planning how best to retreat. We do not want him to escape. He’ll only be trickier to deal with in the future.” He pointed to the dwarves who’d come along. “You lot are in charge of my zombies. Tell them what to do, and they’ll obey. I want you to sweep the area as we go. I do not want any goblins popping up behind us.” He pointed at another group. “You lot are with us. Cover our flanks as we advance.”


  The goblins fell back in a fighting retreat as they advanced up the street, doing their best to slow them down as much as possible. Katie was taken aback by how different it was from the poor discipline she’d gotten used to seeing from the goblins. How difficult would the battle have been if they hadn’t killed so many of the goblins’ leaders when they’d snuck into the governor’s mansion? It was best not to think about it.


  As they neared a building at the far end of the street, goblins burst out of hiding. Gerald was at the back of the group, and some ninja rats leapt to his defence. Electrified wire raced out, along with needles, and other projectiles. With eerie grace and speed, the ninja rats darted forward, weapons at the ready. They leapt from goblin to goblin, dodging spears, daggers, and clubs, as they sliced throat after throat and targeted eyes, ears, noses, and other vulnerable areas. When a bigger goblin emerged, they worked together to cripple the giant with a series of debilitating strikes aimed at its joints before they used their magic to finish it off. As more goblins entered the battle, Rembrandt hopped off Katie’s shoulder to engage the ones headed her way.


  “Watch our left flank!” her master shouted. “They managed to get a ballista up onto that building somehow.” One of the dwarves growled a curse as the ballista fired. The bolt sailed just wide of several of the dwarves, and her master ordered one of their zombie warriors to grab some of their zombie goblins and hurl them at the ballista. The smaller zombies flew threw the air and landed on top of the ballista before lunging at the goblins operating the weapon. “Get up there!” he ordered the dwarves. “If anyone is going to be using a ballista in here, it should be us!”


  As the dwarves ran for the building with some of their zombies, Katie gathered her magic. This was not a time for being fancy. Instead, she needed to do as much damage as she could as quickly as possible. With a sharp gesture, she threw her shadows outward, forming them into bludgeons and knives. Crushing goblins or cutting them in half wasn’t elegant, but it was effective. Amidst the deadly onslaught of shadows, Rembrandt continued to strike with lethal precision. Every cut, slash, or thrust was aimed to either kill or disable, and he was too small and too fast for the goblins to fight off.


  Not far away, her master was using his shovel as both a melee weapon and a conduit for his magic. All of the rubble provided him with an endless stream of projectiles, and fist-sized lumps of rock and stone were deadly when aimed correctly and thrown fast enough. Any goblin that got close enough to take a swipe at him received a stout whack with his shovel or the axe he held in his other hand. Next to her master, one of the dwarves had gone down, and he had seized the fallen dwarf’s weapon to help fight off the goblins as another dwarf tended to him. Katie knew how heavy the dwarves’ axes were, but her master had spent years waving shovels around with one hand. He could handle the weapon.


  As she watched, her master brought the axe down on the head of one goblin before decapitating another with the sharp edge of his shovel. A flick of his wrist sent a shard of rock hurtling into the eye of a third goblin before he spotted one of the goblin shamans. The shaman was chanting hurriedly in what Katie vaguely recognised as one of several eldritch tongues she was passingly familiar with, but her master didn’t hesitate. He threw the axe, and the weapon caught the goblin squarely in the collarbone. The goblin screamed, and a dwarf finished him off with a spear through the chest. Above them, Spot let loose an angry roar as a brilliant bolt of lighting came within inches of hitting him. The dragon retaliated with a bolt of fire that annihilated the top floor of a building across the street.


  Rembrandt darted back toward her and pointed. Katie looked to where he was pointing and smiled. There was a thick metal pole on the ground. She would never have been able to lift it on her own – it was solid steel and far too heavy – but her shadows had no problems lifting it. Waving the pole around like a club, she bashed goblin after goblin aside. Behind her, Gerald whacked a goblin over the head with his frying pan before summoning a large net that the ninja rats used to pin down several more. Seeing several goblins line up as they charged toward the bureaucrat, Katie used her shadow to hurl the pole toward them. Gerald gaped as the pole impaled all of the goblins at the same time, the vicious creatures flailing weakly before they toppled to the ground together.


  “Keep going,” her master urged them. “We’re almost there.”


  A great cry went up from the remaining goblins, and Katie spotted a group of the larger goblins striding forward. They were almost as big as their zombie ogres. They shoved the lesser goblins aside, and the first zombies to reach them were simply crushed beneath their clubs. Katie braced herself for combat. These goblins were wearing bits and pieces of dwarf armour that had been cobbled together into something that vaguely resembled plate armour. As the dwarves moved into position in front of them with some of their zombies, Katie looked around to see if Avraniel was occupied. She grimaced. The elf was currently bombarding half a dozen buildings with her fire. The goblins inside were doing their best to retaliate, but the goblins mages barely had the power to keep the elf at bay, never mind launch a proper counter attack.


  Suddenly, darkness fell over them. No. It wasn’t darkness. It was something else.


  The whole world was tinged with red, and Katie’s eyes widened. She looked up. Blood filled the air, a vast, undulating storm of ever-shifting crimson, and it descended on the street with terrifying force. The sudden onslaught flayed goblin flesh from bone, and it swirled around the larger goblins, tearing aside the armour they’d put together before ripping into their flesh and shredding them. Those foolish enough to cry out were torn apart from the inside out as tendrils of blood rushed into them and then ripped their way out.


  “It’s in my hair!” Gerald wailed as the seemingly endless tide of blood thundered up and down the street. “There’s blood in my hair!”


  Finally, the blood calmed to reveal Amanda. The vampire stood in the midst of the carnage she’d wrought, her normally blue eyes completely crimson as the blood began to swirl around her in swift, turbulent currents.


  “Next time,” her master drawled as he walked to Amanda. “Maybe you should start with that.”


  “I was otherwise occupied.” Amanda closed her eyes and then flung one arm out. Blood dragged a goblin out of a building kicking and screaming. He was roughly the size of a man, and he wore much better armour than the others. There was a cunning gleam in his eyes, and Katie realised he must be the leader who’d been commanding these goblins. “I believe he is our target.” Amanda’s eyes narrowed, and the blood ripped the goblin apart. Beside her, Gerald looked like he was struggling not to throw up, but it must have been a losing battle since he stumbled off with a paper bag held to his face. In fairness, it wasn’t a pleasant sight. Ripping people limb from limb was never pretty, but doing it with tendrils of blood made for an even less pleasant sight. “I’ve already helped deal with the other goblin leaders.” Amanda bared her teeth. “They were… unprepared for someone like me.” She gestured vaguely at the vast quantity of blood floating in the air around her. “And I was only too happy to let their deaths aid our cause.”


  “And this is why people think ancient vampires are scary,” her master said. “Remind me to never make you mad. Has the king found his brother yet?”


  “Yes.” Amanda sighed. “They are… settling their differences as we speak.”


  “It’s the Bloody Councillor come again,” one of the dwarves nearby murmured. “Like in the old tales.”


  Amanda chuckled. “You have no idea how right you are.” She turned. “Follow me. The king and his brother should have finished their discussion by now.”


  Katie had expected to find the king lecturing his brother. She couldn’t have been more wrong. She was instead treated to the sight of a towering metal construct – it had to be at least fifteen feet tall – tossing aside golems like they were children’s toys. The construct stomped toward a dwarf who stood amongst even more golems.


  “Stand down!” the construct thundered. Katie blinked. That was the king’s voice.


  “It is his magic,” Amanda explained. The vampire’s clothing was more than a bit tattered, and Katie sincerely hoped Avraniel could at least wait until she was further away before saying something about it. After what she’d just seen Amanda do with all of that blood – blood that was still floating in the air around them – she was not keen on angering the ancient vampire.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Ironbinder isn’t merely a name. It’s a title. The kings of the Broken Mountains possess the ability to gather metal to themselves and then manipulate it as if it’s an extension of their bodies. It’s easiest to do with iron and iron-based alloys like steel, but it can be done with other metals.”


  “Then the golem we saw while we were fighting over Cavernholme…”


  “That was the king.” Amanda smiled. “And as you can see, his strength in this form is considerable.”


  “Stay back, you bastard!” the other dwarf yelled as another one of the golems was squashed flat by a massive blow from the king.


  “Bastard? Are you stupid? We’re brothers, and our parents were most certainly married when they had me.” The king knocked the last of the golems aside – Katie was stunned to realise that they were already repairing themselves – and then pieces of metal tumbled to the ground as the king abandoned his magic and leapt at his brother. The pair rolled across the ground in full armour, trading punches, head butts, and other, far less sporting, blows. It was, quite possibly, the least kingly thing Katie had ever seen. It reminded her of how some of the hatchlings of Sam’s kind would fight by flailing away at each other with their tentacles.


  “Is this normal?” Katie asked as the king elbowed his brother in the head. The other dwarf’s helmet absorbed the worst of the blow, and the king grunted as his brother retaliated by punching him in his armoured gut. “It seems… weird.”


  “It is perfectly normal,” Amanda said. “Pummelling each other is a time-honoured way for dwarf siblings to settle their differences. It may be treasonous to strike a king, but at the moment, they are facing each other as brothers, and brothers have been hitting each other since time began. So long as no one draws steel or tries to land a killing or crippling blow, no one will intervene.” She nodded. “Look at his golems.”


  The golems had finished repairing themselves – which meant they were much more advanced than the ones she and the others had faced last time – but they were standing at attention. Not a single one of them had moved to interrupt the brawl between the king and his brother.


  “Oh.” Katie’s eyes narrowed. “These golems are much better than the ones we had to fight.”


  Not only were they sleeker and less box-like in appearance but they were also made of a different material, one that resembled steel but with a more silvery sheen to it. Given how hard the king had hit them, the fact that they’d only been damaged instead of destroyed outright spoke volumes about their durability. Spot must have been impressed as well. The dragon had landed nearby and was busy licking his lips and eyeing a nearby golem with a hungry expression.


  Turning her attention back to the king and his brother, Katie dredged up her knowledge of the dwarf language. The dwarves had been polite enough to address her and the others in the common tongue spoken by Everton, the Eternal Empire, and many other mostly human nations. Given the expertise of dwarves in areas useful to necromancers like proper castle construction and siege weaponry development, Katie had become fluent in reading the dwarf language. However, her speaking skills were a bit rougher. Thankfully, she could still follow what the king and his brother were saying to each other despite them arguing entirely in the dwarf language.


  “You dumb bastard!” the king roared. “What were you thinking?”


  “I was trying to make some money – and didn’t you just call me stupid for calling you a bastard, you bastard?” The king’s brother retorted as he managed to land another elbow. Wait. His name was Daerin, wasn’t it? Daerin Steelhammer. “How else could I save our people?”


  “How about by not betraying our allies? You know, the country that sent these people here to help us, the same people who have killed more goblins in less than two weeks than we’ve managed to in decades!”


  “They’re the ones who destroyed my golems earlier,” Daerin shot back. “They work for the Council, and they hate dwarves! You can’t trust them!”


  “They don’t hate dwarves, you idiot! They just hate you! You stole the Council’s funding, and your golems went on a rampage! They even destroyed a town. Besides, if they hated dwarves, why would they be helping us now? We cannot afford to drive off the only allies we have left!”


  “You’re just jealous of my engineering skill!”


  “Jealous of your engineering skill? Hah! The only thing I’m jealous of is your talent for delusion, you troublesome fool!”


  After several more minutes of furious scuffling, the brawl finally ended when the king landed several particularly heavy blows that threatened to fold his brother in half despite his armour. The pair dusted themselves off, and the king hauled his brother onto his feet.


  “My brother,” the king said, shoving the other dwarf in the general direction of Katie and the others. “The self-proclaimed Daerin Steelhammer although his real name is Daerin Ironbinder. Only the gods know why he decided to change the name our ancestors gave us.”


  “I can call myself what I want – oof!” Daerin’s reply was cut off by an elbow to the gut. “Stop hitting me, you oaf!” Daerin took a moment to compose himself before glaring at them. “You’re the dwarf-hating bastard who destroyed my golems!”


  “After they went on a rampage,” her master replied without skipping a beat. “And we don’t dislike dwarves so much as we dislike you for causing so much trouble. Honestly, self-replicating golems without better safety measures? What were you thinking? Were you trying to be as annoying as possible?” Bizarrely, the words seemed to make the dwarf happy because Daerin puffed his chest out in pride. “But what are you doing here? Your golems have clearly improved, but did you really think you could take this city back on your own? You’re an engineer, so you should be decent at math. They would have swarmed you long before you succeeded. Worse, what would you have done if they somehow managed to take control of your golems?”


  “Bah! That never would have happened. Even killing me wouldn’t have changed that. All of my golems are designed to obey no one but me.”


  Her master rolled his eyes and looked at Gerald. The bureaucrat summoned one of the golems they’d salvaged. After a bit of tinkering, they’d been able to make it completely loyal to them. Her master ordered the golem to slap Daerin upside the head.


  “Hey!” Daerin cried. “That’s my golem! You can’t just take a dwarf’s property!”


  “It ceased being your property when I had to bash it’s head open after it tried to cave in my skull.” Her master smiled thinly. “The point is that it now obeys our orders, so it’s clearly not impossible for your golems to be subverted, merely tricky.” Gerald put the golem away with his magic. “And don’t forget that you’re still wanted by the Council for your crimes. Stealing money isn’t usually the best way to make some although stealing from bandits might be the exception to the rule, and stealing from the Council was just stupid. You’re lucky they didn’t send the Supreme Cleric after you.”


  Daerin visibly paled at the mention of the Supreme Cleric. Katie couldn’t blame him. The Supreme Cleric was famous the world over for being a flying, glowing harbinger of death. The mere mention of her name had, on more than one occasion, led some of Everton’s enemy to either retreat or surrender.


  “The only reason you’re not currently either dead or rotting in prison is because your brother is the king.” Her master matched the dwarf’s glare with one of his own. Katie was pleased to see that it was suitably menacing for a necromancer of his stature. Hopefully, her glare would be at least that menacing when she grew up. “You do realise there’s only one way out of your predicament, don’t you?”


  The aforementioned king gave his brother a stout kick in the leg.


  “Ouch!” Daerin hissed. “Stop hitting me!”


  “I’ll stop hitting you when you stop being stupid!”


  “Fine.” Daerin took a deep breath. He clenched one armoured fist and beat his chest with it. “I swear on the names of my ancestors and all dwarves past, present, and future, that I shall render aid until my debt is paid and afterward only act as a friend to Everton and its people. If I should break my vow, may my ancestors and the spirits of all dwarves past, present, and future cast me into the abyss.”


  Katie stared, and the dwarves around them all snapped to attention. That was one of the most solemn vows a dwarf could make. No dwarf of good standing would ever break it, and someone who took as much pride in being a dwarf as Daerin would never even consider trying to weasel out of it.


  “That’ll do,” her master said. He glanced at Amanda for confirmation, and the vampire nodded. “Now… why are you here? Like I said, I doubt it’s just to fight goblins. There’s no way you could have beaten them alone, and you don’t seem suicidal even if your definition of suicidal is clearly different from everyone else’s.”


  Daerin looked as though he wanted to remain silent, but King Barin raised his fist again. “What do you know about something called the Hearthgate?” The king froze.


  “Nothing. I can’t say I’ve heard of it in a dwarf context. I mean… there is an ancient relic called the Hearthgate on another continent, but I doubt that’s what you’re talking about – and that one was built by giants.”


  “The Hearthgate is one of the greatest secrets of the dwarves, but I must speak of it if we are to reach it.” Daerin glanced at his brother again. He braced for another cuff over the shoulder, but the king’s eyes were sombre as he spoke.


  “If this is truly about the Hearthgate, then it is serious. They must be told.” The king’s gaze pinned each of them in place. “But understand that not a word of this can leave your lips. This is a great secret, and we do not share it lightly.”


  “Long ago,” Daerin began. “When Skygarde, the Sky City was built, two portals were made, each connected to the other to allow for the easy movement of troops and supplies. One was placed in Skygarde, and the other was placed in a secure location. In an emergency, such as the Sky City failing, it could be used for evacuations or reinforcements. The other portal was placed here… in Diamondgate.”


  “I really need to ask you how you managed to build a portal with such long range, but the Sky City has been lost since the First War. The portal wouldn’t go anywhere.”


  “The goblins have reactivated it.”


  “Impossible!” the king growled. “We built that damn thing, and our ancestors spent decades trying to reactivate it to find out where the Sky City went. We’ve never been able to reactivate it. If we could, we’d have sent people through to find out what happened to Skygarde. Do you really expect me to believe that goblins – most of whom can barely point a spear in the right direction without being told how to do it – somehow managed to achieve what we could not?”


  Daerin’s eyes gleamed. “I misspoke, brother. The goblins secured this city, but they weren’t the ones that reactivated it. It was the ones they serve.”


  An almost fearful hush fell over the dwarves, and Katie thought back to the rumours she’d heard. Many believed that the goblins answered to eldritch entities, beings of incredible otherworldly power. Yet none had even seen them and lived, so the truth behind the rumours was still uncertain, even centuries after the goblins had first begun their attacks. However, some of the powers wielded by the goblin shamans had hinted at a connection to eldritch entities.


  “You think those things are here? Then why haven’t they come forth to attack us? We’ve slaughtered thousands of goblins, and they have yet to make an appearance.” The king shook his head. “I have heard that such beings care little for the lives of their servants, but to ignore how many goblins we’ve killed? Madness.”


  “I know they are here.” Daerin reached into his armour and produced a small charm. “This is an ancient relic crafted from the same materials that were used to make the Hearthgate. See how it glows? It is responding to the magic of the gate. It is active, and we cannot delay. We must find it as soon as we can.”


  Her master studied the charm intently. It gave off a warm white glow. “Most eldritch entities do not care about their servants, Your Majesty. If they are here and they are willing to ignore the plight of the goblins, then that means whatever they’re doing with the Hearthgate is more important to them. They might even have chosen to use the goblins as a distraction, so they can finish whatever they’re doing.”


  “Then we must reach the Hearthgate,” Barin said grimly. “But to reach it requires a king’s blood.” He nodded at her master. “Secure this area with your zombies. My elite will accompany us. The magic that protects the Hearthgate should have repelled even eldritch entities, and it will almost certainly do great damage to your zombies if they venture too close.”


  “You can’t turn it off?” her master asked. “Because some of my zombies would definitely come in handy if we run into monsters from another dimension.” The king shook his head. “Well, I’ll have Gerald store some of the better ones just in case we need them later. Even if the magic protecting the Hearthgate does destroy them, they might be able to buy us some time in an emergency.” He grinned at Katie. “You know what they say, right?”


  “Better to lose a zombie than your life,” Katie replied with a grin. It was one of the very first things her master had ever taught her. Zombies could be remade. A dead necromancer was, well, dead.


  “Good. Now, we must go below the city. The Hearthgate was built in the heart of the mountain, a place of great magical power.” The king hefted his axe. “If these beings have indeed managed to overcome its protection, then they are formidable indeed, and it is no wonder this city fell. Goblins are one thing, but otherworldly foes are quite another.”


  “Isn’t that ominous?” Her master sighed. “Let’s get going. I know better than anyone that leaving eldritch entities alone for too long never ends well, and I doubt these ones are going to be content with stealing all of our cake.” He ruffled Katie’s hair, and she scowled. Did he have to do that in front of everyone else? She was trying to look more menacing, and the hair ruffling did not help. “It really makes you appreciate Sam, doesn’t it?”


  “Yep. I kind of wish he was here, though.” As eldritch beings went, Sam was immensely powerful. Only creatures like the things sleeping underneath the castle could truly overwhelm him. Unfortunately, he couldn’t move around freely, and she’d learned to recognise the feel of eldritch energy and power he could use to anchor himself. This place didn’t have any.


  The king led them back to the centre of the city and from there to the central barracks. Beneath the barracks was yet another hidden passageway, and Katie rolled her eyes. Did the dwarves have hidden passageways for everything? Evacuating the city would be a nightmare due to the sheer number of hidden passageways and chambers, not to mention how troublesome it was going to be to clear out all of the goblins that could be hidden in them. From what her master had said, it was highly likely that the goblins had already infested the city’s more isolated areas. It could take weeks to wipe them out completely.


  Katie wasn’t sure how long they descended, their footsteps carrying them down into the earth toward the heart of the mountain. It was hard to tell since the passageway was wrought of basically featureless stone, and it had been crafted with impressive but mind-numbing regularity. She was half tempted to use her shadows to create a slide of sorts, so they could all slide down. It would be quicker, and she was sure Spot and Chomp would enjoy it, but it was probably better to be careful. They still didn’t even know what these eldritch creatures would look like. Sam and his ilk were spheres of protoplasmic flesh that favoured tentacles, teeth, and claws. However, some eldritch entities looked more like insects while others reminded her of fish or even twisted humanoids. As they went further down, she noticed something odd. So far, the walls had all been clean, featureless white stone. But here, there was fungus on the walls.


  “Master… is that fungus?” Katie was about to lean closer to the fungus before thinking better of it. Touching anything with eldritch origins without knowing more about it first was an awful idea. Her eyes widened. It wasn’t easy to see since the passageway was lit using the same devices that lit the city, but the fungus was definitely emitting a strange, difficult to describe light of a colour she couldn’t quite identify. “It’s glowing.”


  Daerin hissed. “Those dwarf-hating bastards! Nothing should be able to grow down here! The magic that protects the Hearthgate should prevent it!”


  Her master urged the others back and gently poked the fungus with his shovel. His eyes narrowed. “Stand back.” As the others moved further away, he muttered a word that made Katie’s hair stand on end and her ears ring. Spores erupted from the fungus, but they died in the air, reduced to a fine grey ash as the word he’d spoken echoed through the air.


  “What was that?” the king asked, rubbing his ears. “What did you say?”


  “A word of power – one that can be used to deal with certain types of eldritch beings.” Her master frowned. “I haven’t encountered this fungus before, but I’ve dealt with things like it in the past. It is definitely not from this world. Your brother speaks the truth.” He pursed his lips. “I have a… friend. He has encountered this sort of thing before. This fungus belongs to… I guess the closest translation is ‘cosmic fungi of the world without beginning or end’, a group of eldritch beings that wander from world to world for reasons only they know. My friend didn’t think there were any on our world.”


  “What powers do they have?” the king asked. “If we are to fight them, then it would be good to know what we’re up against.”


  Katie wanted to know too. If Sam could remember them, then they must be strong. He rarely bothered to remember his opponents if they were weak or didn’t taste nice. It was one of the traits he shared with Spot, actually.


  “I don’t know,” her master replied. “He didn’t say, and I didn’t think to ask.” Seeing the incredulous looks on their faces, he continued. “We were fighting off other eldritch creatures at the time. It seemed more prudent to focus on the ones that were trying to kill us rather than asking about ones that weren’t even supposed to be on this world. However, from the way he mentioned them, they must have been dangerous.”


  “Wonderful.” The king tightened his hold on his axe. “I liked it better when we just had to fight goblins. At least, you knew what they were after, and you could be confident an axe to the head would kill them.”


  They reached the end of the passageway, and the fungus had grown thicker and thicker as they went along. It was tempting to burn it all – and her master had suggested doing precisely that later – but they needed to deal with the source of the problem first. There was a large door in front of them with an elaborate network of runes and seals on it. King Barin cut his palm and pressed it against the cold stone. The vast door groaned and creaked open, and the sight that awaited them was like something out of a twisted fever dream.


  The massive chamber beyond the door was covered in strange, unearthly fungus that glowed in colours Katie could not describe. It grew on the walls, the floor, and the ceiling, and great tendrils of it stretched from place to place while tall, spindly trees of the stuff rose up in other areas. Bulbous, mushroom-like growths protruded from the carpet of fungus, and long rows of foot-long fungus shaped like the fine hairs on a caterpillar waved back and forth in a wind none of them could feel. Worse, all of the fungus was pulsing in time to the beating of some unseen alien heart. She’d been around eldritch entities for most of her life, and this still unsettled her. She blinked and had to reach up to adjust her glasses. The otherworldly light the fungus emitted made her eyes water, and staring at any part of the room for too long made her head hurt. The dwarves were visibly shaken, and no small number of them muttered prayers to their ancestors and their gods.


  “What is this?” The king’s expression was stony. “And what are those?”


  Katie followed his gaze. The Hearthgate was below them at the centre of the chamber, a vast archway that was completely covered in pulsing, shimmering, quivering fungus. But what shocked her even more were the beings that stood beside it. Each was at least nine feet tall, with some almost twice that height. They were shaped like cylinders, yet their bodies seemed to twist and curl in on themselves in a way that hinted at the far more complex geometry of their true forms. Jutting out of their tops and bottoms and from a ring around their middle were hosts of tentacles. Elsewhere, limbs of unusual size and shape stuck out of their cylindrical bodies in seemingly random intervals with no hint of rhyme or reason to their arrangement. Both the top and the bottom of each of cylinder was marked by a round, mouth-like opening filled with great circular bands of teeth. They didn’t have wings, yet they floated in the air, a strange, eerie distortion propagating from their bodies like the air warping over a desert at midday. These must be the cosmic fungi. Some of them were even wrapped around the Hearthgate as though trying to fuse with it. One of them turned toward them, and a dozen ciliated murky eyes appeared along the upper third of its body before more eyes grew from stalks that uncurled from some of its bizarre limbs. Those eyes met hers for a moment and there was a flash of light –


  There was a split-second of disorientation. Katie saw more light. She heard screams. A hungry darkness washed over –


  “Move!”


  Katie blinked. What had happened? She looked around. What was going on? People weren’t in the same places they had been. Was this some kind of –


  “Move!”


  Katie blinked again. What? Hadn’t this just happened? She looked back at the cosmic fungi. She gasped. They weren’t next to the Hearthgate anymore. They were a lot closer to them. She looked around. Why weren’t the others moving? They were just standing there. They had to do something. She saw another flash of light, and a heavy weight settled over –


  “Move!”


  Katie tried to take a step back. This was wrong. This was all wrong. One of the cosmic fungi was right next to her, it tentacles raised to strike and –


  It exploded. Old Man had cut it into hundreds of pieces that tried to fuse back together before falling still. There was another inexplicable moment of disorientation, and Old Man was suddenly no longer beside her but in front of her. His sword swept forward, and his magic surged. For a split-second, Katie could see ghostly images on either side of the swordsman, hazy replicas that seemed to hint at things he could have done but hadn’t. She shook herself, her head clearing, and a pair of glowing projectiles detonated on either side of them. For a moment, she felt her body growing heavy again as her mind slowed to a crawl, but Old Man’s magic surged again, and the feeling passed.


  “What… what’s going on?” Katie asked. This didn’t make any sense. Some of the dwarves were already dead, but their bodies were all the way on the other side of the chamber. How had that happened? And the rest of the dwarves weren’t where they should be. She would have noticed if they’d moved, wouldn’t she? “Master, what’s going on?”


  “Time manipulators!” her master spat. “They’re damn time manipulators! That’s how they took the city! It’s how they won so easily! Those flashes of light you saw are projectiles. When they detonate, they either stop time entirely or slow it down so much it might as well be frozen. But those things can keep moving through the areas of stopped time – it’s how they can kill so many people without taking any damage in return.” He glanced at Old Man. “Your magic let’s you manipulate time too, right?”


  “Yes, although I’ve not had much need for it until now, and it is far more draining than manipulating space.” He scowled. “But we do not have many other options right now.”


  “You’re right. There are ways to defend against time manipulation, but they won’t help if you die before you realise what’s happening.” Her master barked several more words of eldritch power, and Katie staggered as the weight of them settled over the air. He ran his palm along the sharp edge of his shovel and then pressed it to her forehead. “There.”


  “What are you doing, master?” Katie fought the urge to wipe the blood off her forehead. Her master was not the kind of person who went around rubbing blood on people without a good reason.


  “There are several eldritch creatures that can manipulate time. I’ve been unlucky enough to encounter a few of them in the past. The words I used combined with the symbol on your head should help mitigate the effects. I doubt it will be enough to stop a direct hit, but it should minimise the effects of being caught in the general area of effect.” He dragged in a ragged breath. “I wish I could do that for everyone, but using that symbol and those words takes a lot out of me. I can only use maybe two or three of those at a time, and I’ve still got to use one on myself.” He looked at the others. “Don’t let those bolts of light hit you or get too close. They can freeze time when they explode, but these things can still move. They’ll tear you limb from limb while you’re helpless.”


  Her master had hardly finished speaking when the cosmic fungi attacked again. Some of them flew soundlessly through the air while others skittered along the walls, floor, or ceiling with their tentacles or using an assortment of claws and talons. The strange, indescribable light that filled the chamber brightened, and the pulsing of the fungi that covered every surface quickened.


  Katie gulped. Even setting aside their magic, the cosmic fungi were big, and they had enough strength to rip a fully armoured dwarf to pieces. Even a casual swipe of their larger tentacles seemed to have enough force to send a dwarf flying dozens of yards. She shuddered. Without Old Man to beat back the initial ambush, they would have been wiped out. On the other side of the room, she saw a dwarf trapped in a patch of distorted space – it must have been one of the areas where the cosmic fungi had stopped time – and the cosmic fungus closest to him simply reached forward and ripped him in half.


  “Son of a bitch!” Avraniel bellowed. “Time manipulation? What a load of crap! Take this, you overgrown mushroom bastard!” Her flame rippled toward the closest of the cosmic fungi, only to strike one of those glimmering bolts of light head on. The two projectiles collided, and her flame froze in mid-air, a miniature sun trapped in time. “Are you serious?” The elf glared. “Then how about this?”


  There was more magic behind her next attack, and the time-stopping projectile it hit wasn’t able to fully contain it. The fire continued its advance, albeit more slowly. Katie nodded. Good. Their ability to affect time wasn’t absolute. It could be overpowered although it took someone like Avraniel to do it. More worrying was the distortion that surrounded some of the cosmic fungi. It was different from the one that let them fly even if Katie couldn’t quite put the difference into words. It was more of a feeling, a sense of a different kind of wrongness. However, the effects were obvious. The cosmic fungi surrounded by a second kind of distortion were now moving far more quickly. Was it speed enhancement? No. They must be using their ability to affect time on themselves – except instead of slowing it down, they were speeding it up to go faster.


  “What kind of crap is this?” Avraniel spat. “Now they can move faster? Fine!” Flames surged to life around her, a veritable inferno of white fire that had sweat breaking out across Katie’s brow. “If that’s how you want to do it, let’s go! I don’t give a damn what powers you have. I’ll kill every last one of you!”


  “This is going to be very tricky.” Her master was watching everything carefully. “Time manipulation of this level is extremely rare and incredibly potent.” He lifted his shovel and began to trace an elaborate rune in the air. It took him almost half a minute to finish. “Avraniel, match your next attack’s timing to mine.” He pointed, and the glowing rune lanced through the air toward one of the cosmic fungi. Another bolt of time-altering power raced toward it, but he was able to activate the rune at the last instant. The time-stopping bolt stopped in mid-air.


  “Did you just stop time?” Katie asked.


  He shook his head. “I wish. That’s a containment rune, an old, extremely esoteric, but powerful containment rune. It confirms a theory of mine. The bolts themselves don’t stop time. They’re like a shell. It’s what inside of them that can stop time. If you can stop the bolt without breaking it, it won’t detonate and stop time, or you could break the bolt early, so you don’t get caught when it detonates and stops time.” He turned to Avraniel. “Now!”


  The cosmic fungus was peering at its frozen attack in curiosity. It had extruded several limbs that were covered in eyes, fine hairs, and other sensory organs. It was so busy trying to understand how her master had stopped its attack that it failed to notice Avraniel’s attack until a bolt of flame struck its side. Searing heat enveloped the creature – enough to reduce a boulder to liquid – and Katie was amazed to see it thrash its way toward them, tentacles and limbs flailing wildly. It sent one dwarf flying and managed to kill another with a swipe of its claws before a second blast from Avraniel blew it backward. It toppled to the ground and slowly began to wilt as the flames grew brighter and hotter.


  “Use projectiles to set the bolts off early!” her master shouted. “Magic, a dagger, a crossbow bolt, or even an axe should do!”


  “Why don’t you use that rune more often?” Katie asked.


  “It’s usually fairly useless,” her master said. “It contains things. It doesn’t nullify or stop them, and you saw how long it took to use. Against someone who suspects it might be a threat, it’s far too slow. It’s also more specialised at containing things that shouldn’t be in our world, which makes it far less useful against things like normal magic, arrows, or even rocks. But these things are eldritch entities. They don’t belong in this world, and neither do their powers.” He looked at Spot. The dragon was on the move, doing his best to avoid the time-stopping bolts as he unleashed blasts of fire. However, the cosmic fungi were quick and while they lacked his grace in the air, they were still able to avoid the worst of the flames. “Don’t get hit, Spot! Dragon’s are mostly impervious to magic, but even you got slowed down before. These things are also strong enough to hurt you if they can hit you.” He turned to Old Man. “Can I ask you to help us out here? You’re the only one with magic that can affect time.”


  Old Man took a deep breath, and his power swelled. Normally, his magic felt almost dull, like an old sword that had been allowed to rust. Now, however, it felt sharp and pristine, a freshly forged blade being used for the very first time. For a moment, Katie understood how Old Man could terrify people without lifting a finger. This was not the magic of a harmless, friendly, old man. This was the magic of a legend who’d strode across the bloodiest of battlefields and left only death and devastation in his wake.


  “I am not as strong as I was in my prime. If I flare my magic, I can buy you a minute or two to strike.” He raised his voice so the others could hear. “After I use my magic, there will be a minute or two where they will be unable to alter time. Use it well.” He took another deep breath and then exhaled sharply as he lashed out with his sword. A shockwave of magic rippled outward. “Now!” It was magic unlike anything Katie had ever experienced. If the time-stopping power of the cosmic fungi had left her feeling disoriented and confused, Old Man’s magic had the opposite effect. Everything was somehow more vivid and real.


  “What did you do?” Katie asked as she unleashed her shadows. The dwarves didn’t hesitate either, and King Barin began to grow as bits of metal flew toward his body. Either Gerald or the dwarves must have brought some along in case they ran into trouble.


  “Time is a river,” Old Man explained. “These creatures are quite adept at damming it for others. My technique doesn’t alter time. It simply makes it incredibly hard for anyone or anything to alter time. Time, after all, prefers to flow freely.”


  When no more bolts of time-stopping energy came from the eldritch fungi, the dwarves’ wary advanced turned into a full-blown charge. However, the cosmic fungi were fearsome opponents even without their temporal powers. Their tentacles, claws, and other limbs could rend steel with ease, and their sheer strength was incredible. But the dwarves had cut their teeth fighting off endless hordes of goblins and the great beasts that dwelt both within and upon the mountains. They were not afraid, and they knew how to fight as a group. They swarmed over the cosmic fungi, hacking and slashing, never mind how tough the thick, fibrous flesh of the otherworldly creatures was. Those with magic struck, and fire seemed to be at least moderately effective. Amanda had forgone her blade in favour of using the blood she’d brought with her to pulp the creatures with great bludgeoning blows. The creatures could heal, but crushing their bodies seemed to either negate their ability to recover or slow it down immensely.


  To Katie’s amazement, her shadows seemed to be especially effective. They were almost corrosive as their mere presence ate away at any of the cosmic fungi they could reach. The eldritch entities rounded on her, their cylindrical bodies flashing in a multitude of unnameable colours. Their tentacles flayed the air, and their clawed limbs reached for her, but Old Man and Spot, as well as her master, were there to intercept them. Even Chomp, the three-headed dog, was fighting his hardest. He might not have a dragon’s fire or a dragon’s teeth or claws, but he was large and strong, and the charms on his collar offered him some measure of protection.


  “I don’t know why your shadows are so effective, lass,” the king roared as his massive construct grappled with one of the larger specimens. Tentacles, claws, and barbed stingers ripped at his metal shell, but the king rammed one metal fist the size of a dwarf into the creature’s side and then swung a huge war hammer to crush half its body. “But keep using them! The rest of you, to me! We must stop whatever they are doing to the Hearthgate!”


  But that was easier said than done. As Old Man’s magic wore off, they were forced into an awkward but deadly battle. It soon became clear to everyone that the cosmic fungi could affect time for both themselves and others in the form of projectiles that could impact entire areas. The larger ones even had a shockwave of sorts that they could emit to stop anything within a certain range of them. However, there was also a limit to how frequently they could use their powers. Enough attacks from enough different directions would guarantee a hit if they were timed correctly. The alternative was to overpower them with huge area-of-effect attacks that could trigger the time-stopping projectiles and still have enough power left over to hit, a tactic both Spot and Avraniel embraced without hesitation.


  It was now abundantly clear that these things were responsible for the fall of Diamondgate. The group of cosmic fungi in this chamber could easily have blanketed the entire gate area with their projectiles while opening the gate and then slaughtering those within. The dwarves would have taken terrible damage before realising what they were up against, and by the time they understood what the cosmic fungi could do, it would be too late. The gates would be open, the goblins would be pouring in, and the otherworldly abominations could focus on eliminating any further organised resistance.


  The golems that had accompanied them proved to be particularly useful in this battle. The dwarves could not get too close. Their armour, formidable as it was, could not change the fact that they were flesh and blood. Even if their armour wasn’t breached, a large enough dent could crush a limb or worse. However, Daerin’s golems were another matter. They could weather blows that would have killed dwarves, and they could continue to attack despite losing limbs. Daerin took to sending them in first to draw out the time-stopping attacks of the cosmic fungi before the dwarves darted forward to strike during the small gap before the creatures could use their powers again. And the weaponry the golems wielded – arms that transformed into melee weapons or magical cannons, chests that could burst open to unleash a hail of metal darts, and countless others – was devastating. However, the eldritch creatures were incredibly durable. Bringing down even one of them was no easy task, and fighting their way to the gate was taking far too long.


  “Here!” her master pointed. “Katie, use your shadows to make a slide. Get down there and ensure the rest of us can land safely. Spot, go with her!”


  Katie made a slide out of her shadows and then slid down it, using her shadows to halt her descent at the end before she turned to guide the others down the makeshift path to the bottom of the chamber. Spot charged ahead, drawing the attention of the cosmic fungi away from her. He managed to dodge half a dozen blasts of eldritch power before one struck him squarely in the belly. Time stopped, and several powerful blows crashed into the dragon. Time resumed, and Spot went tumbling end over end as sparks flew off his scales. He managed to right himself before he hit the ground, and he turned to spew black fire in the general direction of their enemies. He clutched at his belly with one claw – some of his scales had cracked – and used some of his healing fire on himself. The cosmic fungi were wise enough to dodge his corrupting fire, and several barbed stingers erupted from their bodies toward him. Spot snarled and banked away from the projectiles before unleashing more fire. He managed to clip one of the cylindrical monstrosities with his flame, and the creature reeled back, Spot’s black fire seemingly every bit as effective as Katie’s shadows. The dragon trilled, and a mantle of black flame enveloped him. When the next wave of time-stopping projectiles struck, they merely slowed him down instead of stopping him outright. Spot’s smile was savage and utterly draconian as he shot forward, claws and teeth at the ready.


  As Katie helped the dwarves down one after the other, a beam of brilliant flame lanced down to strike one of the cosmic fungi that had been trying to get close. Avraniel had switched to her bow, and although its more concentrated attacks were easier for the cosmic fungi to hit with their time-stopping projectiles, they were also far more damaging since they could readily pierce the tough exteriors of the eldritch horrors. All she needed was for the cosmic fungi to get distracted, so she could land attacks from her bow. Katie hoped that the tide had finally begun to turn, but the cosmic fungi began to adapt. They staggered their time-stopping attacks to avoid using them at the same time, ensuring at least some of them could stop time defensively if necessary. Others had begun to work together to unleash larger shockwaves, and more of the dwarves fell as the eldritch creatures pressed their new advantage.


  Worse still, the ongoing battle had roused more of the cosmic fungi. They emerged from the walls, floor, and ceiling. The cosmic fungi that had wrapped themselves around the Hearthgate began to glow an alarming colour that completely defied categorisation yet screamed danger. In Katie’s experience, when eldritch entities started glowing a colour that made her eyes want to bleed, it was usually a bad thing. Even with the corrosive effects her shadows had, there were too many of them in the way. Spot, meanwhile, had been forced back under a deluge of heavy blows, and his scales had begun to show signs of wear and tear before a mighty strike from a huge cosmic fungus sent him hurtling back. He hit the ground and stumbled to his feet, but he was clearly not in good shape. Chomp stood over the dragon protectively as he shook his head and healed himself with his white fire.


  As everyone else finally got down the slide, Old Man unleashed another shockwave of his magic. She could tell that it taxed him to affect such a large area with so many eldritch creatures using their powers to try to thwart him. It spoke volumes about his skill and power that he could still give them the upper hand, and they renewed their push toward the Hearthgate. They rushed forward and used the minute or two he’d bought them as best they could. The dwarves had abandoned their spears in favour of axes, war hammers, and swords. The fungi didn’t seem to have any vital organs to pierce. Instead, crushing blows or slicing them to pieces seemed to be more effective. Their blood – if it really was blood – was a bizarre, fluorescent substance that changed colour in time to the pulsing of the fungus that filled the room, rapidly cycling through a dizzying array of greens, browns, yellows, and other, less describable shades. Her master clubbed one in the side with his shovel and sliced into it with his second blow. The creature rounded on him, and he ducked under a tentacle that would have ripped him in half as a band of dwarves leapt on it, axes and war hammers at the ready.


  “How does the Hearthgate work?” Katie asked as she fought her way to the king. A dwarf flew through the air overhead, and she caught him with her shadows. Luckily for the dwarf, he’d only been caught by a glancing blow. He was badly bruised instead of dead. Spot had taken a position nearby, and he was spewing as much of his black fire as he could. He was definitely tiring, but it was much more effective that regular fire. It burned the cosmic fungi badly and reduced their ability to regenerate. “How do we turn it off?”


  “I don’t know!” the king looked around. He used his construct to ward off more cosmic fungi with a series of devastating blows from his massive war hammer. Clearly, the creatures did not want them to deactivate the Hearthgate. “Daerin?”


  “I have no idea!” the other dwarf cried as he ran toward them with some of his golems. “Everyone who knew how to operate it is either dead or vanished with the Sky City. After centuries of it not working, people stopped trying to figure it out. We had goblins to worry about. I was hoping I’d have time to examine it.” He ducked a razor-sharp claw and then pointed a strange device at the middle of one of the cosmic fungi. There was a dazzling discharge of electricity, and the creature reeled back before five of his golems pounced on the stunned horror. Daerin ran to a counter that had countless dials, switches, and crystals on it. “Perhaps this will tell us.” He brushed some dust off it, and the glow around the gate intensified. “Oops.”


  “Oops?” the king bellowed. “You made it worse! It’s glowing even more than before!”


  “I wasn’t trying to!” Daerin countered. “And it’s not like you can do better!”


  “Stop!” Katie shrieked. “Stop arguing and fix it!” She wouldn’t normally have yelled at royalty, but they were not going to live through this if they wasted valuable time arguing instead of fixing the problem. The number of cosmic fungi was slowly beginning to decrease, but those attached to the Hearthgate had seemingly dissolved into the structure, which could not possibly be a good thing. Oh, sure, maybe the protective magic around the Hearthgate had destroyed them, but that was a hopelessly optimistic view to take.


  “We need to shut it down!” Her master yanked her back as vast, ropey tentacles erupted from the Hearthgate. “Yep. We definitely need to shut this down right now. It’s like they’ve fused with the gate. I don’t know what that means exactly, but it can’t be good.”


  Around the Hearthgate was a circle of stones, and one by one they began to glow, emitting the same, unidentifiable colour as the gate itself. A strange whirring sound began to fill the air, like the beating of thousands upon thousands of wings.


  “I don’t think it’s shutting down,” her master growled. He was beside Daerin, and the pair worked frantically to grasp how the controls worked while Katie and the king fought off the cosmic fungi. “Doesn’t anyone know how to work this thing?” He shouted for Amanda, and the vampire arrived in a storm of blood that sent the eldritch horrors around them reeling back. “You were alive when they built this. Do you know how to turn it off?”


  The vampire shook her head. “The Hearthgate is one of the greatest feats of dwarfish magical engineering in history. We were allies, yes, but they still weren’t keen on sharing the details.”


  Rembrandt squeaked and pointed something out to Katie. He and the other ninja rats had done their best in the battle, but the cosmic fungi were bad opponents for them. They had no vital organs to target, and they were seemingly impervious to poison. Her eyes widened in horror as she caught a glimpse of a panel with an image on it. “Master, over there! Doesn’t that look like it’s counting down to you?”


  Her master followed her gaze. “Oh… crap.” His eyes widened. “I haven’t had to read ancient dwarf runes for a while, but those look a lot like numbers.”


  Katie gulped. Those symbols did look an awful lot like highly stylised numbers written in the ancient runic script of the dwarves, and they were steadily going down.


  “Run!” her master bellowed. “Everyone move! We’re not going to be able to stop it.” Beside him, Daerin had abandoned any semblance of caution and was busy hitting switches and turning dials. Nothing was working. “We need to get out of here now –”


  She saw and felt Old Man’s magic surge outward. Space around them bent and twisted, and time frayed and threatened to come apart. Beyond his protective field, the floor, walls, and ceiling began to disintegrate. The eerie light that filled the chamber curved and bent along insane, nonsensical paths as space ripped and tore. Ghostly images of what had already happened and what might happen filled the air as a wave of blinding light and an ear-splitting howl from the Hearthgate forced her to shut her eyes and cover her ears. She fell to her knees and waited for the deluge of light and sound to pass.


  When some measure of calm finally returned, she stood and opened her eyes. They weren’t in the large chamber with the Hearthgate anymore. Instead, they were standing underneath a vast violet and crimson sky awash with floating stones and bulbous, bloated creatures that reminded her vaguely of mushrooms. In the distance, perhaps several dozen miles away, was a floating city with an absolutely colossal cosmic fungus wrapped around it.


  “Katie,” her master murmured. “I don’t think we’re in Diamondgate anymore.”


  
Chapter Twelve


  Amanda was not fond of magic that manipulated space and time. Such magic was usually quite rare and almost always excessively troublesome to deal with. Old Man was a case in point. Setting aside the fact that he was the greatest swordsman she’d ever seen – and that was saying something considering how long she’d lived – she had yet to fully grasp the true potential of his magic. He could, for instance, cut through an entire ship by using his magic to enhance his sword. What good was physical durability or even size against an attack that split space itself? Likewise, she’d caught momentary glimpses of him using his time magic, usually to hasten himself or slow an opponent. He never did it unless the situation called for it since he seemed to enjoying fighting his opponents with as little magic as possible. Even without his magic, Amanda would have been wary of him – he was that good with a blade – but with his magic, it was difficult to imagine him losing a duel if he wasn’t caught unprepared. Of course, manipulating time seemed to be far more taxing for him than manipulating space, and he’d used his time manipulation more in their last battle than he had in the entire time she’d known him.


  His magic had protected them when the Hearthgate activated. From what she’d glimpsed before they’d been transported, the massive rips and tears in space and time unleashed by the out-of-control Hearthgate would have killed most of them outright. Unchecked, the Hearthgate’s magic would most likely have extended past the chamber, perhaps even swallowing the entire city. Old Man’s magic – and Daerin’s frantic scrabbling at the controls – had somehow managed to contain the Hearthgate’s reach to the edges of the large chamber. It was a small bit of good fortune in a situation that had very obviously not gone according to plan.


  Right now, though, they had bigger concerns. Wherever they’d been taken, it was not a place she recognised. The sky was an undulating carpet of violet and crimson, a roiling, boiling miasma of colour that reminded her of an ocean of stained glass. Even the air was different, richer in some ways but poorer in others, and it carried many strange, unfamiliar scents. At least, the air was breathable. She might not have needed to breathe, but the others did.


  If there had been any doubts whatsoever about the otherworldly nature of their destination, then the sight that loomed before them banished those as well. Skygarde floated in the distance, caught in the coils of a truly titanic cosmic fungus. They were on another world or in another dimension, and she doubted they would receive a friendly reception if they were caught. If she had to hazard a guess, this place must either be the home of the cosmic fungi or an outpost, and the ones they’d faced must be but a fraction of their numbers.


  “Spot!” Avraniel cried. “What’s wrong with you?” Timmy gasped as the elf grabbed him and hauled him over to Spot. “What’s wrong with him?”


  Amanda turned to look at Spot. Panic was not something she’d ever heard in Avraniel’s voice before. The blonde was cradling the young dragon in her arms. Amanda stared. Spot was glowing. White light blazed from his eyes, and his scales seemed to have reversed colour. Instead of being mostly black with a white spot on his snout, the majority of his scales were now a radiant white while the spot on his snout had become an inky splodge of darkness. When he opened his mouth, pale, white gas emerged with every breath.


  “What’s wrong with him?” Avraniel growled. “Come on! Tell me! Is he going to be okay?”


  Timmy knelt beside Spot and poked and prodded him a few times. It spoke volumes about the unfortunate fates of dragon researchers that Timmy was, most likely, the most experienced dragon-handler in the world right now. “He doesn’t seem to be sick.”


  Amanda’s brows furrowed. Timmy was right. If anything, Spot seemed like he had too much energy. He was squirming in Avraniel’s arms, his claws scraping the earth as his wings shifted and beat the air. Could this place be affecting him? She shifted her senses from the mundane to the eldritch. As an ancient vampire, she had certain… senses that were denied to her younger kin, as well as more normal beings. What she saw shocked her. This place… her eldritch side recognised it as being fairly close to home, which didn’t make much sense at all. More importantly, it was absolutely drenched in an odd form of astral energy. And if that was the case…


  “This place is closely connected to at least one kind of astral plane,” she said.


  Timmy stopped what he was doing and pursed his lips. “And Spot is part astral dragon. If there is enough astral energy here in sufficiently high concentrations, then it’s possible that he’s glowing because of how much energy he’s absorbed.” He relaxed slightly. “I’ve seen this happen before. Dragons can absorb energy from their surroundings. It’s why a lot of dragons are fond of sleeping in lava. It’s possible that this is what Spot’s astral form looks like although it doesn’t seem to be a full conversion since he’s still solid enough for us to touch. He might even awaken new abilities if he stays here long enough.”


  “So… it’s a good thing?” Avraniel asked warily. Chomp trotted over and nudged Spot. Like all of them, he was concerned about the young dragon.


  “He should be okay unless he overloads on astral energy. He doesn’t use much astral energy at all, so it could happen if he continues to absorb it at such a high rate.” Timmy patted Spot on the back. “If you start feeling full or uncomfortable, use your white fire, okay? It should help.” He grinned. “And if you feel like trying anything new, let us know first.” He looked at Amanda. “So… do you recognise this place?”


  “Only how it feels. The part of me that was once human doesn’t recognise it at all, but the eldritch part of me, the part that is from elsewhere, seems to think that it is similar to home.” She might have to consult with some other ancients when they returned. This was not something she could ignore. If they could track down the home world or dimension of the eldritch beings that had given rise to vampires in the first place, it might be possible to better understand how and why vampiric powers developed the way they did. But she could worry about that later. Right now, they needed to work out why Skygarde was here. “I remember the dwarves mentioning some sort of emergency retreat function they built into the city…” She glanced at King Barin and Daerin. “Do either of you know of it? Or were they simply speaking of the Hearthgate?”


  Alas neither dwarf was in a position to reply. Instead, the two of them were once again rolling around on the ground exchanging blows. She sighed. It was no wonder the king and his brother had a hard time getting along. If this was how they dealt with any problems they ran into together, it was a miracle Daerin hadn’t run off sooner.


  “What madness have you dragged us into this time? Skygarde has been gone for centuries, and now we’re stuck in the same place it is! This is worse than the time you almost got us eaten by a rock hydra when we were children!” Amanda winced as the king got to his feet and dusted himself off. He was covered in the crushed remains of spores – the whole ground was. Who knew how many cosmic fungi were here? It was perhaps better not to think about it. “Aye,” the king said, proving he had been listening to her question during his scuffle with his brother. “There was a plan although I don’t know if it was ever used. The writings we have from that time are less than clear, and almost everyone who knew of the plan was on Skygarde when it vanished.” His gaze shifted to the Sky City, and his eyes narrowed. “The Hearthgate is more than a portal. It is a beacon. In times of extreme danger, there were plans to teleport Skygarde itself back to the skies over Diamondgate.”


  “Are you sure?” Timmy shook his head in disbelief. He and Katie had retrieved some of their zombies from Gerald and were busy throwing up a perimeter of sorts, as well as scouting the area. They hadn’t been spotted yet, but it was only a matter of time if they stayed out in the open. “Teleporting an object with the size and mass of the Sky City across large distances would require stupidly huge quantities of power, far more than anything I’ve ever seen. An easier way would be to try to shunt it through an alternate dimension before using a beacon to bring it back and…” He trailed off and covered his face with his hands. “And now I know why the Sky City is stuck here. I’m going to bet they did the math and worked out that teleporting using conventional means would take too much energy. Instead, they decided to go through an alternate dimension. Under the right circumstances, you can dramatically lower the cost of travel. It’s why summoning creatures from other dimensions often costs basically the same amount of magic regardless of where in the world you happen to be. The way different worlds overlap and interact with each other lets you cheat geography. If you can summon a creature into our world, then there’s nothing – at least in theory – stopping you from sending an object into another world before bringing it back into our world except in a different location.”


  Daerin stroked his beard. Like his brother’s, it was a steel grey colour. “They must have entered this world only to be attacked by that… thing.” He gestured vaguely at the colossal cosmic fungus wrapped around the Sky City.


  “Yep. They’ve most likely been stranded here ever since. It makes me wonder if they were just unlucky or if they forgot to test the waters by teleporting something else first.” Timmy frowned. “Although sending a smaller object through probably wouldn’t have attracted a lot of attention. Transporting the entire city…”


  “Skygarde would have stood out like a torch in a dark cave,” Amanda murmured. “Even from here, I can feel the power emanating from the Sky City. Its power source is still active. That thing has most likely been feeding off it all this time.”


  “We need to be careful,” Timmy warned. “We’ve seen how dangerous the smaller ones are in our world. I’m going to bet they’re stronger here on their own turf. I think it’s also safe to assume that the giant one is much stronger than the smaller ones. If the ability to stop time is proportional to mass or volume, then that big one could keep time stopped pretty much forever. It’s got to be, what, a little over two miles tall? That makes it hundreds of times taller than the ones we fought around the Hearthgate. It has the same sort of shape as the smaller ones too, but its body is even wider relative to its size, so it’s volume could be millions of times larger. If we end up having to fight that thing, our chances aren’t exactly stellar.”


  “So how do we get out of here?” King Barin growled. “I have a kingdom to run – one that might be relatively free of goblins for the first time in centuries – and we all have a war with the empire to win too.”


  “If the necromancer is right, and I think he is,” Daerin said. “Then Skygarde’s teleportation device ripped a hole into this dimension. If we can reactivate the device and do the same thing again, we should end up back in our world although probably not where we started since the Hearthgate was not in a good state when we left.”


  “That’s right.” Timmy grimaced as he looked around. “Not everybody is here, so I’m hoping some of the others managed to get clear and tell everyone what happened. We do not need people panicking. At the very least, I’m hoping they can kill off the rest of the cosmic fungi in Diamondgate. They’re tough, but if you know what they can do, you’ve got a chance.” He sighed. “But let’s not forget the teeny, tiny problem with trying to reactivate the teleportation device.”


  “Aye.” Daerin pointed at the hulking cosmic fungus that was leeching off the Sky City. “First we’d have to get to the Sky City without being captured or killed by these overgrown mushrooms, and then we’d have to find the teleportation device and somehow get it working after all these years. And even if we could do both those things, we’d then have to fight off that big one and who knows how many smaller ones too.”


  “It sounds… troublesome,” Old Man drawled. He was still breathing a little heavily from using so much of his magic, but he was looking a bit more lively than before.


  “It sounds like a damn nightmare,” King Barin muttered. “Isn’t there any other way?”


  Amanda felt a tingle at the edges of her eldritch senses. It was a warning. She needed to be careful. “We need to move.” She pointed at a rocky outcrop a short distance away that was overgrown with strange mushrooms and twisted, mutated shrubs whose ever-shifting colours made no sense whatsoever. It was like being inside a fever dream. “Something is coming this way. I don’t know what it is, but I’d rather avoid it if we can.”


  “Aye.” King Barin eyed their forces. The dwarves were all tired and many were wounded to some degree. Against normal foes, he’d still have favoured his stalwart elites, but these were not normal foes. They had no idea what they were up against. Until they did, discretion was wiser than valour. “Let’s get moving.”


  The group – there were perhaps two hundred of them in all – swiftly made their way to the outcrop. By chance, it was large enough to shelter all of them, but every step they took was marked by a sickly wet squelch as they crushed spores and other, less identifiable, things underfoot. Gerald looked especially hesitant about crouching down amidst the strange, multi-hued mushrooms that carpeted the area beneath the outcrop, but Chomp solved the problem. The dog simply lifted the bureaucrat by the scruff of his cloak and moved him into position.


  Chomp was no coward, but he had a dog’s cunning. He likely sensed the same danger Amanda did and knew well enough that they could not afford to get into a fight right now. She was honestly amazed that Gerald hadn’t completely lost it. He didn’t exactly handle big changes or stress well and being teleported into another dimension most definitely counted as a big, stressful change. However, he was somehow remaining relatively calm for the time being although he was clutching onto a whole stack of protective charms like his life depended on it. Given how many times he’d almost been killed during the battle around the Hearthgate – the ninja rats must have saved his life at least a dozen times – he was right to be concerned. On the upside, the cosmic fungi hadn’t targeted him specifically. They’d seemed more interested in eliminating Katie and Old Man. As they waited anxiously for what was to come, the dwarves began to down potions and use what magic they could to heal themselves. If there was fighting to be done, they’d not make it easy for their enemies. Dwarves could die, but they would make their enemies pay dearly for every life they took.


  The creature that arrived was unlike anything Amanda had ever seen. It was a vast floating sphere more than a hundred yards across with tentacles hanging down from several apertures in its bottom half. It moved with a sound like hissing from a punctured pipe, and its tentacles poked and prodded various collections and clumps of mushrooms. At one particularly dense clump, it was greeted by a keening cry, and smaller, narrower versions of the fungi they’d fought emerged from the ground. Tentacles lifted the lesser creatures into the air, and several sets of eyes emerged from the sphere upon long, flexible stalks. Tubular organs spewed gruel of some kind at the lesser fungi, and the spherical creature set them back on the ground before continuing its journey as the smaller creatures burrowed back into the earth. Amanda suppressed a shiver. They were standing in what was essentially a nursery for the cosmic fungi. Who knew how many more were simply waiting for their chance to strike? And that spherical creature – its size alone would make it a formidable opponent, and there was no telling what other abilities it might have. Thankfully, it hadn’t noticed them, and it continued on, stopping now and then to tend to smaller fungi. They waited until it had vanished over a series of tall, jagged hills before emerging from beneath the outcrop.


  “Okay.” Timmy shivered. “That was weird.” As usual, he had a gift for understatement. However, nobody was laughing. “Like it or not, I think the Sky City is our only way home. Does Skygarde have any weapons? If we’re going to fight that giant monster, we need to know what we’re working with.”


  “It should,” Daerin replied. “I’ve studied what information we have of the Sky City more than any dwarf alive. Skygarde was our greatest achievement: a flying fortress capable of challenging any other fortress in the world. It has weapons capable of fighting even an enemy of that size. They must have been disabled or damaged, or it stopped time before they could be used.” He smirked. “There’s not a dwarf alive today who can match me in artifice. If you can get me up there and those weapons are still around, I’ll get them working again.” He nodded at some of his golems that had been dragged into this place with them. “I can cannibalise my golems for parts if I need to.”


  “You’d better,” the king muttered. “The longer we stay here, the less I like our odds.” The rolling fields of mushrooms and other fungi were far more menacing now they knew what they concealed. “There are far too many of those cylindrical bastards here for us to beat all of them.”


  “But how will we get up there?” Gerald asked. “The Sky City is more than a mile off the ground. There’s nothing to climb on except the giant fungus, and I really, really don’t want to climb it.”


  “You still have some of my flying zombies stored away, right?” Timmy asked.


  “I do, but not enough to carry two hundred people.” It went unspoken that for all of their short stature dwarves weighed as much as grown men – sometimes more – due to the density of their flesh and muscles.


  “We could make several trips.” Timmy frowned. “It’s not ideal and it would increase our chances of being spotted, but we can’t leave anyone behind.”


  Amanda nodded grimly. “This will be a one way trip. Anyone left behind when we make our escape is going to be stuck here.”


  “There might be another way.” Old Man lifted his hand. He looked a bit weary, but his eyes were razor keen. Space bent and twisted around his fingers. “This place is different from our world. Manipulating space and time is much easier here. I should be able to create a portal between the ground and the Sky City. It will be harder then simply teleporting, but I can’t take more than a few people with me when I teleport. Provided I can keep it open long enough, a portal should be able to transport everyone.”


  “You can do that?” Gerald asked.


  Old Man nodded. “I’m old, Gerald. In my prime, I could have done it even without this place making it easier. These days, I mostly just teleport and even then only sparingly and using lines of sight.” His weathered features creased into a smile. “But as old as I am, I’m not dead yet, and I’ve no intention of dying here either. I’ll make it work.”


  “Then that’s what we’ll do.” Timmy glanced at Amanda. “What do you think?” As an ancient vampire, she was the only whose senses were actually enhanced by this place – although perhaps Spot’s had been improved as well – and she’d already shown she could detect threats before the rest of them.


  “It sounds like a reasonable plan,” she said. “But we need to avoid being noticed for as long as possible. There are things that can see us that I don’t think the rest of you can see.” Her senses shifted back and forth between the mundane and the eldritch. “Right now, they don’t seem to care about us, but that could change.” She frowned. “We should check if Spot can see them too. If he has awakened his astral dragon heritage, he should be able to see them.” One of those things – a strange, balloon-like creatures the size of a kite – fluttered by, trailing spores in its wake. None of the others reacted to its presence except her and Spot despite it seemingly passing right through several of the dwarves. “I suspect that the cosmic fungi we’ve encountered are amongst the most material of the creatures in this world. The others might be almost completely astral or otherwise non-corporeal in nature. We should also avoid rushing. I know many of you have taken potions or have used magic to restore yourselves, but we’ve been fighting all day. We need to be wary of mental fatigue, and we are simply not prepared to fight another major battle so quickly.”


  The king met her gaze. It was clear that the thought of taking their time did not sit well with him, but he was a pragmatic man. The constant warfare against the goblins had forced him to be. “I don’t like it, but you’re right. We should try to get closer and then find a place to rest. I doubt we’ll get much sleep, but we could all use a few hours off our feet.” His eyes hardened. “There’ll be plenty of fighting in our future, and we need to be at our best.”


  They moved from outcrop to outcrop, the jagged spires and strange overhangs interspersed with towering tree-like mushrooms that stretched up toward the sky and cast vast shadows over the land. Both Amanda and Spot were on high alert although the dragon seemed pleased. He had gotten his glow down to a more manageable level, and he was brimming with energy. Eventually they stopped for the day, or was it the night? They had no way of knowing. The outcrop they’d chosen to shelter under was closer to the Sky City and large enough to accommodate all of them.


  “This will have to do,” King Barin said.


  It was hard to tell how long they’d been walking for without the sun to help them gauge the passing of time. It was also hard to differentiate between all of the mushrooms, weird shrubs, and fungi that filled the area. Everything looked the same, and the only landmark they could rely on was the Sky City. Gerald summoned some bedrolls with his magic, and the dwarves began to pass them out. She had no idea why he had so much bedding, but no one was going to complain. A bedroll might not be as comfortable as a proper bed, but it was a lot better than sleeping directly on the fungus that coated the ground.


  “You’ve all done well today,” the king said. “And I’m proud of you, but try to get some rest. We’ve got more fighting ahead of us, and we’ll need to be well rested to get through it.”


  As the others began to settle down, Amanda turned her attention to their surroundings. It was a good thing the others couldn’t see what she could. Oh, Avraniel might be able to sense it – elves had excellent instincts – but she and Spot could see it, and seeing was believing. On the horizon were colossal cities of blooming fungus that vanished up into the turbulent sky and filled the air with vast curtains of spores. Titanic shambling monstrosities covered in mushrooms and tendrils of mould plodded from one place to another, hidden from normal sight since they were more astral or non-corporeal than material. Their huge feet didn’t leave so much as a single footprint as they passed. The skies were alive with verminous multitudes of fliers, their shapes utterly alien. They looked nothing like animals and more like overripe fruits, swollen mushrooms, or mutated flowers. But the sounds they made – it was a mercy the others couldn’t hear them. It would have driven her mad if not for the eldritch power in her blood. Elsewhere, roads of phosphorescent light stretched from mountain to mountain and horizon to horizon in strange, winding paths that defied all logic and geometry.


  Strange. Spot sat down beside her. This place is very strange.


  The dragon wasn’t afraid, but he had a hunter’s instincts. Those instincts, much like Amanda’s, were telling him to stay wary. This was not a place for open battle, not when they were so badly outnumbered. The things only they could see had not shown the ability to affect them yet – most astral beings could neither affect physical objects nor be affected by them – but there was no telling how long that would remain the case. If they were lucky, then these creatures could only perceive astral and non-corporeal objects, which would mean they wouldn’t even notice them and the others at all.


  Amanda could sense the astral energy inside him, and she wondered what it would do to him. She had only seen a handful of astral dragons in her lifetime. They had a tendency to wander from world to world via the astral planes that connected different worlds and dimensions, and all of them had been formidable creatures. They could easily have annihilated entire armies had they wished to.


  The mightiest she had ever encountered had actually been an empyreal dragon, a dragon that represented one possible pinnacle of power that an astral dragon could attain. Empyreal dragons were dragons that had touched the very Flame of Creation and had been forever changed by it, or so the stories said. It had arrived in a blaze of light and fire that had made it seem as though a second sun had risen during the middle of the night. The dragon had unleashed coruscating blasts of impossible brightness and heat that had scythed through stone, armour, and even the land itself as easily as paper. Even in his prime, Black Scales could not have faced such a foe and emerged victorious, but the empyreal dragon had vanished as quickly as it had appeared, once more seeking out the endless, infinite pathways of the astral plane.


  She had encountered another variant of astral dragon in her dreams – a spirit dragon. The long, serpentine creature had chortled as it taunted her about her past and hinted at her future before disappearing into the ether, a winged titan walking from world to world and dream to dream. She wondered if Spot would attain such lofty heights. Astral dragons did not revel in devastation as much as fire dragons, nor did they savour suffering and torment the way corruption dragons did. Instead, they were haughty and proud, assured of their superiority and utterly confident in their power. But Spot was different from both of his parents. He was a warm dragon, kind in his own way and caring, not yet made cruel and cynical by the overwhelming power dragons possessed.


  I feel strong. Spot bared his teeth. But I also feel strange.


  “Save your strength, Spot.” Amanda patted his side. His scales were warm, almost hot to the touch, and her fingers smoked lightly, the radiance that had enveloped him anathema to her vampiric flesh. “We’ll have need of it soon enough.”


  He tilted his head to one side. Look. Something is coming.


  When he pointed with one claw, the others responded, so it must have been something their more mundane senses could perceive. The outcrop was within a mile or so of a lake full of swirling colour. No one had been foolish enough to even think of drinking from it, especially since Gerald had water, and they had all agreed that staying away from it was the safest option. Now, though, fog had risen from the swirling, ever-shifting liquid of the lake, and as it drifted past them it left two spectral copies of each of them in its wake.


  “What’s going on?” Katie asked. Her shadows stirred restlessly. Amanda’s eyes narrowed. The fungi, mushrooms, and other life here had visibly recoiled from the girl’s shadows. “Are we in danger?”


  Old Man shook his head. “I don’t think so. I can sense what’s happening. That lake – time bends and twists around it. The fog is much the same, and these images are ghosts, if you like, from our pasts and at least one possible future.”


  Amanda nodded. “Don’t pay too much attention to what the fog has left behind. As Old Man said, the images are based on possible futures. The future is not set in stone. It can be changed, and there are as many different possibilities as there are stars in the sky.” She paused and looked at the swirling mass of crimson and violet above them. There wasn’t a single star that she could see. “And by that, I mean stars in the skies of our world.”


  “Well,” Timmy said. “At least we’ll have something to amuse ourselves with while we try to get some sleep.” Behind him stood a small, scrawny boy with a black eye and a busted lip. If the sight of it bothered Timmy, he didn’t say a word although Katie was visibly shaken by it. She’d heard the stories about her master’s master, but seeing the truth of it depicted so starkly must have been troubling. Timmy hadn’t always been strong enough to discourage his master’s cruelty although he’d had the last laugh. Not far away was another Timmy. This one was older, and he was laughing. One of his hands was held out to the side as though he was holding hands with someone else. Based on the way his hand was positioned, Amanda guessed he was holding a child’s hand, perhaps one four or five years old. Was there a child in his future? Interesting. She doubted it was another apprentice. Her lips twitched. She might have to tell the Supreme Cleric about it. She was sure the woman would be interested in this little piece of information.


  “Hah!” Avraniel snorted. “Look at the twerp! She’s still short!”


  Katie’s eye twitched. Much to her dismay, the figure from her past was basically a shorter version of herself in robes that were clearly too big for her. The older version of her carried a more regal air and wore a mantle that Amanda had not seen in centuries. The family that mantle had belonged to had been wiped out in its entirety, or so the Council had believed. Was Katie a distant descendant of theirs? It would certainly explain a lot. But what had drawn Avraniel’s amusement was the fact that Katie was still shorter than all of them even after she grew up.


  “Don’t laugh!” Katie cried. “That’s just one possible future! There have to be other futures where I’m way taller than all of you!”


  “As if.” Avraniel grinned. “Your height is mostly determined by your bloodline and how you live. You’ve been eating and living well since you became the idiot’s apprentice, and your bloodline isn’t about to change.” Katie shot the elf a vicious glare, but she just continued to laugh. “Face it, twerp. You’re destined to be short.”


  “I will stab you,” Katie muttered.


  “You will try,” Avraniel corrected. “And fail – because I’m awesome and you’re not.”


  Old Man had remained silent since he’d spoken, but there was a small, sad smile on his face as he looked at his younger self. The younger version of the swordsman was dressed in the famous armour of the eastern lands, and there was a blank expression on his face that Amanda knew all too well. This was a man who had killed enough for a hundred lifetimes, a man who’d grown sick of all the death and carnage. Yet the smile on his face turned into one of genuine delight as he took in his older self. He looked much the same, but there was a strange brooch pinned to his clothing. It resembled a flower of some kind, and it was wrought in shades of red, white, blue, and gold.


  “It seems,” Old Man murmured as he pulled his hat down to hide his face. “That perhaps I have not lost quite as much as I had thought.”


  She would have to ask him about it later. Her own images her hardly surprising. She was a vampire. Her past, present, and future self looked much the same. The same could be said of Avraniel. As for Gerald, the bureaucrat went from looking like a bookish, lanky, young man to a booking, lanky, older man although he did seem to be far more relaxed and content in the future. He was also holding a picture book of the kind often read to young children.


  “This is uncanny.” King Barin glanced at his older self. He was a white-bearded dwarf laughing as he bounced a pair of dwarf children on his knees. “But not unwelcome. I wouldn’t mind living long enough to bounce some grandchildren on my knees.” He chuckled. “This crown of mine can be heavy at times, but the thought of a brighter future makes it bearable. I can only hope to lighten the load before I pass it on to my son.”


  “Aye, brother.” Daerin’s future also hinted at children, if the small hands grabbing at the tools he was using were anything to go by. “Perhaps there is something to be said of peace – at the very least, I’ll be able to tinker without having to worry about getting arrested.”


  Look! Spot bounced around. I get way more awesome! Spot pointed proudly to the absolutely massive dragon that was apparently him in the future. Although the exact scale was difficult to grasp, he somehow felt even larger than Black Scales, which would make the future version of Spot perhaps the largest dragon Amanda had ever seen. It was said that all dragons were descended from the First Dragon – born from the blood he’d shed fighting alongside the gods at the Dawn of Creation – and that every now and then his blood showed more truly in certain dragons than it did in most of them. Perhaps Spot was such a dragon. But what pleased her the most was the happy smile on Spot’s face. He had apparently not lost his warm nature and sense of humour despite getting far larger. Squinting, she could just make out someone sitting on top of the colossal dragon’s head. Yes. That was definitely Avraniel.


  “Yes, you did.” Amanda smiled as Avraniel cooed over the dragon, most likely imagining how much property damage the pair of them could unleash once he got that big. “I knew you’d get even better, Spot.”


  “This is all very interesting,” Amanda said. “But perhaps we should try to rest now. Visions of the future are, at the best of times, still quite troublesome.” Slowly, the fog began to lift, and the images faded with it. The sky had begun to darken, growing a tad less turbulent. “It feels as though whatever passes for night here has fallen. Shall we move at dawn tomorrow?”


  “Aye,” King Barin said. “Dawn – or whatever passes for it here – seems as good a time as any to keep moving.” He frowned. “But we should keep a stout watch tonight. If these creatures are less active and alert during their night, then perhaps we should rethink our plans and rest during the day while moving at night.” His gaze drifted to the gigantic cosmic fungus hunched over the Sky City. “Two hundred against such a foe… it will make a fine tale, I think, provided some of us survive to tell it.”


  Daerin clapped one hand over his brother’s shoulder. They might squabble and bicker, but they were still brothers, and they had greater concerns as well. “We’ll win this. There is no foe that can withstand the power of a vengeful dwarf with time to plan. These bastards took the Sky City, the pride of our people. What better way to prove ourselves and avenge our ancestors than to take it back?”


  The king chuckled. “Yes. What better way?”


  The night, if it could be called that, passed swiftly. Amanda found herself watching the sky. It was almost hypnotic. The swirls and eddies of crimson and violet would have been truly mesmerising and beautiful if not for the things she could see wandering across the land and sky. When dawn came, the sky brightened and grew more turbulent again. The others awakened, and they set out. They would travel during the day, but they would only make their attempt to retake the Sky City at night. Although there was still more than enough light for them to get by, the cosmic fungi and their ilk seem more placid during the night. Vampires would like this place. Whatever unearthly light filled this place, it wasn’t similar to sunlight. Even a fledgling would never have to worry about the sun here.


  The group spoke fairly little as they continued their journey toward the Sky City. It was actually closer than they had initially thought, and she wondered if they really had been mistaken when they’d first estimated its distance or if space had bent and twisted to move it closer. Given the creatures that dwelt here, she couldn’t rule out the latter. Once they were close enough, they camped again and waited for night to fall, so they could make their move.


  Fortunately, the vast, towering fungus that had ensnared the city had either not noticed them or simply didn’t care. The former was as likely as the latter. After all, what threat did they pose to something so large? She doubted they worried it. She doubted anything worried it. Strangely enough, the gargantuan creature was also being avoided by its lesser kin. Did they have to worry about cannibalism, or was it simply unwilling to share the energy source it had found? And for that matter, what was it doing with the Sky City? It was clearly feeding off the energy the Sky City emitted, but was that all? There had to be a reason the other cosmic fungi had altered the Hearthgate. Perhaps they were planning to somehow transport this gigantic cosmic fungus back into Amanda and the others’ world. She could scarcely begin to imagine the damage it could unleash. The dwarves would fall – that much was a certainty – and even Everton itself, and possibly the rest of the world, would soon be in danger. In any case, she’d get her answers soon enough.


  “Can you feel that?” Timmy asked as they began their move to retake the city.


  Amanda nodded. It was a low, rhythmic humming on the very edges of her awareness. She might not have noticed it or paid much attention to it if he hadn’t mentioned it. “Yes. There is still magic at work here.” She searched her memories, glad that her already excellent memory had been rendered essentially flawless by her transformation into a vampire. It made both the good times and the bad times all but impossible to forget. “There were rumours – rumours that the dwarves never confirmed or denied – that the power source of the Sky City was a huge star crystal. Artefacts made of star crystals are rare and powerful. It could explain why no one else has ever come close to replicating their success.” Her eyes flared crimson for a moment, and she shifted her senses to better observe the massive eldritch entity above them. “I can definitely feel something inside the Sky City. When they appeared here, they must have drawn the creature’s attention.”


  King Barin frowned, and his hand tightened on his axe. “I can feel it too, and it gives me hope. Even with that monster absorbing its power, the Sky City is still radiating plenty of energy. If the engines still function, then we should have the power to use them. Likewise, we should have enough power to use the teleportation device and the weapons, assuming they still work.” He shook his head. “I’d not like to fight that behemoth without a city at my back, and even then I wouldn’t be confident.”


  Daerin grinned. “What did I tell you, brother? The Sky City is dwarf engineering at its finest. It doesn’t matter if it gets dragged into another dimension and attacked by monsters. It’ll still work even centuries later.” He nodded fiercely. “My brother is right. If the Sky City can still radiate this much energy, then we should have no problems powering all of its systems. It’s simply a matter of repairing the damaged ones and hoping that nothing essential was destroyed.”


  “Let’s not celebrate too early,” Timmy warned. “We need to get up there and look around before we can draw any firm conclusions.” He gazed at each of them. “Whatever you do, do not pick any fights! The first thing we need to do is to work out what works and what doesn’t. Do not attack that thing until we are completely ready, preferably with every single weapon we can find pointed in its direction. Understood?” He looked at Old Man. “Is it safe to go up there, or are we going to get frozen in time or something?”


  The swordsman nodded. “The creature has stopped time for most of the city. However, its method is different from the smaller ones we’ve encountered. Perhaps to save on the amount of power it uses, it hasn’t created an area of frozen time. Instead…” He paused, searching for the right words. “It is like it has soaked parts of the city in its power. Until its power is removed, those parts of the city will remain stopped in time. However, we should be fine since its power only seems to be affecting what it initially froze in time.” He pointed at some of the spores that filled the air. “Notice how the spores in the air are still able to move in and around the Sky City? If everything that entered the city was frozen in time, they would be as well.”


  “That’s a relief.” Timmy peered up, way up. “That’s a long way, Old Man. Are you sure you can reach it?”


  Old Man chuckled. “These old bones still have a few good years left in them, Timmy. I can reach it.” He gestured for them to stand back. I’ve never been to the Sky City, so I’ll aim for the edge, which is something I can see. I could avoid using line of sight, but that might be… unfortunate. Without better knowledge of Skygarde, I could easily put the other end of the portal somewhere unpleasant.”


  “As long as we get up there in one piece, it’s fine.”


  “Then stand back.” Old Man focused, and the space beside him began to twist. It folded in on itself over and over, and he gestured at the Sky City far above them. There was a sound like a metal container being crushed, and a circular gateway appeared beside him. Amanda could sense a matching gateway appear at the edge of the city above them. “Quickly! I do not know how long I can keep the portal active before it is noticed.”


  They hurried through the gateway, and Old Man was the last one through. It vanished with a quiet hiss, and Amanda looked around. They had appeared on the edges of the Sky City near a courtyard that looked to be in remarkably good condition – perfect condition, actually. Old Man was right. Time really had stopped here. The only imperfections were in the places where the cosmic fungus had seized the city with its tentacles and other, less easily described, limbs. And though she should have expected them, it was still startling to see the dwarves of the city there, frozen in time as well. That monster hadn’t even bothered to kill them… it had simply stopped time for them too.


  “Our kin!” Daerin cried. “They’re still here!”


  “Aye.” The king walked to one dwarf and tried to shake him, only to find that he could not be moved. Despite bracing his feet and pushing with all of his considerable strength, the king couldn’t budge him even an inch. “It seems that creature’s ability to stop time is even more formidable than we thought.” He looked at Old Man. “I know we cannot afford to free all of them, but this one is wearing a uniform I recognise.” He pointed to the symbols on the dwarf’s clothing. “We still use those symbols today. He is the chief engineer. He must have run out here to see what had happened when that creature attacked.”


  “Then we must free him!” Daerin said. “With his help, we would no longer have to puzzle out the workings of the city. We would be able to talk to an expert on how to repair them.”


  “Stand aside,” Old Man warned. “I think I can free him, but he may react poorly. Remember, his last memory was of the creature.” Terror was plain to see on the dwarf’s face, and his gaze was locked onto the titanic eldritch horror that loomed over the Sky City, its vast shadow covering them all. “He may not have been able to stop it, but he got here in time to see what was about to happen.”


  Amanda studied the dwarf. The long, long years since the First War had not dulled her memories of those days. “I know this dwarf. His name is Marden Stonesmith. If need be, let me speak to him. He may not know any of you, but he should still recognise me.” Her comment drew questioning looks from some of the dwarves. They all knew she was an ancient vampire – it was impossible to ignore the blood she’d used in her attacks back in Diamondgate – but only King Barin had grasped her exact identity.


  * * *


  The final day of Marden’s normal life had gone spectacularly poorly. After manoeuvring the Sky City to a suitable location, the fortress’s commander had given the order to test its ability to retreat using long-range teleportation. Marden had argued against it. He firmly believed that there were still some kinks to be worked out, especially since some of their smaller tests had revealed some puzzling results. Everything had come through in one piece, but there were strange energies on some of the rocks they’d sent through, and several of them had come back covered in a strange kind of glowing fungus. However, the commander – one of the king’s brothers – had insisted. They needed to have the city fully operational as soon as possible, and Marden was the chief engineer. In the end, he didn’t have the authority to refuse his commanding officer. All he could do was explain as best he could and hope for the best. Unfortunately, the need for a trump card against the empire won over his calls for caution.


  His biggest concern with the system – something he’d tried to explain to Jerod Ironbinder – was that although travelling through other dimensions was convenient and consumed less energy, it was also tricky and dangerous. Small objects like the rocks they’d sent through could travel safely enough since whatever lived in those dimensions was unlikely to notice or care about a small rock. The Sky City was another story. At its heart was the largest intact star crystal the dwarves had ever found, one that had been tirelessly honed and worked on until it could produce absolutely phenomenal quantities of energy once certain conditions were met. Moreover, the process did not destroy or consume the star crystal. Instead, it turned the star crystal into a conduit, drawing power from other worlds, dimensions, and places. That was great for their purposes but absolutely awful if they ran into something sensitive to that sort of energy. It would be like lighting a torch in the middle of a dark cave. They would definitely be spotted, and there was no guarantee they’d be able to deal with – or even escape – what they ran into.


  Still, he had his orders. They were going to use the teleportation device, and he was going to pray to his ancestors and the gods that nothing awful happened.


  Ten minutes later, he was desperately wishing he’d disobeyed his orders.


  They had teleported, but not into the skies over Diamondgate. Instead, they had reappeared in some strange place with crimson and violet skies where they’d been set upon by bizarre fungus creatures. The dwarves had done their best to fight them off, but it wasn’t easy. The creatures could manipulate time, and one of the main engines was badly damaged. Perhaps they’d be able to flee if he could repair it, but he needed to oversee the repairs in person. As he ran through the courtyard, something else appeared. It was an eldritch titan of immense size, a mountain-sized version of the fungus creatures they were still trying to fight off. The giant loomed over the Sky City, and he felt its power ripple outward. Time began to slow, and the magical defences woven into his tools and clothing activated. For a moment, he was able to shake off the attack, but then even his defences were overwhelmed. This was time manipulation on a scale far beyond anything he’d imagined possible. If only their barrier hadn’t failed following their attempt to teleport, they might have been able to fend off the attack. But right now, they were helpless. He had to do something – anything. If he could get to the barrier control chamber and recalibrate it…


  His mind slowed, but one thought lingered.


  He had to do something.


  And then there was nothing.


  Until now.


  He tripped and tumbled to the ground. Something tried to lift him to his feet, but he lashed out wildly. He’d not let these fungus monsters take him! He’d die first! He reached for the dagger at his side, but it was wrenched from his grasp. In a panic, he managed to break free, and he fumbled for the hammer on his tool belt. It wasn’t a war hammer, but it was better than nothing. However, all thoughts of battle fled as he laid eyes on a face that no dwarf could ever forget.


  It was Councillor Amanda Aurora Arthurs, the very woman who’d first visited the dwarves to broker an alliance between them and Everton. It was not an exaggeration to say that many dwarves considered her the most beautiful woman in the world. Slowly, he lowered the hammer as he did his best not to stare. The stories could never do justice to how it felt to stand in her presence. He inclined his head respectfully. “Councillor… how may I serve?” He noticed the state of her clothing out of the corner of his eye, and rage flared within him. Her clothing was badly ripped and torn, and there was blood all over it. “Who dared to attack you?” he growled. When she didn’t reply, he looked up only to see nothing but unfamiliar faces in the large group that filled the courtyard. “What’s going on? Who are these people? Councillor?”


  “Be at ease, Marden.” Her voice was every bit as reassuring as he remembered from the times they’d spoken. As an engineer of great skill, she had often sought his advice on improving the roads and infrastructure linking Everton and the Broken Mountains. “The ones who attacked me are already dead. However, you may wish to sit down. I have good news and bad news for you.”


  His mouth opened and closed but no sound emerged as he finally grasped the situation. He was still in the Sky City, and that damnable monster was still there with its tentacles coiled around the city. And the people with the councillor… there were dwarves, zombies, golems, a labyrinth hound, and even a little dragon! None of them had been there when Skygarde had teleported to this place, so how could they be here now? He took an unsteady step back, and the councillor reached out to steady him.


  “What…” His gaze swept over the crowd again, desperate to find a familiar face. There! One of the dwarves was wearing a crown. “King Eradin?”


  “No.” The huge dwarf tugged off his helm. “Although he was my ancestor. I am King Barin IV.”


  “King Barin IV? But King Barin II was the previous king…” Marden clutched at his head and turned to the councillor. “What’s going on? What happened?”


  She told him, and he might have thrown up a little in a combination of terror, panic, and confusion. Thankfully, there was a helpful man there who pulled a bucket out of thin air to prevent the situation from getting any messier than it already was. Yet, like any good dwarf, it wasn’t long before he adopted a more pragmatic approach. Finding out that he and everyone else in Skygarde had essentially been frozen in time for centuries was not pleasant. In fact, it was exactly the kind of thing to drive a dwarf mad. However, he could worry about the philosophical and existential implications later. Right now, he needed to focus on fixing the problem. Once he, the rest of them, and the Sky City were safe, he was going to sit down, grab as much mead as he could, and drink until he either passed out or things started to make sense. Hopefully, his friend Galen hadn’t been killed by one of those damn fungi before the giant one froze everything. He was a great drinking buddy.


  “It is as the necromancer suspected,” Marden said as he tried to wrap his mind around the idea of a necromancer actually helping the dwarves instead of trying to murder them all and turn them into zombies. “The teleportation device sent us here, and those things attacked us.”


  “Can you get the teleportation device and the weapons working again?” Daerin asked.


  Marden studied the other dwarf intently. He’d apparently made the golems keeping watch, and their quality was obvious to anyone with an eye for artifice. The king’s brother was a clever dwarf. “I’m not sure. I’d have to investigate them myself. We were attacked the second we got here. The little ones were bad enough, but the big one took at least a few of our best shots before it froze us all. I do know that at least one of our engines failed when we arrived, along with some of our weapons and our barrier. I didn’t have time to pinpoint the cause, but it’s possible the teleportation damaged them somehow.” He winced. “I was on my way to check the engine when the big one froze everything. If we couldn’t win the fight, I was hoping we’d be able to retreat and live to fight another day.”


  The king settled one hand on his shoulder. “Nobody blames you.” He looked over at the gigantic cosmic fungus. “Against a foe like that, it would have been better to retreat and come up with a plan than stay and fight an unwinnable battle. But put aside the regrets of the past. Your misfortune may prove to be a blessing in disguise, for the Sky City is needed once more.”


  “We should check the engine and the weapons,” Daerin said. “Because if we activate the teleportation device, we’re going to attract a lot of attention, and like any good dwarf, I’d like as many weapons as possible when these monsters come after us.”


  “That… that I can agree with.” Marden took a deep breath. To think he was so many years into the future. Everyone he’d known – his wife, his children, the rest of his family – all of them were gone. The dwarves of the Broken Mountains still endured, but they were fighting for survival against a seemingly endless tide of goblins. The Sky City had been built to fight the empire and safeguard the dwarves. If only it had been there… so much of the heartache these dwarves had told him about could have been avoided. But the king was right. There was no point in regretting a past he could not change. The Sky City could still return and fulfil its purpose. All of the resources and effort they’d put into building it would not be in vain if they could just make it back to their world.


  Marden looked at the old swordsman, the one whose seemingly harmless appearance only hinted at his skill. “Can you unfreeze a few of the others? I know it’s a lot to ask because it’s not easy, but we’ll need more help to get everything working.”


  Old Man nodded. As unassuming as he seemed, Marden wasn’t fooled. He was a dwarf. He knew trouble when he saw it. Old Man was dangerous. “I can unfreeze four or five at the most. Any more, and we run the risk of the big one realising something is amiss.”


  The necromancer grimaced. “And we wouldn’t want that – not until we’re ready.” He turned a watchful eye to the gigantic cosmic fungus. “It looks as though it’s hibernating while it consumes the energy of the Sky City. Once we start powering everything up, it’s bound to notice something is wrong.”


  “Aye.” Marden wished he could get a better read on the necromancer. The few he’d encountered in the past had all been bad news, but the king had been very clear on how helpful he’d been. He shook his head. The future was a strange place indeed if it had benevolent necromancers in it. And then there was the young dragon that claimed the elf was his mother. As a rule, elves and dragons did not get along. The latter burned things for a living, and the former lived in what were essentially giant pyres. Likewise, dwarves and dragons had little love for each other. Dragons loved to seize and hoard precious things, and dwarves loved to dig up gold, jewels, and other valuables. Dragons also didn’t believe in paying market prices, so conflict was usually inevitable with dragons almost always coming out on top. It was, after all, hard to beat a giant, flying reptile that was basically impervious to physical and magical attack that could breathe fire hot enough to melt stone and had teeth and claws capable of tearing through castles. Still, Marden wasn’t about to complain. The dragon might still be a wee lad for his kind, but it was nice to have a dragon on his side for once. “Let’s get going then. We’ve got a lot to do, and the sooner we’re out of here, the happier we’ll all be.” He glared at the giant eldritch horror wrapped around the city. “And it’ll be just our luck if that big bastard wakes up early.”


  To Marden’s surprise, Daerin was even more skilled than he’d thought. The younger dwarf was truly gifted, more than capable of keeping up with him and the others they’d freed despite never having seen the Sky City before. To think there was still such talent amongst the dwarves! The weapons on the starboard side of the city had all suffered mechanical damage. They had likely been struck by one of the enormous tentacles the titanic fungus had used to grab Skygarde. However, the damage would be relatively straightforward to repair, and the necromancer and Old Man both felt they could get away with unfreezing time around some of the supplies and the weapons without alerting the creature, provided the weapons remained deactivated.


  More troubling was the damage to the systems that supplied magic to the weapons. However, Daerin and the necromancer both seemed to be well versed in runes and seals – the necromancer to an alarming degree. He even knew of quite a few innovations and alternate styles that had been developed since the Sky City had been trapped, as well as styles and techniques that had been ancient even in Marden’s youth. It made him wonder what sort of life the necromancer had led. It must surely have been an interesting one since runes and seals were not easy to learn, and he’d never heard of a necromancer with such expertise in them.


  “The Councillor looks exactly the same,” one of his fellows muttered. “And it’s been centuries.”


  “I suppose I should explain,” the councillor said. She was helping them carry supplies back and forth. “People have remarked on my longevity in the past, but I have concealed the cause of it. I am a vampire – an ancient vampire – and I’m no longer on the Council although one of my descendants is.”


  “A vampire?” Marden’s brows furrowed. It made sense, now that he thought about it. But vampire or not, the councillor had always done right by the dwarves, and if the stories the king had mentioned were true, then she had only continued to do right by them after Skygarde had vanished. “Well, none of us are comely, young virgins. I think we’ll be safe.”


  That drew laughter from all of the others, and the councillor’s lips curved up into a small but genuine smile. “Oh, you needn’t worry. None of you looks particularly tasty. So… how are the repairs going?”


  “We can’t work too quickly, and we can’t switch anything on. Your necromancer friend and the old swordsman both think too much activity will wake our opponent before we’re ready. That thing is sleeping at the moment, so we want to wait as long as we can before waking it up.” Marden’s lips pursed. “Based on our current pace and keeping in mind that we’re trying to avoid being noticed, it could take us a day or two to get everything ready. My main concern is the teleportation device. It uses the gate that connects to the Hearthgate as its core. From what you’ve said, these creatures were able to do something to the Hearthgate, so they must be sensitive to its energies. Once we activate the teleportation device, it will take at least fifteen to thirty minutes to warm up and calibrate. During that time…” He shook his head at the huge eldritch monstrosity wrapped around the Sky City. “That thing has been devouring the energy of this city for centuries. It’s had a nice, easy meal all this time. It won’t just let us walk away.”


  “Then we’ll have to fight it off long enough to make our escape, not to mention the others it might call upon for aid once it realises what is happening.” Amanda chuckled grimly. “Dwarves are fond of heroic tales, are they not?”


  Marden shared a look with his fellow dwarves. “Aye, my lady, we are. There’s nothing dwarves like more than beating the odds and overcoming adversity.”


  “Then let me tell you a story, Marden. A second war is coming. The Eternal Empire has gathered its strength once more, and Everton is about to be under siege. The Broken Mountains have been plagued by goblins, yet now there is a chance to be rid of them. The Sky City could not be there when it was needed, yet now it – and all of you – have a second chance. Precious few ever get to undo their mistakes, Marden. Precious few ever get a chance at redemption.” She smiled. “This is a story people will speak of for millennia. Your people will cherish the deeds you do and hold them in high esteem. You can be heroes, Marden, but first we need to get home. I ask you: are you ready?”


  “Not yet,” Marden replied. He hefted his tools, and the others did the same. “But, my lady, I promise we will be – and soon. We failed once. We will not fail again.”


  He and the others worked tirelessly through the night. They gave it their all, and when dawn – or what passed for it in this accursed place – came, he was able to walk proudly to Amanda.


  “My lady.” He bowed. “We are ready.”


  “Ready?”


  “Yes. We are ready to take back what’s ours. We are ready to be heroes, albeit not conventional ones.” He grinned fiercely and pointed his hammer at the colossal cosmic fungus. “And most of all, we’re ready to beat that big bastard.”


  
Chapter Thirteen


  Avraniel was not someone who needed to be told to attack her enemies. Her first instinct when threatened was to make whoever was threatening her realise that they had made the biggest damn mistake in their entire stupid life. She was the one who threatened people, not the other way around. The Sky City was finally ready to pick a fight, so they needed someone to get the party started. And what better way to start the party – and disrupt the magic freezing the rest of the city in time – than by hitting the huge fungus monster with an absolute crap load of fire? She didn’t know if she could kill it, but she’d definitely get its attention.


  “Are you ready?” Old Man asked. He had his hat tilted down a bit to hide his expression. Interesting. He usually only did that when he started to get a bit more serious in a fight. Well, she’d seen the look in his eyes earlier. He wasn’t fooling around, not this time.


  “Yeah, yeah. I’m ready.” She rolled her shoulders to loosen them up. She would have been perfectly content to blast away at this thing on her own, but they didn’t know if the giant fungus was truly dormant or if it was still alert enough to defend itself from a big attack. Sure, the huge son of a bitch looked like it was asleep, but it was still draining power from the Sky City. If it sensed her incoming attack, there was a chance it could wake up in time to defend itself. It had already shown it could stop time for an entire city. The last thing they needed was for it to stop her attack too. Instead of wasting power on trying to overwhelm it, Old Man would ensure her attack hit. It wasn’t her usual way of doing things, but she wasn’t an idiot. This would only be the start of the battle. Throwing around too much power before they knew how strong the colossal monster was – or if there were others just like it waiting to ambush them – would have been really dumb. “Let’s do this.”


  She raised the Bow of the Sun and took aim, not that she could miss something so big. The weapon began to draw on her magic, and she felt a familiar surge of heat as an arrow formed. It was so bright and the heat was so intense that only someone with her magic or a dragon would have been able to get anywhere near it without going blind or catching fire. Old Man had moved further away, and sweat had broken out across his brow.


  Despite the massive amount of magic the bow required, it felt perfect in her hands, like it had been made for her. Her breathing was calm and even, and she felt more at peace than she had in days. Life could be complex. Hitting a giant monster with as much power as she could muster was nice and simple. Amanda shouted something about them being noticed, but Avraniel only smiled. Of course, they’d been noticed. She’d already put more power into this arrow than she had into the one that had smashed the barrier around that crime lord’s fortress, and she wasn’t stopping either.


  Of course, such a huge monster couldn’t wake up too quickly. If it was like the behemoths she’d faced in the past, they had at least a minute or two before it was fully alert, and a lot could happen in two minutes. She waited patiently as Old Man wove his magic around the arrow. Countering the effects of the cosmic fungus’s time manipulation across an area as large as the Sky City was probably impossible for the swordsman, but keeping an arrow-sized projectile safe was well within his power. She wasn’t sure where to aim, but there was a grove of massive mushrooms near the middle of its huge cylindrical body. She could feel a lot of power there, so it seemed like a good place to aim. If they were lucky, she might even damage something important. The little ones hadn’t really had any vital organs to aim for, but the big one didn’t look exactly the same as them. Maybe it did have some weak spots. If it did, then sooner or later, she’d find them and blast them.


  “You’d better brace yourself, idiots.” Avraniel cackled. “This is going to be big.”


  She smirked and loosed the arrow.


  The arrow lanced through the air. It was as bright as the sun and hot enough to send a shockwave of superheated air through the sky as it passed. There was a brief pause after it struck, like the calm before the storm, and then the entire world exploded. Avraniel swayed for a moment. She’d put more power into that attack than she’d put into any single attack in months, and she was certain she’d been getting stronger the whole time. The explosion threw her off her feet, and the entire sky shook as the city trembled right down to its foundations.


  The blast filled the sky, and the crimsons and violets that stretched from horizon to horizon were replaced by blinding light and searing heat. The flames blazed orange and then turned white, so hot that she could feel the heat from where she was standing. The dwarves ran for cover, and the Sky City began to glow as the sheer heat of the attack threatened to melt every exposed piece of stone. The cosmic fungus came awake in an instant. It gave a hideous, wailing shriek followed by a low, agonised rumble as it staggered back. It let go of the Sky City, and the tentacles closest to where her attack had landed began to disintegrate as the incredible heat and force of the arrow took their toll.


  Time around the creature ebbed and flowed madly as it tried to minimise the damage it was taking. Time, which had stopped for most of the city for centuries, finally began to flow once more, albeit shakily, as the behemoth turned its power toward fighting off her attack. More explosions rang out as the dwarves and the demolition rats used explosives and magic to sever any remaining tendrils. A moment later, the low hum of the city’s engines that had hovered at the back of her awareness turned into a full-fledged roar as the Sky City came to life once more. System after system reactivated, and Skygarde began to lurch away from the reeling titan.


  Naturally, it wasn’t that easy. It was never that easy. And if it had been, she would have been suspicious because if getting away from this thing was that easy, the dwarves would have pulled it off ages ago.


  The gigantic eldritch horror reared up to its full height. Its vast, cylindrical body loomed over the city. Tentacles that could smash castles flailed through the air, and strange unnatural limbs that could rend mountains unfurled to reveal claws as big as towers and strange, pulsing organs that dripped acid and venom. The creature made a series of deep, thunderous sounds, and a wave of power pulsed out of it. She braced herself, knowing what was about to happen. But time did not stop. Instead, there was an answering flash of light, and a glowing blue barrier appeared around Skygarde. Her lips curled. Not bad. Those short bastards worked fast. They’d managed to get the city’s barrier up in time to ward off the attack.


  The damn fungus didn’t have a head, but dozens of huge eyes had appeared either on stalks or along its body. All of them were filled with unreadable, utterly alien emotion. It raised one massive tentacle high into the air. Her eyes widened. That thing must be a hundred yards across, maybe more. As the tentacle came down, Old Man stepped forward. He drew his sword and struck. His magic sang – a single, cruel note that made her teeth ache and her ears ring – and space beyond the city’s barrier split and tore. The tentacle was cut in half, with the part still attached to the creature missing the Sky City. The same, however, could not be said for the other part, which plummeted toward them.


  “I’m not sure that helps,” she muttered.


  “You might be right.” Old Man prepared himself for a second strike. It was very likely that the barrier wouldn’t stop it. She doubted the dwarves had been able to completely reconfigure it in the short time they’d had before the cosmic fungus unleashed its time-stopping attack. Instead, they’d likely shifted the barrier to prioritise defending against magic and other energy-based attacks over physical attacks. “But there wasn’t time for a more precise strike. Perhaps you could lend some more assistance?”


  Avraniel smirked. “Sure. I can clean up your mess.” She fired another arrow from her bow, and the explosion knocked the tentacle aside. The severed limb tumbled wide of the Sky City and crashed into the ground far below. Already, though, the injury was beginning to heal, and fresh, slimy flesh had begun to emerge from the stump of the wounded tentacle. “Didn’t those bastards say this place had weapons? Why aren’t they firing yet? I can’t do everything myself.”


  As the titanic fungus readied another blow – its sheer size made it more awkward than its smaller fellows although it would definitely hit a lot damn harder too – Skygarde’s weapons finally came to life. Dozens upon dozens of magical cannons – enough firepower to make a dreadnought curl up in a corner and cry – were unleashed in a single salvo of devastating destructive power aimed right at the centre of the creature’s mass. The horror reeled back, almost toppling as it used its misshapen limbs and tentacles to steady itself. The attack shattered what little was left of its control over the city, and the rest of the dwarves were finally freed.


  “Where are we?”


  “What’s going on?”


  “Who are you?”


  “By the gods! What’s that thing over there?”


  Avraniel rounded on the dwarves. “Shut up, you bastards! This isn’t the time.” She jabbed one finger at the huge monster. “See that? It’s trying to kill us all, and it can also stop time. We need to get out of here.” She growled. “But it’s going to take a while for the teleportation device to warm up. In the meantime, we need to fight off anything that tries to stop us. If you see something and it looks freaky, then kill it!”


  A strange, unnatural chittering signalled the arrival of other, lesser cosmic fungi. The dwarves weren’t completely hopeless. An old human and an elf were far more likely to be on their side than the bizarre fungus creatures flying toward them. The smaller fungi moved in a swarm, firing bolt after bolt of time-stopping power. The barrier around the city kept the initial volley of attacks out, but the creepy jerks soon learned they could pass through the barrier without incident. And once they were inside, there wasn’t anything to stop them using their time-altering powers.


  “Don’t get hit by those bolts!” Avraniel roared. “You’ll get frozen in time.” The dwarves were still milling about in confusion, but some of the smarter ones had begun to organise the others. “Come on, you losers! Stop standing around and fight!”


  She dodged through a hail of attacks as the area around her was barraged with bolts of time-stopping power. She fired her bow over and over again. She didn’t worry about putting too much power into her attacks. If she could knock them out of the air, the dwarves could do the rest. Fortunately, much like the others they’d encountered, they could only use their time-stopping power every so often although the interval was definitely shorter here than it had been near the Hearthgate. Old Man must have been right. It was easier to alter space and time here.


  The city’s smaller weapons had abandoned attacking the big fungus in favour of trying to thin the swarm of smaller fungi. However, the magical cannons were now joined by a host of other anti-air defences as repeating crossbows, wind lances, and other weaponry was brought to bear. The dwarves had finally shaken themselves out of their stupor, and they were doing what dwarves did best – putting their axes, spears, and swords to work against their enemies while some other dwarves ran off to get crossbows and bows. Elsewhere, the mages amongst the dwarves were doing their best to help, and the acrid scent of lightning soon filled the air along with the smell of smoke and metal.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Spot take to the air. The dragon was a glowing meteor, and every swipe of his claws created long, expanding trails of astral energy. He grinned from ear to ear – he must not have known he could do that – and swiped with even more enthusiasm. The attacks shredded the cosmic fungi closest to him and still packed enough punch to send those further away tumbling out of the sky. She doubted he’d be able to keep throwing attacks like that around once they left this place. It looked like it took a lot of energy, and the people eater had said this place had way more than back home. But hopefully, he could still pull it off from time to time since it looked like a really handy ability have. Swooping over a pitched battle between dozens of the cosmic fungi and hundreds of the Sky City’s dwarves, Spot unleashed a hurricane of white flame. The wounded dwarves were healed, and the cosmic fungi were either set ablaze or forced to use their time-altering powers to evade the attack or ward off the worst of it.


  But Spot’s intervention had not gone unnoticed.


  “Watch out!” she shouted.


  One of the cosmic fungi had managed to sneak up on Spot and catch him with a time-stopping attack. As the dragon strained to move, it brought its tentacles down in a thunderous blow that even the dragon would feel. But instead of the sickly thump of flesh cracking scales, there was a flash of light, and the attack went right through Spot. Her eyes widened. Intangibility? That was definitely an astral dragon thing. The idiot had said Spot was already close to pulling it off before they’d been dragged into this world, so the extra astral energy he’d gotten must have been just the boost he needed to finally do it. The dragon finally shook off the fungus’s powers, and Spot grinned evilly. Slashes of white energy carved through the creature, and Spot was once more soaring through the air.


  “The astral energy combined with the stress of battle must have awakened more of his powers,” Amanda murmured. The vampire was using bolts of blood to attack the fungi and intercept their attacks, and Avraniel was tempted to ask where she’d gotten it. It wasn’t like the damn mushroom creatures had useable blood. Then again, Gerald probably carried plenty of blood around. At least, the people eater was making herself useful. Old Man didn’t have enough magic to constantly unfreeze people who got stuck, and the dwarves had already begun to understand how to fight the eldritch horrors. Better yet, some of them had rushed off to tell whoever was using the city’s weapons what to do.


  A dwarf wind lance or a repeating crossbow with explosives attached to the bolts was perfect for fighting these damn monsters. If they could land a hit while the fungi were either distracted or had already used their time-altering abilities, then they could do plenty of damage. Not far away, a dwarf was heaving metal discs at the creatures. He must be able to control metal or something. Another dwarf was adding his own magic to the discs, and whenever they managed to hit one of the glowing cosmic fungi, the explosion that followed sent another one of the creepy bastards tumbling out of the air.


  A few streets down, she caught a glimpse of King Barin leading a force of dwarves against the cosmic fungi that had managed to land safely. He towered over the others, at least fifteen feet tall, and he swung a hammer with a head bigger than any of the dwarves. Each impact shook the ground, and anything he managed to hit was crushed flat by the force of the blow. Oh, sure, the damn eldritch monsters could regenerate, but there was no regenerating from that sort of damage.


  Meanwhile, Spot had circled back around, and the dwarves pointed up at him before charging toward another clump of the otherworldly monsters. His white fire surged down onto the battlefield, and the dwarves spilled forward, many even allowing themselves to be hit by the cosmic fungi’s attacks if only to guarantee that Spot’s fire would land. As the cosmic fungi retreated, besieged by axes, spears, pikes, swords, crossbows, and even crowbars, the dwarves took up one of their loud, rousing battle chants. She smiled as dwarves pointed at Spot and cheered. She was very proud of her dragon. Preening, Spot dove toward another one of the creatures. The blade-like edges of his wings couldn’t rip through the cosmic fungi the way they could rip through a drake, but he still had enough force behind his dive to drive the horror into the road.


  The impact cracked the paved stone, and Spot hopped off the downed fungus as half a dozen dwarves descended on it with angry cries, hacking and chopping furiously. A stray tentacle managed to slap one aside, and a time-stopping bolt halted the assault for a moment, but a second group arrived an instant later to finish the job. Avraniel smirked. These guys were tough, but they relied on their time-altering powers too much. Sure, those powers were great if they could catch people off guard – and they might even have been able to beat her and the others at the Hearthgate if not for Old Man – but like any trick, it was less effective the second time around. If they’d been able to soak up damage and keep going the way Sam and his ilk could, then they would have been screwed. Avraniel had seen that cake-eating bastard shrug off attacks that would have killed these fungi idiots dozens of times over.


  “Come on,” Amanda said. “We need to get you onto a roc. The big one isn’t going to leave us alone so easily.” Her eyes, which were now a deep crimson, narrowed. The colossal eldritch monstrosity had finally gotten its bearings back. Parts of it were still burning, but it had managed to put out most of the flames. It was going to attack again, and it was going to hit them with everything it had. “Move!”


  “Oh, shut up,” Avraniel muttered.


  They ran into a courtyard where a squad of roc riders – dwarves who rode the giant birds that nested amidst the highest peaks of the Broken Mountains – were preparing to take to the skies.


  “Councillor!” one of them cried.


  “Take her with you,” Amanda ordered. “She is our strike weapon.”


  “An elf?” one of the other dwarves asked. “Really? With all due respect, councillor, elves are not known for their attack magic.”


  “See that?” Amanda pointed to where Avraniel’s initial attack had burned huge swathes of the creature’s flesh. “She did that in a single attack. Take her with you. Now.”


  The captain of the roc riders stared in disbelief and then threw his head back and laughed. His bird stirred, its golden feathers glittering in the eerie light of the crimson and violent sky above them. “Finally! An elf we dwarves can get along with! Hop on, elf! I’ll get you up there. Just worry about hitting that big one with everything you can muster. I’ll handle the rest.”


  Avraniel leapt onto the bird, and it immediately launched itself upward. To his credit, the dwarf knew how to fly. She’d always thought of dwarves as ground-bound and graceless, and most of them were in comparison to elves and humans. But just like the demolition rats were the exception to all rats being stupid vermin, these roc riders knew their stuff. The roc shot into the fray over the city, and a tug on its reins and a shouted command had it banking sharply to one side. Its claws, which were enhanced with metal attachments, tore into several fungi as it used its speed and agility to evade their flaying tendrils and barbed limbs. Rather than try to kill them outright, the roc riders focused on knocking the eldritch creatures out of the sky. Instead of using wings to fly, the cosmic fungi used another one of their eldritch powers, but it could be disrupted if they were hurt badly enough. Gravity – and the dwarves on the ground – could then finish any that fell out of the sky.


  “Are you going to hit the same area again?” the captain asked. He pointed a spear. A bolt of lightning streaked forward, and a nearby eldritch monster was forced to use its time-stopping ability to halt the projectile. However, several exploding crossbow bolts from another roc rider knocked it out of the sky. “I can get you closer if need be.”


  “Sounds like a plan. I pissed it off when I hit it there last time, so I figure hitting it there again is a good idea.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Avraniel took aim with her bow again. Once more, magic flooded into the weapon. She could have relied entirely on her own power, but at this range, the bow would make things easier. She also didn’t want to get any closer than she had to, just in case it unleashed another shockwave that could stop time. And speaking of that ability, another salvo from the heavy cannons of the Sky City forced the titan to use its power once again. As the glowing bolts of magic and other projectiles hung uselessly in the air, the gigantic fungus batted them aside. Avraniel smirked. It had forgotten about her. Oh well. She’d just have to remind it.


  Mindful of the dwarf and the roc, she poured power into the bow while tightening her hold on the heat it radiated. She couldn’t afford to fry the roc or its rider. As the bow wove yet another arrow of light and heat into existence, the dwarf was forced to turn his eyes away, and the protective runes and seals engraved on the armour the roc wore began to glow.


  “Damn,” the dwarf growled. “That’s a lot of power you’ve got.”


  Avraniel smirked and then fired. “Wait until you see it hit.”


  The resulting explosion once again enveloped the eldritch behemoth. It stumbled back, it cylindrical body aflame, and huge chunks of its tough, fibrous flesh sloughed off or turned to ash. It made a mad, keening sound, and its tentacles lashed the air. The Sky City shook as the creature managed to land several powerful blows, but it managed to stay aloft although the low hum of its engines gave way to an angry whine. Skygarde fired its heavy cannons again. Half the shots went wide as the city struggled to regain its equilibrium, but the salvo managed to sever two of the giant’s tentacles along with one of its clawed limbs. Its attempts to heal were stymied by the onslaught of flame that continued to consume large sections of its body as Avraniel’s attack expanded and intensified.


  “Hah!” The dwarf laughed. “Now, that’s what I call an attack! How many more of those can you fire off?”


  “I can do this all day!” Avraniel shouted back. That wasn’t true, but she wasn’t about to admit it. “Just get me into position to hit it again.”


  “That I can do.” He laughed. “We can swing around in a – oh!” He jerked hard on the reins, and the roc cut sharply to one side. He muttered a curse as several of the lesser eldritch fungi moved to pursue them. “I think they’re onto us, elf. Can you do something about them? My friend and I here can outfight or outfly almost anything, but there have to be at least half a dozen of those bastards behind us.” He looked over his shoulder. “Aye, they’re definitely after us. They’ve ignored everyone else we’ve passed so far.”


  Either the giant cosmic fungus had given an order, or the smaller ones had realised the threat she posed on their own. It didn’t matter. The half a dozen in pursuit of them had been joined by others, and what the eldritch abominations lacked in grace or agility, they made up for with impressive speed. The roc rider was forced to lead his bird through a series of seemingly impossible flips, turns, twists, and dives to outpace and outmanoeuvre their pursuers. The bolts of time-stopping power the cosmic fungi unleashed were soon joined by barbed darts, spiked tentacles, and what looked like strange, glowing acid. If Gerald had been with them, the paper pusher would have puked his guts out at least fifteen times, but Avraniel was made of sterner stuff. Honestly, the way this dwarf could fly, he and his roc might be able to give Spot a run for his money in the air, and that was saying something.


  The whole time, Avraniel did her best to anticipate the crazy twists and turns as she fired off smaller attacks to pick off the pursuing fungi. The other roc riders had also noticed, and they swung around in formation and smashed headlong into the swarm of eldritch beings. One roc screeched, and the massive bird was suddenly locked in combat, its talons and beak ripping into the body of one fungus as the creature retaliated with its tentacles and clawed limbs. A bolt of time-stopping power halted the bird and its rider in mid-air, but another roc rider was there to strike before the cosmic fungus could seize the initiative. Its rider hurled his war hammer, and magic surrounded the weapon as it slammed into the abomination’s side.


  It was chaos. The roc riders were badly outnumbered, but they were well trained, utterly determined, and used to fighting both as individuals and as a group. In contrast, the cosmic fungi seemed to care little for one another. Instead, they simply flooded forward, trying to overwhelm the roc riders with their numbers and eldritch powers. A trio of roc riders went down, birds and riders torn to shreds, but that only spurred the others to fight harder. Nothing hardened a dwarf’s resolve more than watching one of his fellows die, and it was often said that vengeful dwarves were the most dangerous dwarves. The roc riders must have agreed because for every one of them that fell, they made sure to take down at least two or three of the cosmic fungi. One of the riders even leapt off his mortally wounded bird and grabbed hold of one of the cosmic fungi before detonating all of his exploding crossbow bolts. Avraniel bared her teeth. She might not like dwarves much, but she could definitely respect these ones. They weren’t afraid of death, but they were determined to make whoever killed them pay as big a price as possible.


  And then Spot was there.


  The cosmic fungi had been so intent on killing her that they didn’t notice the dragon until he was suddenly diving down on them, unleashing a cloud of white flame. Some of them stopped time to survive whilst others accelerated their own time to give them the speed they needed to escape. The roc riders used the sudden onslaught to regroup, and they readied themselves for another charge.


  “Good work, Spot!”


  “He’s your dragon, isn’t he?” the dwarf chuckled. “Someone told me we’ve been stuck here for centuries. Do all elves have dragons now, or is it just you?”


  “Just me.”


  “Good! I’d hate for you tree huggers to have such a big advantage over us. Oh, don’t get me wrong. An elf with a bow on a giant eagle can be a nightmare to fight, but I’d favour a roc and an angry dwarf at close range any day. A dragon is a different story, though. Close range or long range it doesn’t matter. A dragon’s fire and a dragon’s claws will both make short work of anything they can reach.”


  The dwarf laughed again as Spot fell into position beside them. The dragon unleashed more blasts of fire to force the cosmic fungi to use their powers, so he could close in and puts his teeth and claws to work. The roc riders took advantage of Spot’s fire as well. They’d realised that the eldritch creatures couldn’t use their powers too often. Whenever they were forced to use their ability to stop time defensively that meant there was a small window when they would be vulnerable, and the roc riders were more than good enough to take advantage of it. Now that Spot could turn intangible for short periods of time, he was even better at getting close. As strong as the cosmic fungi were – and a solid hit was enough to rattle even Spot’s teeth – the dragon’s claws and teeth were deadly, and with astral energy enhancing all of his blows, he was an absolute menace. One or two decent hits were usually all he needed to down one of the cosmic fungi.


  “He’s a useful lad, isn’t he?” The captain gave an appreciative whistle as Spot twisted around the tentacles of an eldritch horror before dragging two of his claws along its side. White energy turned the shallow wounds into gaping injuries, and Spot’s next pass all but ripped the creature in half.


  “He sure is.” Avraniel looked over. A zombie wyvern was flying toward the gigantic fungus with several large barrels strapped onto it. Right on cue, another salvo from the Sky City forced it to use its time-stopping shockwave or risk taking even more severe injuries. But that left the zombie wyvern with a perfect opportunity to strike. And unless she was mistaken, those were barrels the demolition rats had been working on. “Get us out of here!”


  The dwarf looked over his shoulder and fired some lightning at a fifteen-feet-tall fungus that had almost managed to sneak up on them. “Why? We’re winning.”


  “Do you see those barrels on the zombie wyvern?” Avraniel pointed before realising that the dwarf almost certainly couldn’t see them at this distance. They had to be at least half a mile away from the zombie wyvern. “We’ve got rats who specialise in making explosives, and they’ve had all day to work on those barrels.”


  “Rats?” The roc rider stared. “You have rats who make explosives?”


  “Yes, and they’re good at it. Trust me. We do not want to be this close when those barrels explode.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.” The roc rider tugged on the reins again, and they changed direction to put some distance between them and the zombie wyvern. Spot was right beside them as the dwarf raised a horn to his lips and blew it. The remaining roc riders – at least a quarter of them had fallen in battle – began to wheel away as well, and it was a good thing they did.


  The explosion the barrels made when the zombie wyvern rammed into the gigantic cosmic fungus almost knocked them out of the sky. She wasn’t sure how the demolition rats had managed to do it, but the explosion was almost as big as the one her attacks had caused. Sure, it didn’t have the same heat behind it, but it seemed to pack even more force. The massive fungus staggered, all but knocked to the ground, as a vast section of its cylindrical body was reduced to bloody pulp. It made her wonder why it didn’t fly. Was it unable to, or had they damaged it too badly for it to fly? As it continued to reel, glowing, viscous fluid pouring out of the ruined flesh, Avraniel unleashed another attack of dizzying power. The sky shook, and Avraniel grinned savagely as the gigantic creature wavered, its tentacles and limbs twitching erratically as an entire slab of its flesh broke off and hurtled toward the ground. A cheer went up from the dwarves, and the Sky City added its own weaponry to the assault. The gargantuan cosmic fungus tottered about drunkenly and then lunged at the Sky City.


  “It’s getting desperate,” the dwarf observed. “We must really be hurting it.” His eyes widened as bells began to ring all through Skygarde. “I know that signal! The teleportation device must be almost ready.” He sounded his horn again. “Come on, lads! We’re getting out of this damn place! Back to the city! If you’re slow, you’re getting left behind!”


  The titanic fungus seized the city, and everyone who could muster an attack blazed away at it. Bits of it, ranging from small pieces to chunks the size of hills, ripped off, but it refused to let go even as the teleportation device finally activated, dragging them out of the twisted dimension of the cosmic fungi and back into their own world.


  Of course, they weren’t out of the woods yet.


  Not even close.


  * * *


  If Timmy had been asked to come up with the worst possible outcome of using the teleportation device, then having it fail as it shredded them into billions of tiny pieces and dumped them into an even worse dimension would have been right at the top of his list. Sam had told him about some of the places he’d been, and Timmy was not keen on visiting most of them. There were, apparently, places were giant hamsters and hedgehogs hunted humans for sport. Timmy had always thought Sam had been joking but after almost being murdered on multiple occasions by flying, time-stopping fungi, he wasn’t about to rule anything out.


  One of his other fears was the teleportation device sending them right into a volcano. Spot and Avraniel would probably have been okay, but the rest of them would be dead. Well, maybe not Amanda. Lava was usually quite effective against vampires, but she was an ancient vampire. Ancient vampires were notorious for staying dead for about ten seconds before regenerating and murdering their would-be murderers.


  Another horrible possibility was teleporting next to an imperial naval base. But what were the odds of that? There weren’t that many imperial naval bases, and the world was a big place. In fact, there were actually more active volcanoes in the world than imperial naval bases, so they were more likely to meet their ends after being dunked in lava than at the cannons of the imperial navy.


  As luck would have it, the teleportation device managed to avoid two of Timmy’s worst fears. It teleported them into the sky over the ocean of their world, and all of them appeared to be in one piece. Sadly, though, that was where their luck ended because they hadn’t appeared over an empty patch of ocean in the middle of nowhere. No. They’d appeared over a patch of the ocean that was right next to an imperial naval base.


  And things were about to get worse because of course they were.


  “The engines have gone dead. We’re barely airborne!” a dwarf screamed. “We’ve lost power too! The city’s power source has gone completely silent. We must have either overloaded it or damaged it while teleporting.”


  And to make matters worse, they hadn’t teleported alone. Indeed, their passenger was probably why the city’s power source had malfunctioned. The giant cosmic fungus, the one that had frozen the Sky City in time for centuries, the same creature they had done their best to kill or escape, that same eldritch monstrosity had hitched a ride. It was right next to them, and it did not look happy.


  “We’re dead in the water,” another dwarf growled. “Weapons aren’t responding either.”


  “Don’t you mean dead in the sky?” a third dwarf shouted.


  “Does it matter?” the other dwarf yelled back. “The point is that we’re not going anywhere, and we can’t defend ourselves.” He clutched at his beard as the angry ringing of alarms filled the air. “We’re running on emergency power only, and our barriers are barely operational.” He paused and then stared as some of the surveillance magic they still had operating projected an image into the middle of the chamber that served as the command centre of the Sky City. “And is that an imperial naval base down there because it sure looks like one, and I swear that’s the imperial flag flying on the fleet down there too?”


  “Yes. Yes, it is.” Timmy fought the urge to scream. How had they escaped a world full of killer cosmic fungi only to find themselves in an even worse situation? The door to the command centre practically burst off its hinges as King Barin stomped in with Daerin right behind him. “Your Majesty, we have problem.”


  The king growled. “Aye. That damn giant fungus managed to come along for the ride, and we’re right next to an entire naval base full of imperial troops – and they’ve got a damn fleet anchored in the harbour too.” The king snarled. “And now I’m being told that we can’t move or fire our weapons.” A massive blast of flame from Avraniel shook the city, and the titanic cosmic fungus flopped back. It must have been weaker in this world than its own because it toppled back and smashed half a dozen ships to kindling before it fell into the ocean. “The imperials haven’t done anything yet, but that’s only because they must be as shocked as we are. In a few minutes – at the most – they’ll hit us with everything they’ve got. We can either try to hold our ground, or we can try and make repairs and run for it. Does anyone actually know where we are?”


  “Not too far from help, now that you mention it.” Timmy recognised the naval base beside them. He’d learned as much about the empire’s naval bases as he could prior to their previous mission, and the general shape of the island was familiar to him. “This is one of the empire’s forward naval bases. It’s a few hours by air from a friendly nation, maybe less if they use magic to enhance their speed.”


  “That’s some good news at least.” The king took a deep breath and then nodded firmly. “I’ll start preparing for boarders. The Sky City is far too valuable a prize for them to overlook. They’ll try to kill us all and take it for themselves. It’s what I would do. But we didn’t come this far just to hand it over to the empire. We’ll hold them back, one way or another. Contact whomever you can for help, and see if you can’t get the engines and weapons working again. You and my brother did great work with Marden to get us this far, but I’ll need you and the rest of the engineers to work a few more miracles. Even if we could move, we wouldn’t be able to retreat quickly enough to avoid taking a few hits, but I’ll take a slow retreat over being stuck here in range of their –”


  BOOM.


  The Sky City’s barrier flared to life, and the whole city shuddered. A deep, bass rumble echoed up from beneath them, and frantic voices began to yell out damage reports as more alarms rang out and the runes and seals spread throughout the city reported the damage – and there was a lot of damage to report.


  “I’m going to guess that the empire has begun to open fire with their ground-based weapons.” Timmy sighed. “And, of course, they’ve got a lot of them. This is a damn naval base, after all.”


  “We dwarves are not known for our luck.” The king hefted his axe. It was covered in the strange, phosphorescent fluid that passed for blood amongst the cosmic fungi. “But I’m hoping one of those imperial commanders is foolish enough to hit the giant fungus. Hopefully, they can get the damn thing mad at them. It’ll be nice to see someone else have to deal with it for a while.” He turned to Daerin. “Help the necromancer and the others, brother. It won’t be long before the imperials start trying to board the city. I’m going to prepare a suitable welcome for them.”


  As the king rushed off with some of his elites, Timmy and the others went looking for Gerald. He found the bureaucrat huddled behind a sturdy wall as another blast rocked the city. He grimaced and helped Gerald back to his feet. It was hard to blame the older man. The wall put Gerald within easy reach of the healers who were using some of his supplies while also keeping him relatively safe. This wasn’t something he’d trained for, and the stress of days spent only moments from death was beginning to show. It was a miracle he hadn’t cracked yet.


  “Get on your scrying sphere,” he ordered Gerald. “I need to speak to Vicky right now!”


  It only took a moment for Vicky to answer. She was in a nightgown since it was only an hour or so past down, and she did like to sleep in when she could. “Gerald? Timmy? What’s going on? We’ve been looking everywhere for you and the others, but the Hearthgate has been completely unresponsive. What happened?”


  Timmy took a deep breath. The frantic screaming and cursing coming from the dwarves as they ran around trying to repair as much damage as they could was not doing good things for his peace of mind. He already knew the situation was bad. Knowing that one of the primary magic conduits to the weapons had ruptured in four different places turned the situation from bad to apocalyptic. “Okay, long story short because we’re really in a bit of pinch, but we found Skygarde. It was in another dimension. We got dragged there after eldritch fungi activated the Hearthgate. However, we were able to get back, but we’re now floating next to an imperial naval base about three or four hours flight by wyvern from the Shimmering Isles. It’s the base codenamed Near Strike on the maps you sent me. We also have an absolutely gigantic fungus monster to deal with because it hitched a ride back with us when we teleported out of its dimension. We need you and the Shimmering Isles to send everybody – as in everybody and their dog, their cat, and even their pet turtle – to help us because we’re currently under attack, and it’s only going to get worse. I give it a few minutes at the most before the giant fungus monster recovers, and the empire has already begun its bombardment. They should have the first wave of boarders up here any second now.”


  Vicky blinked. Anyone else might have panicked, and most other people would have pressed to know about what had happened with the Hearthgate and in the other dimension. However, Vicky was very good at prioritising. Those things could wait till later. Right now, they had a Sky City to save.


  “I see.” There was a flash of light, and she was suddenly bathed in the brilliant glow of her magic. “I will contact the Shimmering Isles immediately and rally our forces. Expect help as soon as possible. I will be coming in person with whatever forces I can muster on such short notice. I’m not too far. I left the Shimmering Isles yesterday to help the dwarves search for you and the others.”


  That was good news. If Vicky could get here with some forces from Everton and the Shimmering Isles, they should be able to survive. However, there was still the not-so-small matter of needing to hold off an entire naval base until they arrived. His lips twitched. It wouldn’t be easy, but he’d take probable death over certain death every day of the week. “Right. We’ll hold them off as long as we can. Don’t be late.”


  Vicky’s gaze sobered. “Timmy… be careful. We’ll get there as quickly as we can. Just hold on.”


  As the scrying sphere fell silent, Timmy gestured for Gerald to follow him and Daerin. They arrived in the engineering section of the city to find Marden, the chief engineer, deep in conversation with his colleagues. From the looks on their faces, the news was far from good.


  “What’s wrong?” Timmy asked. “Has something else exploded since I last checked?”


  Marden chuckled grimly. “Probably. But we were talking about the city’s power source. The teleportation device was never meant to teleport the entire city and a gigantic cosmic fungus at the same time. It still managed to get us back to our world, but it overloaded the star crystal that powers the city. To keep the star crystal from shattering, we were forced to shut it down. If we could replace it, we might have risked leaving it active, but it’s the only one of its kind in the world. No other star crystal comes close to it in terms of size or quality.”


  “What? You don’t have another one out the back or something?” Timmy asked. Dwarves were notorious for hoarding precious gems and other valuables. It was a little difficult to believe they didn’t have a passable spare somewhere.


  “It’s the largest star crystal in history,” Marden replied. “No, we do not have another one out the back.”


  “Then we need to reactivate it,” Daerin said. “Because in case you haven’t noticed, we’re stuck on emergency power only, and I don’t like our odds of living through the next hour if we can’t move or shoot back. The barrier is barely holding on as it is.” As if to punctuate his words, the city shuddered again, and dust tumbled down from the ceiling. A monstrous bellow echoed out, and a titanic tentacle swung through the air, just barely missing the Sky City. Timmy looked heavenward. It looked like the eldritch abomination had recovered. Hopefully, someone in the empire would be stupid enough to attack it. If they were lucky, maybe the naval base and the otherworldly monster could kill each other. “Surely, there is a way to reactivate it.”


  “Griffin knights!” a dwarf screamed as he ran past with a crossbow in hand. “They’re sending griffin knights! We need everyone with a bow or a crossbow over by the eastern side right now!”


  “Oh, for crying out loud.” Timmy raised his voice. “Someone tell Spot – the dragon – and the roc riders. Gerald, let all of my flying zombies loose, every single one you’ve got.” Gerald gaped at him.


  “All of them? Even… the… uh… really weird ones?”


  “Yes, all of them. If it can fly and you’ve got it, I want you to send it out. The griffin knights are amongst the empire’s elite. They’re here to take down all of our anti-air defences, so the boarders can make it up safely. If we can’t fight them off, we’ll be buried under wave after wave of imperial soldiers. Not all of my flying zombies will be much help, but at this point, we need all of the help we can get.”


  “Right.” Gerald ran out toward one of the courtyards. “I’ll be out here releasing all of your flying zombies. Is it okay if I take out a few of your other ones that can’t fly just in case any boarders make it up here?”


  “On second thought, Gerald, just release all of my zombies – all of them. I’ll instruct them to follow orders, so let the dwarves know that they’ll be getting help once the boarders arrive.” Timmy smiled. “But keep at least two zombie warriors for yourself, Gerald, and don’t take any unnecessary risks, all right? Stay safe.”


  “I’ll try,” Gerald replied. “But I’m not sure how much luck I’ll have.”


  Timmy turned back to Marden. “Can we reactivate the star crystal?”


  “I’d love to,” Marden said. “But we can’t – not right now, anyway.”


  “Why not?” Timmy reached out to steady himself as another explosion rocked the city. Seriously? They needed to get moving. They were sitting ducks, and the empire wasn’t pulling its punches. Their magical weapons might not be working, but there were other ways to fight back. “Don’t you have catapults or something? Just hurl some rocks over the side of the city! Given how high we are, they’ll definitely do some damage.” Some of the dwarves rushing past must have heard him because it wasn’t long before catapults were being wheeled toward the city’s edge. “Marden, why can’t we reactivate the star crystal?”


  The dwarf dragged out some plans and spread them across a table. “The star crystal doesn’t make energy. It harvests it from other worlds and dimensions. But to do that it needs to reach a certain temperature. Once it gets going, it’ll sustain itself, but getting there isn’t easy. The temperature we need is so high that we can’t produce it using normal methods. Instead, we use a step-up system. Basically, the ignition takes three steps. At each step, the heat increases until it’s finally hot enough to activate the star crystal. The system was damaged during the battle before we were able to teleport. It didn’t matter at the time because the star crystal was already active, so we didn’t have to worry about restarting it. But now…”


  “Now, it’s stopped working, and you can’t get the right temperature to activate it again.” Timmy thought of a forge. If it wasn’t hot enough, then it was basically pointless. At least they still had emergency power. If they didn’t, they would already have fallen out of the sky. “How bad is the damage?”


  “Bad.” Marden scowled.


  “I was worried you’d say that.” Timmy silently counted to five in his head and then asked his next question. “Could Spot or Avraniel reactivate it?”


  “If that dragon of yours was older, he might be able to pull it off, but he’s too young. His fire isn’t hot enough yet. You’d need an adult dragon to do it. Believe me, we tested it. As for the elf, her fire is hotter than the dragon’s, but even she can’t generate the heat we require.”


  “Then we have to repair the system. You say the damage was bad, but how bad is it exactly?”


  Marden pointed at the plans. “There, there, and there – we’ve got three major breaches in critical areas. I can handle one of those, you and one of my assistants could handle another, and Daerin and another one of my assistants could handle the third. My assistants should know what to do, but I don’t know if we have the tools, materials, or the time to make the repairs. Any advice you could offer would be helpful.”


  “Heat conduit ruptures?” Daerin asked. Marden nodded, and the steel-beared dwarf cursed. “Those are tricky. But we’ll get it done. We haven’t got a choice.”


  “Even if we can repair those critical breaches, the system still won’t be at full power,” Marden said. “We’ll have to hope it’s enough because a full repair to fix all of the damage would take days and equipment and materials we don’t have.”


  “Then let’s hope it works – or that we’ve underestimated Avraniel,” Timmy replied.


  The necromancer looked up as bells began to ring throughout the city. The first wave of griffin knights had begun their assault. They were resplendent in their armour and livery, and they cut a truly menacing picture as they dove, angling toward the Sky City with their magic and weapons at the ready. But they were not going to attack unopposed. They were met head on by Spot and the roc riders, along with a host of his flying zombies. The little dragon was no longer glowing, and he was once more almost entirely black with a small patch of white on his snout, but Timmy could still feel something different about him. Spot had awakened his astral dragon heritage, and he was determined to put it to good use.


  With a cry, the dragon charged headlong at one griffin. The winged creature tried to rake him with its talons, but Spot flashed and turned intangible. The griffin’s attack went right through him, and Spot solidified a heartbeat later, his claws wrapped around the shoulders of the griffin’s startled rider. He wrenched the knight out of the saddle and hurled him toward the ground. He never made it, at least, not in one piece. Instead, a passing roc rider cleaved him in two with a thunderous blow of his axe as he and his massive bird swept past.


  “Come on, Gerald!” Timmy cried as he followed Marden’s assistant to one of the problem areas. The bureaucrat turned wide eyes from the growing aerial battle and ran after him. They reached a massive pipe of some kind that had been badly broken in some areas and was simply missing in others. “You!” he pointed at Marden’s assistant. “Tell me what I’m looking at.”


  “This is a second stage delivery conduit.” The dwarf was already breaking out his tools and calling for materials from the other dwarves that had accompanied them. “It takes heat and energy from the second ignition stage and delivers it to the third stage. We need to seal it, so it can carry that heat and energy properly.” The dwarf grimaced. “But you can see for yourself. It’s a mess. We also don’t have the necessary parts on hand to make such big repairs. We were only on a short trip when we vanished, so we didn’t bring along large quantities of the more exotic materials needed to make the delivery conduits from scratch.”


  “What materials do you need?” Timmy asked. Gerald was a hoarder, and he had an incredibly wide range of things stored away with his magic. As the dwarf began to rattle off materials, Gerald pulled out whatever he had. “Is that all you’ve got, Gerald?”


  Gerald winced. “I think so.”


  Timmy patted him on the back. It was a lot, but it wasn’t everything they needed. “Thanks. It’s a good start.” As the dwarves and his fellows got to work, Timmy watched intently. He wasn’t an engineer, but he was an expert in runes and seals, both of which were heavily utilised in the repairs. He frowned. An idea was coming to him. They needed more exotic materials because carrying so much heat and energy was impossible using more mundane materials, even with runes and seals to offer added protection. But if they only needed the system to work long enough to get the star crystal activated again, there might be something they could try. It wouldn’t hold for long, but it might hold long enough.


  “Those runes and seals, what are they for?” Timmy asked one of the dwarves.


  “Those are the main enhancement and protection runes and seals. Even more exotic materials can’t take the heat for long. The chief engineer says you’re an expert. Have you got any ideas?”


  Timmy knelt by the mangled pipe. This was not going to be easy. The dwarves clearly had a routine way of doing things, and it wasn’t necessarily one he agreed with. However, he had no choice. The runes and seals they were using would never be able to keep the conduit intact with so much of it missing. The materials Gerald had provided would let them patch the holes, but they just weren’t durable enough even with the runes and seals enhancing and protecting them. However, he did know some runes and seals that might be able to do the job although they’d be lucky to last for more than half an hour or so once they started exposing them to heat and energy. He nodded. They’d have to risk it. “I know some runes and seals that could make the materials we’ve got durable enough for the conduit to function properly, but they won’t hold for long.”


  “Is that so? Then let’s get to work. We don’t need them to hold for long. The activation process should only take about fifteen minutes if it actually works.” The dwarf smiled grimly. “Besides, we don’t have much time. If we don’t hurry up and get the star crystal working again, we’ll all be dead inside the hour – ah!”


  The Sky City rocked beneath them, and Timmy had to grab the conduit to keep his balance. Gerald went sprawling, and one of the dwarves yanked him up to his feet. Someone bellowed over the din. “Their damn fleet is opening fire! They’re hammering us from the starboard side. Those bastards have dreadnoughts that can still reach us while we’re in the air.” There was a titanic roar followed by a sound like a mountain splitting in half. The same voice burst into laughter. “Oh, you’ve got to see this! One of those imperial idiots down there hit the giant fungus monster with a salvo, and now that overgrown mushroom is fighting the fleet!”


  “Let’s hope they kill each other,” Timmy muttered. “Gerald, we’re on the starboard side of the city. Go see if any of the repair teams need more materials. Once you’re done, go have a look. Maybe you could throw some explosives at them. I’m sure the demolition rats left you with at least a couple of big ones you could use.” Before Gerald could take two steps, Katie arrived. She had been helping Amanda fight off some of the smaller cosmic fungi when they had teleported. The former councillor must have sent her over now that they’d dealt with any fungi that might have come along when they teleported.


  “Master!”


  “I’m a little busy,” Timmy said. Assuming they could seal the conduit, the runes and seals Timmy needed to add were extremely complex. A single mistake would leave the conduit too weak to take the increase heat and energy, and it would most likely explode and kill the lot of them. “Can you help Gerald? See if the other repair teams need anything. Once you’re done, take a look over the starboard side. There is a fleet bombarding us, and it’s hard to fix anything when the city keeps shaking. Do anything you can to slow them down, but don’t put yourself in unnecessary danger.”


  “Right!” Katie nodded firmly and adjusted her glasses before grabbing Gerald’s hand. It was good to see her holding strong under pressure. On her shoulder, Rembrandt’s expression was one of grim determination. If he had to murder his way through an entire naval base of imperial troops to keep Katie safe, then he would do it without a second thought. Katie was in good hands – or paws – and as poorly as he and Rembrandt got along, he knew he could trust him to keep an eye on his apprentice. “Come on, Gerald. Let’s go.”


  Timmy laughed madly as the city shook again. Someone screamed for more repair crews as someone else screamed that all of the damn repair crews were already doing their damn best. “Nothing like working under pressure, eh?”


  The dwarf grinned toothily. “Aye.” He pointed behind them. “Griffin.” Timmy reached out to one of his zombies. A zombie wyvern tackled the griffin, throwing it off course before he gestured with his shovel. A lump of rock ripped free of the ground and hurtled toward the griffin. With an angry screech, the animal tossed his zombie wyvern aside, and its magic flared to ward off the rock. However, it was not prepared for the wind lance that fired a moment later. Its magic blunted the attack, but the force behind the attack was still enough to throw it and its rider into a nearby building. The griffin tumbled to the ground as masonry fell around it, and its rider did his best to shield it from the avalanche of debris. A band of angry dwarves arrived with crossbows and axes at the ready.


  “Well…” the dwarf murmured. “That’s one way to deal with a griffin.”


  “Whatever works,” Timmy replied. He began to sketch a design for the runes and seals he needed on a piece of parchment. “Come on! Less talking and more working! I don’t plan on dying today!”


  * * *


  Spot raced through the air. This was what he lived for, what part of his soul had always longed for – aerial combat against foes capable of matching him in the skies that were his domain by birth. He wasn’t alone. Some of the ninja rats were clinging onto him in their glider suits, and they were busy calling out instructions and warning him about potential threats. He was a dragon, but he still only had two eyes. With half a dozen ninja rats on his back, it should be almost impossible to ambush him.


  Soaring up over the battlefield, Spot flapped his wings and took a moment to observe the battle. There were more than a hundred griffin knights locked in combat with almost as many roc riders. Individually, the griffin knights had the advantage. Griffins were faster and more agile than rocs, and they also had powerful magic that could protect them and enhance their powers whereas strong magic was much more rare amongst the rocs. The griffin knights themselves also had magic, and they were adept at using their weapons – spears, lances, swords, crossbows, and other things – in aerial combat. Where the roc riders had the edge was cooperation. From what some of the dwarves had told him, rocs lived in large groups in the wild, and they fought the same way, attacking together to bring down the stronger griffins. Spot bared his teeth. He was a dragon. Maybe it was the excitement of battle, but he wanted to fight the strongest griffin he could. One of the rats squeaked, and he turned his head. A griffin knight in bright red colours had downed one roc rider with a blast of lightning before bashing in the skull of another roc with his war hammer. A third roc fell soon after as his griffin tore it to shreds. Spot snarled. He had found his opponent!


  Unleashing a roar of challenge, Spot dove. The wind raced past, and he folded his wings to up his speed. At the last moment, the griffin knight saw him. The other flier banked sharply, and Spot went just wide. He unfurled his wings to try and cut the griffin with their blade-like edges, but the griffin managed to jerk clear of the attack. With a battle cry of its own, the griffin and its knight burst into motion. A bolt of lightning raced toward him, and Spot twisted to avoid it. Another soon followed, and Spot continued his descent, spinning and twirling to throw the knight’s aim off. The griffin kept pace, following him as the battle raged around them. Spot dove in and out of duels, but the griffin was right on his tail. Another bolt of lightning flashed past, and Spot felt the tingle of it as it barely missed. One of the rats shouted a warning, and he turned sharply. A war hammer wreathed in electricity rushed past him and then shot back up to return to its wielder.


  The surface of the ocean was only moments away, and Spot growled a warning. The ninja rats tightened their grip and braced themselves. He hit the water at full speed and knifed through it. He doubted the griffin would follow. Dragons were creatures of fire and wind, but they were perfectly at home in the water too. Griffins, from what his mother had told him, were awkward swimmers that did their best to avoid underwater fighting. Sure enough, the griffin was nowhere in sight. Once he’d gone deep enough, he turned and flapped his wings to build up speed. He bared his teeth. All those hours of practice in the lake near the castle were paying off. He burst out of the water more than a hundred yards from where he’d entered it. The griffin was hanging close to the surface while its knight kept a close eye on the waves. Spot gave a low rumble and charged.


  He hit the griffin at full speed and bounced off the magic that protected it. The impact rattled his teeth, but fire rushed through his veins. This was the fight he’d wanted. The avian rounded on him, talons and beak flashing in the sun, and Spot belched black fire. The magic protecting the griffin began to fade, and the two of them were suddenly locked in close combat. They soared upward, biting and clawing, and the knight raised his war hammer to strike at Spot’s head only to topple back as one of the ninja rat’s leapt off Spot’s back and jammed his dagger into the knight’s eye. The griffin gave a cry of outrage and batted Spot aside. Sparks flew as its talons scraped off Spot’s scales. The stranded ninja rat took one look at the enraged griffin and leapt off it. The bird-lion lunged for the falling rodent, and Spot howled, hurling himself forward. He wasn’t about to let a griffin eat one of his friends! He thumped into the griffin again, and the ninja rat tumbled past. The rodent used his glider suit to angle toward a nearby roc rider.


  The other ninja rats immediately got to work. They jumped off his back to hack and stab at the griffin. Its powerful magic protected it from the worst of their attacks, but their wire was able to tangle its wings. It squawked in fury, and Spot spewed fire. The griffin lunged forward and locked its talons around his jaws. With his mouth forced shut, Spot’s blast backfired painfully. Spot gave an angry rumble and summoned his mantle of black fire. The ninja rats leapt clear to avoid the corrosive flame – his control wasn’t as good as his mother’s yet – and the griffin shrieked and reeled back. Spot drove his shoulder into the griffin’s chest and then arched his back as he raked his claws upward. Light sparked across its feathers as its magic fought to ward off the blow. However, his smaller size was an advantage this close, and he clung onto the griffin as he landed blow after blow after blow. An explosive thudded into the griffin’s side – one of the rats must have brought it – and the griffin’s magic shattered. Spot locked his jaws around the griffin’s throat. It gave a cry of fear and rage, and its talons raked across his scales. Spot sawed his teeth back and forth as blood poured down his face. Pain shot through him as desperation filled the griffin with new strength. It tore a gash along his side and another across his back, but Spot refused to let go. Finally, the griffin went limp. He tore its throat out and then let it fall as he searched for the ninja rats. A wave of relief swept through him. They were gliding nearby.


  Spot shifted his mantle of flames from black to white to heal his injuries and then swooped and collected the ninja rats before passing a roc rider to grab the one who’d fallen first. They squeaked in thanks, and Spot noticed the roc riders rallying around him. Apparently, the griffin knight he’d killed had been a leader of some kind. He bared his teeth and roared. He was a dragon! These skies were his! His silver gaze swept over the battlefield, as the fire in his blood burned hotter. There were still plenty of griffin knights around, which meant there were still plenty of enemies for him to kill!


  * * *


  Katie looked over the side of the city and fought the urge to scream. Was this how Gerald felt all the time? If it was, then no wonder he needed to carry a paper bag and a bucket everywhere. This wasn’t like the other missions they’d been on. They were horribly, hopelessly outnumbered, and help wouldn’t be coming for at least a couple of hours based on what Gerald had told her. There was a fleet of ships down there – an entire fleet – shooting at them. The only reason they weren’t already dead was because the city’s barrier was still at least partially active and because the fleet had somehow managed to anger the gigantic cosmic fungus.


  The titanic creature had waded into battle – it was so massive it towered over the fleet despite standing in the ocean – but it was clearly weaker here than in its home dimension because it was wilting under the fleet’s firepower whereas it had managed to withstand similar assaults from the Sky City. The air in front of it shimmered as it stopped time to halt salvos from several dreadnoughts, but there were so many ships firing at it from so many different angles at different times that it probably would have been better off hitting them with a shockwave of stopped time and then trying to kill as many of them as it could. Even weakened, however, its sheer size gave it a powerful advantage. It seized a trio of ships with its tentacles and crushed them before hurling the remains at the other vessels. She could almost have cheered except she knew it would turn its attention back to the Sky City once it had dealt with the fleet. On the upside, it couldn’t fly like the smaller ones had been able to, or it was too weak and damaged to fly. Her brows furrowed as time resumed. That was quicker than it should have been, and her gaze drifted to the massive sections of burnt flesh across its body. The smaller ones hadn’t really had any vital organs to aim at, but maybe this one was different. Then again, it could just be that it was weaker outside of its home dimension.


  As the ships continued to blaze away at the colossal monster – one of the dreadnoughts ventured too close and was promptly smashed to pieces by a gigantic claw – Katie considered her options. Her master was working frantically to help reactivate the star crystal. If they could get it working again, they’d be able to retreat and use their weapons. Above her, she could see Spot and the roc riders fighting to hold the griffin knights at bay. Avraniel had finally managed to get into the air too, courtesy of a roc rider, and the elf was busy burning anything she could hit. From what she could sense from the zombies scattered throughout the city, Amanda and Old Man were helping King Barin repel the first wave of boarders. A large drake could easily carry upward of twenty men, and there were probably teams of mages present who could help transport more troops. They might even have opened a stable gateway of some kind because there were more imperial soldiers arriving by the minute.


  She closed her eyes for a moment. She needed to focus. Worrying about everything wouldn’t do any good. She needed to focus on one thing at a time. It was like her master always said. Every big problem could be solved by breaking it into smaller problems that could be solved one at a time.


  “Come on, Gerald.” Katie summoned her shadows and formed them into wings. “We need to destroy as many of those ships as we can.” In front of her, the massive eldritch horror reeled as broadsides from a quartet of dreadnoughts severed one of its tentacles and pummelled its cylindrical body. A strange, sap-like substance gushed out of is wounds and all but sank a nearby galleon.


  “How?” Gerald asked. The bureaucrat clutched at her arm as the rats on his shoulders squeaked words of encouragement and comfort. On her shoulder, Rembrandt was a reassuring presence as he relayed reports from the other rats. More than five hundred imperial troops had appeared in the centre of the city, but King Barin had covered himself in metal and was moving to engage them with Amanda, Old Man, some of his brother’s golems, and plenty of dwarves.


  Katie grimaced as she thought about Gerald’s question. If she could land on a dreadnought, she could probably do a decent amount of damage or hinder its crew. But landing on a dreadnought was easier said than done. Dreadnoughts were protected by magic, and if she landed, she’d be well within reach of the crew. It would be nice to use some of their more exotic zombies, but they were needed to fight off the griffin knights and the boarders. She wished she’d brought Roger, but he was back home. She hadn’t thought they’d need him since they would be fighting goblins in the mountains. But even Roger would have struggled here because there was an entire fleet that was already alert and spoiling for a fight. However, there was one thing she could try. After all, her master had always said that there was no problem too big for a rock to solve – as long as you could find a big enough rock.


  “Gerald, how many boulders do you have stored away with your magic?”


  “Um… a lot? I must have at least a hundred, maybe more.”


  Katie stared. Setting aside his ability to store that much stuff, which was unbelievable, there was something she wanted to know. “Why do you even have that many boulders?”


  “Timmy asked me to store them in case he ever needed them for anything. I mean a boulder isn’t as big as a tower, but your master does have earth magic. He can throw them at…” He trailed off, and his eyes widened. “Oh!”


  “Yes.” Katie smirked. “Oh.” She wrapped her shadows around Gerald and took to the air. “We’re going to let gravity do the work, Gerald, because nothing beats gravity and a large rock.”


  Gerald remembered what had happened to Black Scales. “Does a tower count as a large rock?”


  * * *


  Captain Farrow was a proud imperial sailor, just like his father and his father before him. He had fought for the Eternal Empire for the better part of thirty years, and he had served with distinction in each campaign he had participated in. Most recently, he had helped the empire clean up some loose ends when their privateers – scum, albeit useful scum – had been drawn into a trap and exterminated. Admittedly, a handful had escaped, but that wasn’t his fault. He had performed well. Others had not. Like many of the other captains here, he had been summoned to the naval base to help lead a great offensive against first the Shimmering Isles and then Everton’s outlying islands. By leapfrogging from one location to the next, they could conserve their strength and make transporting supplies, troops, and equipment easier. Instead of having to sail all the way across the ocean to attack Everton’s mainland – and arriving to any battle exhausted – they’d be able to attack it at their leisure from a much closer position.


  When a city had appeared in the sky above them, he had been caught completely off guard. However, everyone knew the legend of Skygarde, the Sky City. If the Sky City had somehow returned, then it could not be allowed to retreat to Everton or the dwarves. It had to be seized and its secrets unlocked for the good of the empire. Even if couldn’t be replicated, having the only flying city in the world would be an incredible advantage. Merely thinking of the possibilities it offered was invigorating. But if they were unable to capture it, then their next best option would be to bring it down and destroy it to deny their enemies access to its power.


  Of course, things had not been that simple. The city had not arrived alone. It had been accompanied by a gigantic fungus monster with a cylindrical body and plenty of tentacles and other limbs. Perhaps the enemy had summoned it to aid them. Not long after they had begun to attack the Sky City, a stray shot had struck the monster, and it had turned its attention to them. Thankfully, despite its truly incredible size, it was already wounded. It was also able to stop time – which had boggled his mind – but it could only do so for a few seconds. Once they’d killed it, the empire’s mages would definitely be interested in studying it. If they could copy that ability to stop time, they would have a potent weapon to use in the coming war.


  With a fleet comprised of thirty dreadnoughts and their escorts, he was confident that it was only a matter of time before the creature fell. Indeed, most of the fleet had continued to focus on the Sky City. Its weapons were inactive for some reason, so it was best to destroy them now before they could retaliate. Unfortunately, only the most powerful ships could reach the Sky City. Due to how high it was floating above the ocean and the barrier that flickered intermittently around it, the fleet’s smaller ships were unable to hit it.


  However, the battle was clearly going in their favour. The barrier around the city was weakening with each passing moment, and there was clearly damage to the areas that helped the city stay aloft. If they could land a few more good hits to those, the city would fall. Moreover, their griffin knights and other forces had already begun their attack. If they were lucky, they’d be able to seize the city that way. True, there were dwarf roc riders and a little dragon – which made no sense since dragons never helped anybody – but the griffin knights were amongst the elite. They would eventually win, and once the aerial battle had been won, they could focus on helping their infantry take the city.


  Yes, this was shaping up to be a good day for the empire. Hopefully, he’d be able to get a promotion out of it. His father had never been able to make it to the position of admiral, but Farrow was still young enough that it was a possibility. Besides, Admiral Farrow sounded so much better than Captain Farrow. He was still smiling at the thought of a promotion or two when he noticed an odd sound.


  “What is that sound?” he asked a nearby sailor. “You hear it too, right?”


  The sailor nodded. “Aye, captain. It sounds like whistling –”


  BOOM.


  The dreadnought’s barrier flared brightly as the ship’s mages scrambled to layer additional protection over it. They both looked up to see what had caused the problem. Farrow’s jaw dropped. It was a massive boulder. It had fallen out of the sky and struck the barrier with enough force to almost crack it. Large chunks of rock split off the boulder and rolled off the shield around the ship.


  “What in the world?” Farrow muttered. “A boulder?” He looked up at the Sky City. The dwarves had tried to hit them with boulders from catapults, but the griffin knights had managed to destroy most of the catapults while the fleet moved into a safe position. “We should be well out of range – ah!”


  A second boulder followed and then a third. The ship’s defences managed to ward off the second boulder. The third boulder, which hit in practically the same place, was another story. It smashed through the barrier and continued its rapid descent, ploughing right through the deck. Timber splintered and metal tore before it finally came to a rest about halfway through the ship. Farrow breathed a sigh of relief. The hull hadn’t been breached. They were damaged, sure, but they were still afloat.


  “All mages on defence!” he shouted. “Someone find out where those boulders are coming from. It can’t be from the Sky City, we should be out of range, and the angle is wrong. Contact one of the griffin knights. See if they can have a look –”


  CRACK.


  Another boulder dropped onto the ship, less than three yards from the previous one. Unlike its predecessor, however, the barrier hadn’t been there to slow it down, and it was hitting an already damaged part of the vessel. It ripped right through the ship before tearing a hole through the hull as it plummeted through the bottom of the ship.


  “Oh… crap.”


  * * *


  Katie watched as the dreadnought began to list badly to one side. Its crew leapt off the stricken vessel and swam for other ships as the once mighty ship filled with water. Her master really was right. As long as she could find a big enough rock – and somewhere to drop it from – she could solve any problem. She’d thought he was being silly, but it was hard to argue with results. The barriers and other defences around dreadnoughts were not as formidable as those around fortresses, and they were typically designed to focus more on magical attacks since rocks and other projectiles could usually be intercepted by the ship’s mages or weaponry. But boulders dropped from a mile up were much faster and harder to spot, especially with the morning sun in their eyes.


  Way up here, she and Gerald were also relatively safe. The dreadnoughts would be hard-pressed to reach them, and the cosmic fungus seemed more interested in wiping out the fleet than in going after her and Gerald. Still, it was only a matter of time before someone noticed them. When that happened, they’d have to run for it. Katie was good in the air, but she wasn’t stupid enough to think she could take on a griffin knight in an aerial duel. She and Gerald would simply have to do as much as they could while they had the chance.


  “Keep going,” she urged Gerald. She had a good hold on him with her shadows. “Just keep dropping boulders. If you miss, don’t worry. You’ve got plenty more. A good hit or two can easily sink a ship.”


  Gerald nodded grimly. It was probably for the best that he couldn’t hear the sailors screaming in terror as their ship sank. “Right.” He summoned another boulder. It appeared beside them and plummeted to strike a galleon. The impact almost cracked the ship in half, and it sank in a matter of moments. He stared. “I just sank a ship. Me. A ship.”


  “If you feel guilty,” Katie said. “Blame gravity. All you’re doing is letting go of a boulder. It’s gravity that makes it dangerous.”


  “I’m not sure that makes sense,” Gerald said. “But I guess it does make me feel a little better.” He pointed. “Maybe we should go that way a bit? There are some dreadnoughts clumped together. It should make it harder to miss.”


  Sadly, they were only able to account for another four dreadnoughts before they were spotted. Katie took one look at the group of griffin knights headed their way and immediately decided to flee. As good in the air as she’d gotten, griffins were one of the few creatures that could give dragons a run for their money in the sky. She was not going to outmanoeuvre or outrun them in a fair contest. She’d need as big a head start as she could get. Despite her best efforts, it wasn’t long before they were in trouble. Blasts of magic hurtled past them – some fire even got close enough to singe her hair – along with crossbow bolts and even a net. She would have started screaming, but she didn’t want to panic Gerald. To make matters worse, carrying Gerald was slowing her down and making her a bigger target. She wasn’t going to abandon him, but they wouldn’t last much longer at this rate.


  “Go faster!” Gerald wailed. His frantic squirming was not helping at all. “Katie, you have to go faster! They’re gaining on us, and the griffin at the front looks mad and hungry!”


  “I know!” Katie hissed. She spotted a group of roc riders and waved frantically. “Help! Hey! Help!”


  The roc riders must have noticed her because they shifted to put themselves on a collision course with the griffin knights behind her. One of the dwarves raised his spear, and Katie may have screamed even louder than Gerald as the griffin knights and roc riders turned the air around them into a maelstrom of magic. The roc riders raced past, and she heard – and felt – the impact as the two groups ran into each other. One especially crazy dwarf even waited until the magic of the griffin knight he was fighting had dwindled before he leapt off his roc with his axe held high above his head. He brought the weapon down on the griffin knight with a sickening crunch before the griffin bucked and sent him plummeting toward the ocean, only for his roc to catch him at the last second.


  Unfortunately, for the roc riders, they were brave but badly outnumbered. One roc went down, its belly torn open, tumbling end over end toward the water as its rider cursed furiously. Another was suddenly surrounded by a trio of griffins, and it didn’t last much longer after that. A third roc was trying and failing to shake off a pair of griffins in hot pursuit when one of its pursuers was engulfed in black flame. The animal’s magic warded off the brunt of the attack, but it was less fortunate against the black-scaled meteor that struck before it could restore its defences.


  It was Spot.


  The young dragon all but bounced off as the griffin’s rider hastily threw up some defensive magic, but a pair of explosives from one of the rats on Spot’s back sent the griffin and its rider reeling. Blinded by the flames, the griffin lashed out wildly. Sparks flew as its talons raked along Spot’s scales. An adult dragon would have been able to shrug off the attack, but Spot still had plenty of growing to do. The talons left deep furrows in his scales, and Spot bellowed in fury as he lunged at the griffin’s belly. The armour there managed to ward off his claws, so he began to pry it off. The rats lent their own skills to the effort, cutting the straps that held the armour in place. The griffin almost managed to catch Spot across the face with his talons, but the dragon turned intangible, and the blow went through him. Katie’s eyes widened. So Spot could still turn intangible? That was good. But the fact that he hadn’t used it earlier meant that it was probably a lot harder and more tiring to do than it had been in the other dimension.


  Spot belched a cloud of flame at the griffin’s face. It wasn’t enough to seriously injure his opponent, but it was enough to temporarily blind the bigger animal. The rats finally managed to cut the armour loose, and Spot slashed at the griffin’s belly. It shrieked, and one of the rats used his magic to widen the injury. The griffin’s knight cursed wildly, and shafts of ice lanced toward Spot’s side. The dragon twisted to avoid the attack, and a spear thudded into the griffin’s side as one of the roc riders joined the fight. Groaning, it struggled to stay aloft. Another roc rider clattered into it, and the knight tumbled off its back. The griffin moved to catch its rider, but Spot severed one of its wings with a thin, focused beam of black fire.


  “Thanks!” Katie shouted. More roc riders had arrived, and Spot moved to fly alongside her and Gerald.


  It’s okay. Spot chirped happily as the rats on his back exchanged squeaks with Rembrandt. He took a moment to breathe some white fire on them to heal any injures they might have taken before he veered off to continue fighting the griffin knights. On a nearby roc, Avraniel had shifted from launching fire at the griffin knights to attacking the fleet below them. It only took her a single arrow from her bow to destroy a dreadnought that had barely managed to survive an attack from the towering fungus, but Katie wondered how long the elf would be able to maintain the frantic pace she’d set. Even with her absolutely gigantic reserves of magic, Avraniel didn’t have infinite power. At some point, even she would start feeling the strain.


  A huge explosion erupted from the cosmic fungus’s back as the land-based weapons of the naval base shifted their attention from the Sky City to the beleaguered fleet. The relentless barrage drove the eldritch monstrosity back as huge swathes of its cylindrical body charred and felled away. A second salvo came, but it was ready. It froze the incoming attacks long enough to lumber out of the way, and the creature seized a dreadnought in its tentacles and hurled the vessel at the island. The naval base’s barrier flared, and the creature gave a cry of rage and frustration as it waded toward the island. It smashed its tentacles and claws into the barrier over and over again as time ebbed and swirled around it. Katie grimaced. She’d let the naval base worry about the fungus. Right now, she needed to check and see how things were going in the Sky City.


  Katie angled over the city and frowned. There were far more soldiers there now. With the fleet and the griffin knights on the lookout for her and Gerald, they’d done everything they could do out there. It was time to help out here. “Come on.” She dove and ordered some of her zombies to clear a landing site for her. “Get ready, Gerald. We’re going to help out down there.”


  “I suppose it’s better than being in the air,” Gerald mused. He summoned some of the explosives that the demolition rats had given him and let them fall. Explosions riddled the throng of imperial soldiers, and he winced as bits of debris threatened to knock them out of the sky. “Sorry! I think I dropped one of the bigger ones by mistake.” He cringed as a building collapsed. “Do you think the dwarves are going to be mad about that?”


  “Given the circumstances, I don’t think they’ll mind. Besides, it fell on some imperial soldiers, so it’s probably okay.” Katie used her shadows to deflect a slab of broken masonry that had been torn loose as the building next to them threatened to topple over. “Just try to hit as many of the imperial soldiers as you can.”


  Gerald threw a few more explosives before they landed next to Old Man. The swordsman smoothly cut down a pair of soldiers and then turned to disarm another. He seized the other man’s blade, gutted him with it, and then tossed it to catch yet another soldier in the eye. It was a terrifying display of skill, and Katie was very glad he was on their side. “It’s nice to see you and Gerald looking well, Little Miss.”


  Katie huffed. “Do you have to call me that?” In a way, though, it was reassuring. If Old Man was willing to joke around, then things couldn’t be too bad. She used a brief lull in the battle to study their surroundings before she reached out with her necromancy. Some of the downed soldiers nearby got back to their feet. She didn’t have the time to make them anything better than shambling corpses with the urge to bite people, but they should still give the dwarves some time to catch their breath. She ordered her new zombies to attack any imperial troops, and the shock of being confronted by their own dead had the imperial troops on the back foot long enough for the dwarves to grab a few precious moments of rest. A group of ninja rats showed up, and they immediately got to work, setting traps and plotting ambushes. Rembrandt squeaked orders. He’d noticed the imperial soldiers had certain formations and tactics they liked to use, so the rats needed to plan accordingly.


  “How many more troops do you think they have?” Katie asked Old Man. The next wave of soldiers was going to arrive soon. She could feel it. Above them, the battle in the sky continued to rage. A wounded roc tumbled to the ground, and a dwarf healer rapidly got to work as one of her master’s zombie wyverns swooped in to intercept the griffin knight who had downed the bird.


  “They do have an entire naval base at their disposal, and they have been preparing to launch an offensive against Everton by sea. I imagine they can do this all day and most of tomorrow too.”


  “I was afraid you’d say that,” Katie said. She concentrated and used some of her magic to reinforce a few of her zombies. It wouldn’t turn them into elites like zombie warriors or zombie marksmen, but it should let them take a few extra hits. She ordered those zombies to move back toward her and Gerald. Unlike Spot, both she and Gerald could not laugh off a sword to the gut.


  Old Man wasn’t wrong. A few minutes later, the next wave arrived. Not only did they have a portal set up somewhere, but they were also flying more of them in. Her eyes narrowed. Individually, the dwarves were better fighters – the king’s soldiers were elites, and those who’d been stationed on Skygarde were likewise amongst the finest the dwarves had possessed at the time – but there weren’t enough of them, and they were beginning to tire. Dwarves had incredible endurance – more than humans – but they’d already used a lot of energy fighting off the cosmic fungi, and it was likely that being frozen in time for centuries had taken a toll on them. Only the golems and zombies could fight without tiring, and they didn’t have an endless supply of those. Even Gerald had run out of zombies. He’d already unleashed all of the ones her master had asked him to store away with his magic.


  Still, Katie would take what she could get. The golems had been formidable when she and the others had first faced them, and Daerin had only improved his designs since then. As the next wave of imperial troops charged down the street, a squad of golems marched forward to meet them. Their arms transformed to reveal a bizarre array of weaponry. Some had inbuilt crossbows, others had magical cannons, and still other used weapons that spat flame. The imperial advance slowed as they called for mages, archers, and crossbowmen to assist them, but the golems continued to hold their ground. Their bodies were tough enough to shake off most attacks, and they were only forced to retreat when one of the enemy mages began to heave chunks of the road at them.


  As the golems retreated – all the while continuing to shoot projectiles at the imperial troops – Katie called one of her composite zombies over. Harold had just finished dealing with some soldiers who had been trying to sneak around behind them, and he rumbled over as quickly as he could. He was one of her favourites, and he was a zombie porcupine-hydra-bear that used a species of giant porcupine as his base. As the enemy soldiers resumed their advance, Harold did his best to stem the tide by unleashing volleys of acid and barrages of razor-sharp quills that could punch through steel, courtesy of a few improvements she and her master had made. However, he was definitely not at his best. His body was riddled with arrows, and there was even a ballista bolt sticking out of him. She had no idea where that had come from. Perhaps the imperial soldiers had managed to seize control of one of the Sky City’s siege weapons. She yanked the projectiles out of him with her shadows and poured more of her magic into him in a bid to aid his hydra-based regeneration. It was a testament to how much damage he’d suffered that even with a lot of parts from a hydra, he still wasn’t healing very quickly. They must have used magic on him that could either slow down or nullify it.


  “Oh, Harold,” she murmured. “What have they done to you?” There was a pike stuck into his side, and there were multiple swords sticking out of him too. He must have been fighting on his own because there was no way he’d have taken this much damage if he’d been with some dwarves. Her master was a skilled tactician, so he must have had no choice when he sent Harold out. There just weren’t enough dwarves to cover the entire city from attack. However, the lumbering zombie continued to do his best, and his next salvo of quills dropped a handful of incoming soldiers and forced the others to retreat straight into the minefield the rats had set up. “Don’t worry. You’ll make it through this, and we can fix you right up when we get home.”


  At least, she hoped he would. She’d put a lot of effort into making him, but it was going to be tough. Even Old Man had changed his fighting style. There was none of his usual reserve. Instead, he was fighting with ruthless efficiency, cutting down as many opponents as possible using the fewest number of strikes. It was grim stuff, but they didn’t have a choice.


  “Katie,” Gerald said, tugging on her sleeve. “Do you think you could throw this for me?”


  She turned. “What is it?” She peered at the jars in his hands. “Wait… is that hydra acid?”


  Gerald nodded. “It is. I really don’t want to use it on anybody, but we do seem to be in some trouble.” That was an understatement. “And I remember how effective it was when I accidentally used it in the compound back in the Combine. Unfortunately, I’m not very good at throwing things, and our enemies have retreated a fair way down the street.”


  Katie smiled. “It’s okay. I can throw it for you with my shadows.” She called for one of the rats. “This guy here is really good with a crossbow. We can throw the jars one at a time, and he can shoot them out of the air when they’re over our enemies.”


  “Right.” Gerald lowered his voice. “And could you maybe not tell any of the other rats? After I accidentally hit some people back in the Combine with hydra acid, they’ve become convinced that I’m becoming some kind of murderous psychopath, and I’d rather not give them any more encouragement.”


  “It’s all right. I won’t say a word.” She looked at the rat with the miniature crossbow. “And neither will you, right?” The rat flashed her a jaunty salute and then gestured for her to throw the first of the jars. “Well, here goes.”


  The imperial soldiers had managed to set up barricades to shield them from the constant barrage of projectiles from the golems, as well as the occasional explosive from the ninja rats. The dwarves, meanwhile, were calling for some siege weaponry to break through as they took the opportunity to form into more orderly ranks to prepare for the soldiers’ next push down the street. Few people noticed the small jar flying through the air over the barricade, and fewer still realised the danger it posed – right up until the ninja rat shattered it with a crossbow bolt. Katie couldn’t see the effect, but both she and Gerald could definitely hear the screams as the jar shattered and scattered hydra acid everywhere.


  “How many more jars do you have?” Katie asked, wincing as a particularly drawn-out scream ended in wet gurgling. “That wasn’t very pleasant, but it was effective.” She spotted a few more corpses and turned them into zombies. They weren’t in great shape, but they needed all the help they could get.


  “Another ten or so, I think.” Gerald gulped. He was very pale, and she had no doubt whatsoever that if he’d actually seen what the hydra acid had done, he would have thrown up. “But I also have more of that gas I used in the fortress when we were rescuing the princess.”


  “Really?” Katie nodded. “All right. Give as much of the gas as you can spare to the rats. They’ll know what to do with it. Take out the rest of the hydra acid. We need to drive them back, so we can get to the portal they’re using and shut it down.”


  Katie waved for some dwarves to follow her into a side street before she turned to lob another jar of hydra acid at the imperial barricades. Hopefully, her master and the others could get the star crystal working again. If things continued like this, it was only a matter of time before they were overrun. “Come on. If we can get into one of the buildings overlooking the barricades, we can throw acid on them from above.”


  Gerald laughed nervously. “Sometimes, I worry about how fiendish you can be.”


  She grinned. “I’m a necromancer, Gerald. Fiendish is part of the job description.”


  * * *


  “This isn’t going to work.” Timmy hated it when his pessimism turned out to be justified. If only he could live in a world full of sunshine and rainbows – then again, he doubted necromancers would be popular there. “We’ve fixed the conduit to the best of our ability, but we still haven’t fixed the more obvious problem: we don’t have the tools or the time to completely fix the damage to the central components of the ignition system.”


  “Aye, but we’ve done everything we can.” The engineer’s expression was grim. “I’ve heard back from the other teams. They’ve tried to start their parts of the first stage of the ignition system, but if their estimates are correct, we’re not going to get anywhere close to enough heat and energy to reactive the star crystal. Have you got any other ideas? Your runes and seals were very handy in patching up the conduit.”


  “We should fire up the ignition system and produce as much heat as we can. It won’t be enough, but it’s better than nothing.” Timmy sighed. “And then we ask Avraniel to help us. She might not be able to reactivate the star crystal on her own, but maybe she can do it in conjunction with the ignition system.” His brows furrowed, and he turned his gaze to the skies over the city. A brilliant lance of flame disintegrated a trio of griffin knights before continuing upward into the clouds. “You don’t know her as well as I do. I don’t think she’s ever been truly pushed to her limits before. She might surprise us.” He could still remember her seizing control of Black Scales’s fire, albeit only temporarily. She shouldn’t have been able to do that – no fire mage in history had ever shown that sort of strength – but she’d done it. “She’s been holding back all her life. We’ll have to hope she’s still got a few tricks up her sleeve now that we’ve got our backs up against the wall.”


  “We’d best call her then.” The dwarf winced as the city continued to shake from the fleet’s bombardment. “And I don’t know if you’re a praying man, necromancer, but now might be a good time to start.”


  A fresh wave of damage reports filled the air as harried repair crews ran back and forth. “I think that’s an understatement.”


  * * *


  “Their ground-based weapons are killing us,” King Barin thundered. He towered over his fellow dwarves. The mass of metal around him had created a roughly eighteen-feet-tall construct that resembled a giant dwarf. They’d managed to repel yet another wave of soldiers, but the dwarves were tiring. They might be renowned for their stamina, but they still had their limits, and magic and potions could only do so much before both the mind and body began to fail. Some of his elites were onto their third stamina potion of the day. Taking a fourth would be dangerous indeed, but they might not have a choice. “I don’t know how much more the Sky City can take, and if it crashes, we’re all dead.”


  Amanda landed nearby. Orbs of blood circled her, and her clothing was in a horrid state. It just barely managed to preserve her modesty, but she paid it no heed. She had far greater concerns. Still, the king was careful to note that her cheeks were flushed. She must have fed from some of the soldiers she’d killed. Well, he might not be especially fond of how vampires sustained themselves, but he wasn’t going to complain if she wanted to eat a few imperials.


  “Then perhaps we should take the fight to them. The magical cannons the naval base wields are far larger than even those on the dreadnoughts of the fleet. If we can disable them, we should buy ourselves considerably more time.” Her gaze flicked to where the colossal fungus was attacking the naval base. It had finally managed to break through the base’s barrier, and it was busy smashing everything it could reach while more than half the base’s weapons continued to pound away at its cylindrical body. “That thing has drawn their attention. This might be our moment to strike. If we can take them by surprise, we might have a chance.”


  “Aye.” Barin was weary. Even after his magic had covered him in metal, he still had to fight the urge to sit down. They had precious little time to waste, and there were few who could hold the frontline the way he could. His fellow dwarves were relying on him, and as their king, he refused to let them down. “We can try.” He looked at Old Man. The swordsman had killed more than anyone except possibly Amanda, and he’d done it relying almost entirely on pure swordsmanship. Barin’s son was getting old enough to decide which weapon he wished to favour. If the boy chose the sword, he would pay handsomely to have Old Man become his instructor. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you get us onto the ground in one piece? We need to disable some of their ground-based weaponry.”


  Old Man paused for a moment and then nodded sharply. “I can do it. It won’t be a pleasant trip, but we will make it down there.”


  “Then take as many of us as you can.” Barin raised the colossal war hammer he’d crafted out of broken pieces of armour and the like with his magic. The construct he’d surrounded himself in could easily wield it despite the weapon being larger than a grown man. “With me!” he bellowed. “We take the fight to the enemy!”


  They made their way to the edge of the city. For a long moment, Old Man simply studied the naval base. It might have been possible to use rocs or other fliers to make the journey, but with the naval base on full alert, they would almost certainly be brought down by its myriad defences. His gaze wandered until he found a suitable landing site. It wasn’t as close as he’d like, but he should be able to reach it. He closed his eyes and reached out with his magic. Space warped and twisted, and then Barin and the others who’d come along were on the ground. Not far away, the hulking, tattered form of the gigantic eldritch abomination continued its reckless advance. Most of its tentacles had been blown off, and several of its strange, claw-like limbs lay in the harbour. Its cylindrical body was pitted and covered in wounds, and its healing had either slowed or stopped entirely. Once it fell, the Sky City would bear the full brunt of the naval base’s firepower.


  King Barin pointed. The largest weapons were directly ahead of them, so their course of action was clear. Now was not the time for caution. They would have to wager everything on catching their opponents by surprise. “For the Broken Mountains!” he thundered. “Attack!”


  The dwarves charged forward, driven by a combination of desperation and grim determination. Some of their weariness fell away as they caught sight of the enemy. The poor bastards looked absolutely shocked to see them. They hadn’t expected a counterattack of this kind at all. They weren’t in anything even remotely resembling a defensive formation, and they seemed to be in the middle of tending to their supplies and equipment. As they rushed to ready themselves, the dwarves hit them with all the momentum of a boulder tumbling down the mountainside.


  Barin swept his huge war hammer forward in a broad arc, sending soldiers flying through the air. A mage blasted him with a shaft of fire, but the thick, interlocking plates of metal around him weathered the blast, and he simply grabbed another soldier in one of his construct’s giant hands and hurled him at the mage. The pair got tangled up, and he kicked a wagon full of supplies at them.


  “Target the mages!” he bellowed. “Don’t let them regroup!”


  The dwarves immediately hastened to obey. A crossbow bolt caught one mage in the throat, and another was impaled by spikes of rock. A third mage went down, struck by a dagger one of the dwarves had thrown.


  There was no time for finesse or advanced tactics. Instead, they simply needed to hit as hard as they could as quickly as they could to overwhelm the enemy before they could recover. Once their charge was blunted, they would be in trouble. Their fatigue and fewer numbers would weigh heavily upon them. But if they could take – and keep – the initiative, they might be able to sweep their opponents aside. At the head of the charge, Barin took blow after blow. His mighty construct shuddered with each impact, but he pressed on, crushing soldiers with his war hammer and trampling anyone foolish enough to stand in his path.


  As they continued their advance, Barin focused on two of the largest magical cannons ahead of them. They were each shaped like huge lighthouses, and they were clearly designed to engage dreadnoughts and other large vessels. Now, however, they were plying their deadly trade against the Sky City and the cosmic fungus.


  “Onward!” Barin bellowed. “Push!” Out of the corner of his eye he saw a flash of light race toward them. Old Man turned, and his sword deflected an attack that would have reduced the entire area to cinders.


  “Keep going,” Old Man said. “I’ll deal with the threats over there.” He nodded in the direction the attack had come from. “I wager they have at least one Lord of Magic there, perhaps more, and turning our backs on a Lord of Magic would not be a wise decision.”


  “Then good luck,” Barin rumbled as Old Man vanished. “If they do have a Lord of Magic, it won’t be an easy fight, even for you.”


  They pressed toward the weapon on the right. His whole body ached from the strain of using his magic at such a high level for so long a time, but he had no choice. A blow thudded into his back, and his construct stumbled. He would have fallen if he hadn’t used his war hammer as a crutch. His eyes narrowed. He’d felt that blow even through all of the metal he’d surrounded himself in. If he were lucky, he’d be carrying a few bruises tomorrow. Otherwise, it’d be a handful of broken ribs. Hopefully, those would be the worst of his injuries.


  “My king!” one of his elites cried.


  “Go!” Barin waved the other dwarf onward. “Disable the weapon! I will hold them back!”


  He turned, and his jaw clenched. His opponent was a Lord of Magic, one of the elite mages of the Eternal Empire. The air around the tall, dark-haired man thrummed with power, and he gestured sharply. A huge impact rocked Barin, and his construct stumbled back. What? He shook his head to clear it. A pebble had hit him, but the force behind it had been unbelievable. Was it force amplification magic of some kind? It could be. Or was it something else? Was he an earth mage or possibly even a mage who could move things with his mind? With a roar, he surged forward. His construct’s large stride ate up the distance between them, and he brought his war hammer around in a short, swift blow.


  The Lord of Magic kicked the ground, and dirt sprayed forward. Every clod of dirt felt like a ballista bolt, and great chunks of metal were ripped off his construct. Barin cursed as he was again forced back. It had to be force amplification magic or something similar. The Lord of Magic grabbed a nearby piece of wood and threw it like a spear. It was headed straight for the middle of the construct – right where Barin was. He let his magic disperse and dropped free of the metal. The makeshift spear struck the remains of his construct and blew them apart like so much kindling before a dragon. Wincing in pain, Barin forced himself to roll clear of the debris and get back onto his feet. The mage was too far to strike easily, but Barin had always been good at throwing an axe. He hurled his weapon, and the Lord of Magic brought one hand down to slap it aside. The sound the axe made when the imperial mage hit it reminded Barin of a bell being struck. His axe was driven deep into the ground, and he saw the whole length of the weapon quiver like a reed in the wind.


  Another spray of dirt headed his way, and it was only the quality of his armour that kept Barin alive. The force of the attack threw him back, and he shook himself, ears ringing as he fought to get to his feet again. The Lord of Magic advanced, a few pebbles held in his right hand. But before he could put them to use, a barrage of needles forced him to retreat. It was one of the ninja rats. Somehow, though, the mage was able to sense the invisible rat’s location. He flung a handful of dirt, which pulverised a broad section of the nearby pathway. The ninja rat reappeared, bloodied and missing an arm. He snarled, and the Lord of Magic rolled his eyes before sending more dirt the rodent’s way.


  King Barin growled. The rat might not have been able to beat the Lord of Magic, but he’d bought him precious time. The king reached for a pouch at his waist and threw it. The Lord of Magic reacted instinctively and launched one of the pebbles at it – and the pouch exploded. Barin grinned savagely. There wasn’t a dwarf alive who didn’t carry at least a small pouch of blasting powder with them in case of an emergency. The Lord of Magic reeled back, and Barin forced himself forward. There was no time to tug his axe free of the ground. Instead, he threw his dagger. His exhaustion muddied his aim, but the weapon still managed to hit the mage in the chest. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a killing blow, and the mage drew his arm back to throw his remaining pebbles at him. However, he never got the chance.


  The ninja rat – the brave, wounded rodent that Barin had been certain was dead – had somehow managed to survive. He was missing one of his legs now too, but he must have been able to avoid the worst of the Lord of Magic’s attack. The ninja rat threw a tiny mace and then leapt awkwardly and bit down on the imperial mage’s hand with all his strength. The dark-haired man screamed in agony and slammed his hand down on the ground, but the rat refused to let go.


  With a cry of exertion, Barin yanked a sword out of a fallen soldier and lunged toward the Lord of Magic. He drove the weapon into the man’s throat and then yanked it across, all but severing his head. As the man went limp, Barin stumbled over to the ninja rat. The rodent had tied a tiny tourniquet around the stump of his left leg while he clutched at the stump of his right arm. He was also bleeding from more than a dozen smaller wounds.


  “What’s your name?” Barin rumbled. “Bramante? An odd name for a rat, but a worthy one.” He gently lifted the rat up as one of the few healers to accompany them rushed over. “See to him first!” Barin ordered as he began to rebuild his construct. “He’s a brave fellow, and there’s not many rats that can honestly say they’ve saved the life of a king.” His gaze drifted to the path ahead. “There’s still fighting to be done.”


  Two more Lords of Magic had arrived, but a crimson shadow fell over the area. Amanda had come. The vampire descended from the sky surrounded by a cloud of blood, and the two mages were forced into a panicked retreat as the ancient vampire urged Barin onward. He nodded his thanks and smiled thinly. He’d let Amanda worry about them. He had a weapon to destroy. He arrived at the base of the tall, broad tower that housed the gigantic magical weapon. His construct got stronger the larger it was, and he’d managed to reach a height of roughly eighteen feet. It should be enough to bring the tower down.


  “My king!” It was the healer from before, and he was carrying Bramante in one hand. “The ninja rat says he is skilled in demolition. He says he can help you bring the weapon down more easily.”


  “Is that so?” Barin nodded. “Very well. If he thinks he can help, then he’s more than welcome to offer any advice he can.”


  Bramante squeaked some instructions, and Barin listened carefully. The ninja rat claimed to have identified several weak points in the tower, which should make it much easier to destroy. Barin took aim at the first weak point and drew his war hammer back. Hopefully, this worked.


  THUD.


  The whole tower shook from the blow. Screams of alarm came from within, but the tower’s defences had already been weakened by the cosmic fungi’s onslaught, to say nothing of the damage his forces had managed to inflict while he had been fighting the Lord of Magic. He urged the other dwarves to stand back as cracks spread from the point of impact.


  “You’ve a fine eye for demolition,” Barin said to Bramante as he took aim at the next weak point. His hammer struck truly once again, and more cracks spread across the tower. He attacked the third and fourth weak points with equal vigour, and the whole tower began to shake. Just a little more – there! A heavy blow to the fifth weak point sent massive cracks up and down the tower’s left side. A groan filled the air before first one stone and then another and another shattered. The tower began to lean to one side, and Barin ordered the others to get clear as he braced himself and slammed his war hammer into the side of the tower.


  BOOM.


  BOOM.


  BOOM.


  On his third blow, the tower toppled sideways and smashed into the ground. Its final attack went badly awry, and the beam of magical energy that had been aimed at the Sky City instead sheared right through one of the buildings near the harbour before vaporising a galleon. A ragged cheer broke out, and he pointed to the other weapon.


  “That’s one down! But there’s still one to go!” King Barin hefted his war hammer and did his best to ignore the weariness that filled him. “We need to strike while the iron is hot.”


  He caught a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye and raised the arms of his construct to ward off a deluge of razor-sharp ice. The attack came to an abrupt halt as a body flew threw the air and landed at his feet. It was a Lord of Magic, and several jagged blades made of blood had been driven through his limbs and torso. The man was still alive, but Amanda landed on him a moment later. Her booted heal crushed his throat, and she yanked several shards of ice out of her chest.


  “What happened to the other one?” Barin asked.


  “I dealt with him earlier.” Amanda reached down to grab the dead mage’s cloak as her tattered clothing threatened to give way. “He was quite powerful but overconfident. He assumed that blowing a large hole in my head with a piece of wood that had been accelerated to well beyond the speed of a crossbow bolt would kill me.”


  “In fairness,” Barin replied. “That would kill most people.”


  “Then it is fortunate that I am not most people.” Amanda nodded at the remains of the tower. “Excellent work. Now, we just have to go after the other…” She trailed off as a dreadnought flew through the air. The gigantic fungus had simply picked it up and thrown it at the tower housing the other magical weapon. The ship exploded as it struck the tower’s barrier, but from the way the barrier flickered, it couldn’t take another hit like that.


  And sure enough, the fungus’s next attack shattered the barrier around the tower. However, before it could destroy the tower, it was forced back by a fresh salvo from the fleet behind it. With a deep, echoing roar, the eldritch creature turned and lashed out with a barbed limb. Half a dozen ships were smashed into kindling, and the massive fungus raised the limb high only to lose it as a devastating blast from the magical weapon sliced through one of the joints. The cosmic fungus staggered and turned to face the tower again, only to be buffeted by more attacks from the fleet. It seemed confused, unable to settle upon which threat it should deal with first.


  “Come on!” Barin shouted. “We can’t rely on that thing to do all of our work for us. Let’s finish this!”


  It didn’t take them long to reach the other tower, but their enemies had not been idle. The loss of the other magical weapon had been noticed, and reinforcements had been dispatched to protect the other weapon. King Barin gathered more metal to his construct, which had swelled to more than twenty-one feet in height. Fire filled his veins. He wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer, but he couldn’t stop, not until they’d brought down this weapon as well.


  “Forward!” he cried. “For the Broken Mountains!”


  He rumbled forward, scattering soldiers as the others charged after him. It was brutal combat. The imperial soldiers were not as heavily armoured as the dwarves, but they were relatively fresh, and they could sense the importance of this moment. If they could hold here, the dwarves would be driven back, almost certainly while taking heavy losses, and the magical weapon would be free to continue firing on the cosmic fungus and the Sky City. But if the dwarves could destroy it, they would give themselves a much better chance of winning the battle.


  Barin led the way through the throng of soldiers. He crushed some underfoot, shoved others out of the way, and smashed yet more with his war hammer. His size was a great advantage against the regular soldiers, but against the mages, it simply made him a bigger target. Spell after spell thumped into him. Unable to shield himself from the barrage, he chose to attack. He smashed a ballista before it could fire and then used the broken remains of the siege weapon as projectiles to drive some of the mages back. One was too slow to duck and was struck by a beam of wood thicker than his waist. A dwarf dropped another with a well-placed crossbow bolt. These mages were skilled, but they were nowhere near as powerful as the Lords of Magic they’d encountered. So far they’d only run into four of them, but there had to be more. A naval base this important had to have at least double that number.


  Nearby, he caught a glimpse of Amanda taking to the air as a series of strange, glowing symbols surrounded her. They flashed, and white flame enveloped the ancient vampire. Above them, standing on more of the glowing symbols, was another Lord of Magic. He pointed and more symbols formed around the maelstrom of fire that had enveloped Amanda. The flames collapsed inward, and there was a sound like metal being pushed to its limits as a glowing sphere of blue light appeared. The sphere shrank, crushing the flames into a smaller and smaller space until the blood that had been scattered during the battle lanced upward. The Lord of Magic was forced to retreat, and the sphere shattered. Amanda emerged from it, and he could scarcely believe she was still alive. Even for an ancient vampire, the damage she’d taken was horrific. Her entire body had been charred, and it was obvious that the sphere had gotten small enough to break most of her bones. But before his eyes, the blood from the battlefield flowed into her.


  Within moments, Amanda was fully healed, and she wrapped the remaining blood around herself as she soared upward in pursuit of her opponent. Barin shook his head. He needed to stay focused. Amanda could handle it. After all, she’d already slain two Lords of Magic. Dealing with a third should not be beyond her.


  Slowly but surely, the dwarves’ advance began to slow against the seemingly endless ranks of imperial soldiers. Barin tried to push forward only to be driven back as a ballista bolt slammed into his construct. He reeled back but managed to keep his balance only to be struck by a boulder from a catapult. The metal around him threatened to buckle from the impact, but he delved deep into the dregs of his magic for the power to keep his construct whole. A ragged growl left his lips as he forced his construct upright again.


  “Come on!” he shouted. “It’s just a little bit further!”


  There was a deep thud as something landed nearby. A tired grin crossed his lips. It was one of Timmy’s bizarre composite zombies. The monstrosity towered over everything except Barin himself. It sprayed slime all over the soldiers from several mouths in its side. The slime didn’t seem to do anything at first – it certainly wasn’t acid – but when the zombie clicked its claws together to create a spark, the effect was immediate. The slime caught fire – all of it. The soldiers scattered as they caught fire, and Barin strode forward. This was their chance.


  “Push!” he bellowed. “Don’t let them regroup!”


  With the zombie spewing more slime over any imperial soldier it could hit, the battlefield descended into chaos. Barin stomped through the mayhem as the other dwarves hurled themselves into the panicked imperial troops. The tower was right there, and it looked to share the same design as the one they’d destroyed.


  “Keep them off me!” he ordered. “And I’ll bring the tower down!”


  He hammered away at the tower, barely aware of the battle raging behind him. A ballista bolt sheared off his construct’s left arm, and one of his mages turned and threw several spikes of rock at the siege weapon. Biting back a curse, Barin reformed the arm and struck the tower again. Stone shattered, and he felt something within it give way. It began to lean to the side, and Timmy’s zombie rumbled forward to throw its weight against the side of the tower. The structure groaned, and Barin struck it again and again. At last, the tower crashed to the ground, and a great, ragged cheer went up from the dwarves.


  King Barin smiled grimly. They were making progress – hard won progress, but progress all the same. Gritting his teeth, he focused his magic on one of the rings he wore and snapped it. It was a precious item, crafted with great care at great expense. Snapping it had a similar effect as downing a potion of the highest quality, one that could restore both his health and his magic. Fresh strength surged through his body. There would be a price to pay for using it tomorrow, but he wasn’t worried about tomorrow. He was more worried about making it through today.


  “Cavalry!” someone cried.


  Barin turned, and his construct’s hands tightened around its massive war hammer. The cavalry had most likely been sent to reinforce the troops defending the magical weapon, but they’d arrived too late. Well, if they couldn’t save the weapon, they’d do their best to avenge their comrades who’d died defending it.


  “They think this will be easy!” Barin boomed. “We’re going to show them how wrong they are!” He lowered his voice as several ninja rats leapt onto his construct. They must have hitched a ride on Timmy’s zombie. “Can you lot set any traps?” he murmured. “We could use whatever help you can give. Some wire or something similar would be good against their horses.”


  The leader of the rats cackled and ordered the rest of his fellows to get to work before he leapt over to Bramante. The wounded rat was clinging onto the shoulder of a healer, and the two rodents exchanged squeaks before Bramante was surrounded by a white glow. Healing magic! Well, hopefully, it would be enough to get Bramante back onto his feet. He’d already shown himself to be brave and resourceful, and they could use all the help they could get.


  * * *


  “So… you want me to reactivate the star crystal?” Avraniel asked. “I thought you said you’d need an adult dragon or something to do that.”


  “Frankly, we do,” Marden said. “But we haven’t got one, and Timmy here thinks you can do a decent impression of one with some help from the ignition system. We don’t really have a choice. At the rate we’re taking damage, we won’t be around long enough to complete proper repairs – and that’s assuming we have the parts, which we don’t.” The chief engineer shook his head. “If Spot was older, we’d ask him, but he’s still too young.” He glanced upward. “He can do more good fighting off those griffin knights than trying to reactivate the star crystal.”


  “You’ve been holding back when you fight,” the idiot said. “We both know that. It’s time you stopped.”


  Avraniel glared. She wasn’t stupid. She could tell this wasn’t a fight they could win. For the time being, they were holding the empire at bay, but they were running out of steam, even Spot. It wouldn’t be much longer before the sheer numbers they faced began to tell. If they could move further away or reactivate the Sky City’s weapons and defences, then they might have a chance. This wasn’t about making a choice. The choice had already been made. All that mattered now was trying to pull it off.


  “I get it.” Her gaze shifted to the star crystal. It was a massive sphere of gleaming crystal that reminded her of her new bow. It was absolutely covered in the most complex runes and seals she’d ever seen, and there was something familiar about it, as though she’d seen it before in a half-forgotten dream. It was a pity she couldn’t steal it. Just thinking about how much money it would be worth was mindboggling. Not even an elf would be able to spend that much money in their lifetime, no matter how much they splurged. “All right. Give me every magic potion you’ve got and channel as much heat and energy into this chamber as you can. Make sure you close the damn door too and activate all of the defences. It’s going to get hot in here.” She paused and handed Timmy her cloak and other possessions until all she had were her tunic and trousers. “Take those with you. I like them, and they’ll be a pain in the ass to replace.”


  Ignoring the fact that she’d stolen the cloak of phoenix feathers from Timmy in the first place, she wasn’t sure it would survive the temperatures they needed her to reach – and she knew for a fact that her other possessions wouldn’t. The people eater might be okay with getting new clothes all the time, but it wasn’t like Gerald could simply pull out another cloak made of phoenix feathers. Then again, he was a hoarder. He might have another one. The idiot took her things and retreated out of the chamber as she downed the magic potions. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say she’d never met anyone with the sheer amount of raw magic she had except maybe sparky, the light-wielding councillor, and even then it was hard to be sure since neither of them had ever gone all out.


  Most mages had a bucketful of magic. A powerful mage might have a bathtub. The truly exceptional ones like most of the councillors had a swimming pool or a lake. Avraniel had a whole damn ocean at her command. People often said she was the most powerful fire mage in the world. It was time to prove it.


  
Chapter Fourteen


  For as long as she could remember, Avraniel had dreamed of fire. When she’d been a child, all the other elf children had mocked those dreams. The kinder ones had called her strange or weird, and the meaner ones had called her evil. She was wrong, they said. Unnatural. Elves shouldn’t dream of fire. They should dream of tranquil glades and meadows full of flowers in full bloom. She’d laughed at them. Why wouldn’t she? Who cared about glades and meadows? They were all cowards, afraid of fire and what it could do. She wasn’t. Fire was her friend. It had always been her friend. It had kept her warm on those lonely nights when she’d been forced to huddle in trees or in caves because no one was willing to take her in and again when her own people had hunted her. Fire had cooked her food and kept her fed when she’d had no one to rely on except herself. Whenever she had needed something – anything – her magic, her fire, had always provided. Once, people had insulted her by calling her a dragon in the body of an elf. She’d taken those words to heart and carried them with pride. Who wouldn’t want to be a dragon? The only things a dragon had to worry about were bigger dragons. They were at the top of the food chain, and nothing in the world could match the devastation they could wreak.


  Now, she would have to ask her fire for more than it had ever given her. After all these years, she was still searching for the limits of her power. She took a moment to steady herself and then closed her eyes. She reached for her fire, the ocean of raw power and magic that seethed inside her, just waiting to be let loose. She’d always kept a tight leash on it because she knew how destructive it could be. She might not like the elves much, but she understood they weren’t all bastards, only most of them. She wasn’t the nicest person, but she wasn’t a monster. Burning down the entire forest would be a bit much although burning down more specific parts of it was something she wished she’d done years ago.


  Over the years, it had become instinct to restrain her power, and she’d stopped even thinking about it. After all, even with her power restrained, it was still so easy to destroy things. She lived in a world of glass, and she was smart enough to realise that playing the part of the bull all the time would not be a good idea. Now, it was time to see what her fire could truly do when she stopped worrying about the damage she could cause.


  Her magic answered immediately, and the air around her burned as they began to vent all of the heat and energy the ignition system had generated into the chamber that housed her and the star crystal. It was hot – so hot – but unlike the air, she refused to burn, and her magic only rose to greater heights to answer the inferno around her. A mantle of flames sprang to life around her, a brilliant cloak of orange that brightened and pulsed in time to her heartbeat before turning first blue and then finally white. But that still wasn’t enough. The giant spherical star crystal was supposed to glow and sing when it was hot enough – whatever singing meant – as well as start rotating. It was still dull, silent, and unmoving.


  More. She needed more. Her jaw clenched, and every muscle in her body tightened. Her blood burned in her veins, and her magic pounded through her body.


  Her eyes changed first. Molten gold replaced amber, and beneath her skin, her veins began to glow as though filled with molten metal. Her body shook as her magic surged through every fibre of her being. She was the centre of the conflagration, and she drew the heat and energy into herself, used them to fuel her magic and coax it higher and higher. Heat so intense it would have melted the adamant walls of the chamber if not for the additional protective measures layered over them began to build. The heat was no longer visible to the naked eye. Instead, the very air crackled and tore.


  And it still wasn’t enough.


  She felt the restraints she’d placed on her magic. They were like chains, heavy and wrought of iron. For so long, she’d been worried about becoming the monster everyone had always accused her of being. She no longer cared. Maybe she was a monster, but right now, they needed a monster to get this damn star crystal reactivated. With a growl, she shoved past the limits she’d imposed on herself, let them crumble to ash before her will. No more restraints. No more limits. No more holding back. The surface of her skin shimmered, and her skin turned almost translucent. Strange marking spread across her body, etchings wrought of fire and light.


  More. She needed more.


  For as long as she could remember, Avraniel had dreamed of fire, but there had been other dreams too. Perhaps her earliest dream – one so old she wasn’t sure if it was a dream at all or simply a memory twisted by time – had been of falling, of seeing the ground rush up to meet her as the sky raced past. In that dream, she’d been made of fire and light, so brilliant that the sky itself had been set ablaze by her descent. She had dreamed of falling, but she hadn’t been weak in that dream. She’d been strong, so much stronger than she was now. She had lit the darkness between worlds. She had watched the endless passage of seasons. She had been eternal. Now, she needed to become what she had been before.


  Her muscles tensed, and every iota of her being was stretched taut. There was something just beyond her reach, a power as hot and bright as the sun yet every bit as far. She could almost taste it, and she knew it would taste like pure, undiluted power. Her fire blazed hotter, and the sphere began to glow and shift ever so slightly. A faint hum filled the air. No. This wasn’t enough. This paltry, pathetic heat could not possibly be enough. She needed more, but something was stopping her. Something was standing in her way. What was it?


  Dimly, a memory came to her, the words of an old, weary elf, one of the few that had been kind to her. Magic grew when it was pushed, and it was why strong mages inevitably sought out other strong mages. It was the only way for them to grow. How long had it been since she’d truly been challenged? Oh, the idiot had managed to outwit her, but when was the last time she’d put her power to the test and come up short?


  Her magic didn’t want to cooperate. It was wild and unruly, a wildfire blazing inside of her. She would have to make it cooperate. She was the greatest fire mage who’d ever lived. She believed that with every fibre of her being. Had any of the others been able to raise a dragon? No. Only she had been able to convince a dragon that she was his mother. Jaw clenched, she pushed again. There were more mental barriers, more restrictions, layered on by years of living on the run and wondering if this day would be the last day of freedom she’d ever have, so old she’d even forgotten they existed, so deeply buried she was only now encountering them once again. Not everyone deserved her wrath, and for all of the things she’d done, she refused to believe she was a monster. A memory came to her – a massive circle of ash and melted rock. She’d been a child when she’d done that. She’d torn a great scar into the forest that was only now beginning to heal. How could she have come so close to forgetting? That was when the poor treatment had really started. That was when the cold eyes had first begun. But she’d show all of them. She wasn’t just a fire mage.


  She was fire.


  She felt the change sweep over her. Flesh was weak and fallible, so she burned hers away. In its place was gleaming crystal. A heart was for pumping blood, but what use did she have for blood now? Fire was her blood, and fire was born of stars. Deep within the shimmering crystal that was her body, a star kindled and came to life. Radiance and heat flooded outward, and her body became a newly born sun, lit from within by light and heat that no magic could match. The heat in the chamber increased by orders of magnitude in a matter of moments. Hotter and hotter her fire burned until a corona surrounded her, a glorious mantle that burned in every colour in creation and countless more beyond that only the stars themselves could name.


  An elf could never have produced the heat needed to reactivate the star crystal. Even a dragon would have struggled. But a star? Her lips curled. No wonder she’d never been able to remember the faces of her parents or what life had been like before she’d arrived at the orphanage. Stars could burn entire worlds to ash. Stars could set the skies ablaze. Stars could turn deserts to glass and lift cities into the sky.


  And sometimes, stars fell.


  She smiled.


  She was a star.


  * * *


  Marden gasped in awe. They could see into the chamber that housed the star crystal, and what they saw defied all description and belief. It should not be possible for any elf – any mortal – to produce so much heat and energy. Even a dragon would have struggled. But he could not deny what he saw. Already, the star crystal had begun to glow and spin, and the haunting melody it produced as it drew upon power from other worlds and dimensions filled his soul. But the elf wasn’t done yet. The heat in the chamber continued to rise, and then…


  “Star maiden…” one of the dwarves breathed in reverence as he fell to his knees and pressed his forehead to the floor. Another swiftly followed suit, and then another and another.


  “On your feet!” Marden barked. The sceptical part of him wanted to deny what he saw, but the proof was undeniable. The elf’s flesh had turned to crystal, and a star blazed within her chest. To think that he would live to witness this – a feat hinted at in the very oldest of dwarf tales! “We don’t know for sure that’s what she is, and even if she is one, we can’t afford to waste the chance she’s given us!” The star crystal was brightening and picking up speed, but it wasn’t quite self-sustaining yet. “Activate all ignition systems! Release all safety runes and seals! Allow the star crystal to operate freely!” The others hurried to obey, and the whole city shook as the star crystal roared to life. One by one, the Sky City’s faltering systems reactivated. The star crystal no longer required energy. It had become self-sustaining, and it was filling the Sky City with power harvested from countless other worlds and dimensions. “There! We should have all of our weapons, defences, and engines back at full power in a matter of minutes!”


  Timmy nudged him with his elbow. “Star maiden?” the necromancer asked as the other dwarves scurried about to make sure everything was working properly. “What does that mean?”


  “There are stories about stars that fell to earth,” Marden murmured as the maelstrom of heat and power in the chamber in front of them increased. This was resonance – Avraniel and the star crystal were feeding off each other and amplifying each other’s energy – which only ever happened when two pieces of star crystal were brought into close proximity. The others were right. She truly was a star maiden. “Star crystals are made from the hearts of fallen stars, or so the legends say. They are rare upon rare upon rare. Most of the time, the heart of a star is shattered or ground to dust during its descent. But sometimes rare upon rare upon rare upon rare, the star that falls to earth is not dead. Instead, it still lives, and instead of a star crystal, you find a child born from the heart of that still living star. In the legends, such children always take the shape of those closest to them. The great dwarf Garadan Blazehammer was said to be one such child, and it is said that his parents found him in a circle of glass that had been scorched into the side of a mountain.”


  The necromancer was silent, and Marden could hardly blame him. Garadan was a legend, said to have singlehandedly driven back the giants of the Mountains of Rust in the long ago days when the dwarves had been one people with one king, before the petty greed and avarice of their people had fractured their loyalties. Now, only vast pillars of melted metal and rust remained to mark the site of the battle, and it was believed that each of those pillars was the remains of a single giant, destroyed by Garadan’s might. Marden had gone there in his youth. Few dared to tread there, for they considered the area cursed, but he had seen the pillars with his own eyes, hundreds of them, each more than a hundred feet high.


  “Well,” Timmy said at last. “That would explain a lot. What do we do now?”


  “Tell her she can leave the chamber.” Marden grinned savagely. “All of our systems are up and running again. I’m not sure how bad the damage we’ve taken is, but the fact we’re still up here and not going for a swim means that it can’t be too bad yet.” He banged his fist down on a nearby counter. “Hah! Those bastards thought we’d just lay down and die, did they? We’re dwarves. You can kill us, but we won’t make it easy!” He nodded firmly at Timmy. “We can handle the rest from here. It’s engineering work. You’re a necromancer. Go out there and give them hell.”


  “Oh, I intend to,” Timmy replied. “Believe me. I intend to.”


  * * *


  “Look!” Katie yelled. She and Gerald were fighting in the naval base with some of the dwarves. It hadn't been easy getting down from the Sky City, but they'd used one of her larger composite zombies to ferry down as many people as they could. Chomp was there too, and they were doing their best to pick off supplies and equipment, as well as destroy any magical weapons they could reach. It was tough going. There were so many imperial soldiers, so it was a good thing she and the others had arrived to reinforce King Barin’s forces before they could be overrun. “The cannons are moving!”


  It was true. High above the battlefield, the great magical cannons of the Sky City were moving again. Not all of them – some had been disabled by the bombardment they’d endured since their arrival – but some of them was still a lot better than none of them.


  “They must have reactivated the star crystal,” Amanda replied.


  The vampire was fighting alongside them and King Barin. The fighting had degenerated from organised combat to a ragged melee with the dwarves doing their best to stay in some semblance of a formation while hitting anyone they could reach. Meanwhile, the imperials soldiers were trying to surround them or separate them. At the centre of a clump of dwarves, Gerald was handing out healing supplies while Old Man continued to cut his way through enemy soldiers. Katie was animating as many zombies as she could, but she was beginning to run low on magic. It was about time for her to drink another potion, but she didn’t know how many more she could take. The dull ache in the back of her head that always came after she took a potion to restore her magic had grown into a full-fledged migraine. If she took any more, she might actually collapse from the pain.


  “Thank the gods!” Gerald blurted. The ninja rats had run out of their own needles and were using needles Gerald had given them. It was a good thing he’d taken an interest in sewing some years ago although he hadn’t proven to be any good at it. The demolition rats were also hard at work, rigging traps and cobbling together explosives from whatever they could scrounge up. At least one of the barrels they’d taken from the imperial soldiers had contained blasting powder, and they’d put it to good use. “Because we could really use some help!”


  “Stand firm!” King Barin ordered. “I will tell them where to aim!”


  The dwarves cheered as King Barin used a scrying sphere to relay their position to the dwarves in the Sky City. With an ominous clank, the city’s weapons angled downward. Katie gulped. She hadn’t been in a good position to see them in action against the cosmic fungi, but the view from below was incredible. The cannons were similar to those used by dreadnoughts, but some of them were far larger. A normal ship could never have generated enough magic to power so many, but the Sky City was a floating fortress. With a huge star crystal as its power source – the same sort of object that had created the Desert of Glass if the stories were to be believed – there was no telling how much power those cannons might have.


  One of the cannons fired, and a scintillating blast of magical energy ripped through a dreadnought. The ship’s defences flared, failed, and the vessel was torn to shreds. More of the cannons opened fire, and ship after ship was reduced to kindling. The fleet retaliated as best it could, and the city’s barrier continued to stutter. It must have taken fairly critical damage before they could reactivate the star crystal. Hopefully, they’d be able to strengthen it. However, the sheer mass of the Sky City – it really was a floating city – meant it could weather damage better than the far smaller ships. Several cannons exploded and two were knocked loose and tumbled into the sea. But Skygarde had finally come to life, and the dwarves had no intention of backing down. More of its weapons attacked, and the withering barrage had the fleet scattering to reduce the odds of multiple vessels being struck at the same time.


  The Sky City wasn’t done yet.


  Some of the cannons shifted in their direction, and a bolt of explosive magic levelled a nearby building and sent imperial soldiers flying every which way. Exhausted cheers rang out, and the Sky City switched to some of its smaller weapons, reducing the area ahead of the dwarves to a maelstrom of magical power.


  “Fall back!” King Barin thundered. “We’ve done our work, lads! Let the boys upstairs cover our retreat!”


  The cheers grew louder, and potions and healing were swiftly doled out as the dwarves began to fall back toward the Sky City. Katie animated whatever corpses she could and directed them at their opponents. She didn’t need to kill them. The Sky City was doing a wonderful job of that. She only needed to slow the imperial soldiers down. Skygarde’s smaller weapons swept back and forth across the battlefield, creating fields of devastation to separate the dwarves from the imperial troops. Magic lanced up toward the Sky City – there were still several Lords of Magic around – but the Sky City’s reply was devastating. The mages were forced to abandon their positions and seek shelter in the parts of the naval base that were still intact. Of course, the sudden reactivation of the city’s weapons did not go unchallenged for long.


  The naval base was one of the empire’s finest, designed to withstand attack from several fleets at once, and it had the firepower to match Skygarde. As the Sky City unleashed another deadly barrage, the naval base switched its firepower from the shambling cosmic fungus to Skygarde, and the air was suddenly torn to shreds as the legendary city and the naval base went toe to toe, exchanging salvo after salvo. The thunderous roar of magical cannons drowned out the beating of her heart and the howls of the cosmic fungus. The Sky City’s wavering barrier flickered and died, and the naval base’s barrier joined it a moment later. It was brutal – a simple contest in which the two combatants ignored anything even vaguely resembling defence in favour of simply hitting each other as hard as they could. Would the empire triumph, or would dwarf engineering carry the day?


  Broken masonry tumbled down from the Sky City, and portions of the naval base were reduced to smouldering craters. And still the battle went on. Bolts of lightning, flame, ice, and other magic lanced down from the floating city and up from the empire’s base. It was a stunning display of magical firepower, and Katie could only gape in awe as the two fortifications ripped into one another. For the longest time, it seemed as though they were evenly matched until a sudden, fiery explosion annihilated one of the huge towers that housed one of the naval base’s most powerful magical weapons. Melting stone rained down on them, and a blazing comet leapt out of the ruins and streaked toward them. The air burned in its wake, and the buildings it passed caught fire. There was a brilliant flash of light and heat, and the comet unleashed a tidal wave of fire that enveloped swathes of imperial soldiers and left only a vast, roiling lake of liquefied rock in its wake. Katie readied herself for battle, but Rembrandt shook his head. The energy he felt wasn’t quite the same, but it was still close enough for him to know who it was.


  “That’s Avraniel?” Katie asked. “Are you sure? But even her magic isn’t that powerful…”


  “It is her,” Amanda said. “And this also answers several questions I’ve had since I first met her. Elves do not have fire magic like she does – unless they’re not really elves.”


  Avraniel landed in front of them, and Katie’s eyes widened. It was like looking at a living statue wrought of finest crystal. The elf – or whatever she was – was lit from within as though someone had replaced her heart with the sun itself. Her eyes were blazing pools of gold that radiated pure brilliance, and countless symbols etched in fire and light glowed upon what passed for her skin.


  “Hey, twerp.” Katie twitched. There was something distinctly inhuman about Avraniel’s voice now. It hinted at endless aeons and gulfs of eternity that even an elf could never hope to grasp. It reminded her, vaguely, of the feelings Sam radiated when he spoke of his youth, which was so long ago he couldn’t even remember when it had been.


  “Uh… hi.” Katie paused, not quite sure how to phrase her next words. “You, um, look… different.”


  “I feel different too. As Spot would say, I feel awesome.” Avraniel smirked. The heat radiating off her was suffocating, and Katie was certain that if she hadn’t been making an effort to rein it in, then every single one of them would have been reduced to ash. It was like standing next to a living inferno. “But it looks like we’ve got company.”


  Katie followed Avraniel’s gaze and squinted. “Gerald, do you have a spyglass?” The bureaucrat handed her one, and Katie peered through it. “Reinforcements – imperial reinforcements!” She gulped. “That is a lot of fliers. I see griffins, drakes, wyverns, and a few other things too.” She scowled. She hadn’t thought about it until now, but the empire must have called for reinforcements the moment the Sky City appeared over their naval base. It was too big a prize to lose, and those reinforcements had arrived just in time to prevent the Sky City from retreating or seizing control of the battle. If only they’d arrived later! “What do we do?”


  “Relax, twerp. We’ll be fine.” Avraniel chuckled, and waves of heat wafted outward, stifling in their intensity. “They’re not the only ones here.” She pointed, this time in the opposite direction to the imperial reinforcements. Sure enough, the other horizon was full of friendly fliers wearing the familiar colours and livery of Everton and the Shimmering Isles. At their head, Katie saw an immense griffin bearing the colours of the House of Winters. Katie swallowed thickly. She’d never seen so many aerial troops before. Even the battle between the Sky City’s roc riders and the naval base’s griffin knights paled in comparison to the coming conflict. This could well be the largest aerial battle since the last war between Everton and the Eternal Empire. “See? We’ll be fine.”


  There was a flash of movement above them, and Avraniel whistled sharply. “Spot!”


  The dragon landed beside them, and he gave a happy cry as he rushed over to Avraniel and examined her more closely. Whatever he saw must have pleased him because he bounced around in joy, tail wagging and wings flapping, before finally leaping into her arms. Katie had seen him do that before. Even with her great strength, Avraniel was usually thrown at least slightly off balance. This time, she didn’t budge even an inch.


  “Come on.” Avraniel scratched his chin, and tongues of flame curled around the dragon’s snout and rustled down his back. “You’re with me, Spot. We’re going to go up there and have ourselves some fun.” She leapt into the sky, trailing fire in her wake, as her parting words lingered in the air. “You guys handle the bastards down here. I’m sure there will be plenty more for you to kill.”


  “Will you guys be okay here?” Katie looked up again. Apart from the griffins, wyverns, and drakes carrying knights and other aerial combat specialists, there were also fliers carrying large numbers of troops. “There are more boarders coming, and I think my master could use some help.” She closed her eyes and reached out to her zombies. Yes, her master definitely wanted her back up in the Sky City. He was saying as much to one of her zombies. “I should probably get Gerald somewhere safer too.” She paused. “And I’m sure he could help with the repairs and healing going on up there.”


  “Good idea!” Gerald cried. He had already handed out enough supplies to heal the dwarves down here several times over. However, there were bound to be more people up there that needed his help. The fact that it should be safer up there was simply a happy coincidence.


  “Aye.” King Barin grinned. Like any good dwarf, the prospect of finishing off his enemies had erased his tiredness. The Sky City’s reactivation and the arrival of reinforcements had his blood running hot, and he and the others dwarves would do their best to hinder the naval base’s attempts to help the arriving imperial troops. “Give us some more supplies and tell my brother to send some of his damn golems down here.” He looked at Katie. “And lend us some of your stronger zombies too, lass. With the Sky City working again, they’ll do their best to board it. We’ll make sure they don’t get any help from down here.”


  She grinned back at the king. “I’ll lend you Harold and a few of the others. Try to bring them back in one piece.”


  * * *


  Timmy breathed a sigh of relief as a familiar griffin landed beside him. It was Beaky, Vicky’s favourite griffin. The towering beast skipped over to him and gave him a playful nudge that almost threw him off his feet before nonchalantly turning and shredding three soldiers with his talons. Vicky, of course, remained airborne. Her glowing form was at the head of the swathe of aerial troops that had arrived. The remaining imperial griffin knights had fled to join the safety of their own approaching formation as the roc riders fell in beside their counterparts from the Shimmering Isles and Everton. Beneath him, the city continued to shudder as it and the naval base and fleet continued to exchange blows. At the same time, though, the Sky City had begun to move into a better position. Ideally, it would be able to fire on the fleet without the naval base lending the ships any support. However, although the city could move again, it had clearly taken more damage than they’d hoped because it was only moving at a crawl.


  “It’s nice to see you too, Beaky.” Timmy fought to stay on his feet as the griffin chirped and nuzzled him. “Good grief. Did you somehow get even bigger?” Beaky was already enormous for a griffin – he dwarfed a warhorse in size – but he was fairly sure the flier had only continued to get larger. His gaze shifted as Katie landed beside him with Gerald. “Are you guys okay?”


  “I’m still alive,” Gerald said. “And I haven’t been stabbed or anything yet, so this day is still something of a success, all things considered.”


  “Well, the day’s not done yet,” Timmy quipped. “We’ve got plenty of wounded and lots of repairs to carry out. Find some place convenient to set up and help as best you can. We’re moving into a position that should make it harder for people on the naval base to board us, and some of the dwarves have just reported that they destroyed the portal the empire was using to get here. However, we still have to worry about fliers dropping off more troops.”


  “So… I can stay here?” Gerald asked. “You know, where it’s kind of safe?”


  “Just let the dwarves know where you are, so they can come to you if they need anything.” Timmy’s brows furrowed and several zombies marched over. “The dwarves might have destroyed the portal, but we’re still cleaning up imperial troops. Take these zombies with you.” Gerald looked absolutely relieved at the thought of staying on the Sky City. “Oh, but before you go, how about giving me a few bags of pebbles?”


  “Of course.” Gerald handed him several bags of pebbles and then ran off in the general direction of the healers’ area. Timmy placed the bags of pebbles in the saddlebags that Beaky had. Griffins were not only swift in the air but also powerful too. They were capable of carrying heavy loads long distances without complaint. And it wasn’t like Timmy could just grab a few pebbles once they were airborne. “Good luck, Gerald. Stay safe.” He paused. “And if you’re not sure what to do, run and find some dwarves.”


  “Okay!”


  “Who is that, master?” Katie asked. To her relief, the fighting around the city was dying down. Without the griffin knights to support them and with their portal onto the Sky City destroyed, the current wave of boarders was firmly on the back foot. Groups of dwarves accompanied by bands of golems and zombies had taken to the streets to scour them of any imperial soldiers who were still around. Unfortunately, the battle was far from won. There was a huge aerial battle coming up, and the empire’s reinforcements had brought plenty of extra fliers that could carry more boarders to the city. “Master?”


  Beaky peered at Katie, taking her measure. A gleam entered his eyes, and he lunged forward with incredible speed. Before Katie could even think of dodging, the griffin had seized her by the scruff of her cloak. He lifted her off the ground and chortled as her arms and legs flailed in the air.


  “Hey!” Katie wailed. “Let go! Master, make him let me go!”


  “Relax.” Timmy patted Beaky on the head. The griffin let Katie go, and he caught his apprentice and set her back on her feet. She huffed and scowled ominously at the griffin, but Beaky simply stared back with the equivalent of a grin on his face. “This here is Beaky, Vicky’s favourite griffin. He’s a nice guy, actually, not stuck up like most griffins. However, he does have a mischievous streak. Have you ever heard of a griffin sneaking into someone’s bedroom to hide a grass snake in their bed? Beaky has done that – twice. The only reason he has stopped doing it is because he’s too big to go sneaking around people’s bedrooms.” His voice turned serious. “He’ll be our ride for what I hope is the last part of this mission, and we couldn’t ask for a better griffin to carry us. Beaky is one of the finest war griffins in the world.”


  Katie gulped and looked up. “So… we’re going up there to fight too?”


  “Yep.” Timmy hefted his shovel over his shoulder. He was glad he’d picked one of his sturdier ones. It would be a shame to have to deal with a broken shovel in the middle of a battle. “Don’t get me wrong, Katie. I’d prefer to keep my feet on the ground since earth magic is kind of terrible in the sky. However, the only reason we don’t have more boarders is because we have air superiority. If they win the air battle, they can drop more boarders and one of them might be a mage who can establish another portal to the naval base. The Sky City can move again, but it won’t be able to outrun griffins, wyverns, or anything like that. The people we’ve got on the ground are working to disable as many weapons as they can and to create as much chaos as possible. If we can deal with the fliers, we can grab our people from the naval base and retreat. We don’t have to beat them to win here. Simply escaping with our forces and the Sky City intact would count as a win for us.” He lifted Katie up onto Beaky and settled in behind her before tying both of them to the griffin. Beaky shifted, testing the distribution of weight. “Now, you’ve never ridden a living griffin before, so let me tell you something very important.”


  “What?”


  “Hold on.”


  “What?” With a piercing cry that echoed through the streets and spilled upward into the sky, Beaky shot up into the air. “AHHHHH!”


  Timmy chuckled. “I did tell you to hold on.”


  Katie turned to glare. “You should have been more specific.”


  “Oh? How could I have been more specific? You’re on a griffin. What else could ‘hold on’ mean?”


  Katie continued to glare, and Beaky chortled. Although griffins didn’t have telepathy the way dragons did, Timmy had been around enough of them to tell what he was thinking. Beaky found Katie’s suffering amusing, and he decided to add to it by doing a barrel roll that prompted another scream from the girl.


  “Don’t be mean, Beaky,” Timmy chided as Katie yelled a few words that a girl her age probably shouldn’t be saying. “And, Katie, don’t swear.”


  It was often said – and not without reason – that dragons were the rulers of the sky. As Spot had so aptly demonstrated, dragons were blessed with immense speed and agility in the air, and they had an instinctive grasp of aerial combat that made them absolute nightmares to deal with. Spot wasn’t a year old, and the thought of what he’d be able to do once he became an adult was a little terrifying. Thankfully, Timmy knew he could be bribed with food. There was probably nothing in the world that could outpace a dragon across long distances thanks to their immense endurance, and there were very few creatures that could match them in the acrobatic chaos that was aerial combat. However, griffins were one of those creatures.


  Beaky raced upward, leaving behind the roc riders that had moved into position to join the allied formation. War griffins like Beaky boasted incredible strength, as well as outstanding agility and speed in the air, and Beaky was one of the finest in the world, the product of centuries of careful breeding and Vicky’s strange talent for working with animals that could rip people in half. Timmy could still remember the time some of their classmates had gotten her a giant cobra as a joke gift. It had taken Vicky all of three hours to have the animal eating out of her hand, and it had spent many classes curled up to her desk, hissing at people.


  In seemingly no time at all, they were cruising through the air next to Vicky. The woman wasn’t using her full speed, but she couldn’t if she wanted the rest of the formation to keep up. And even Vicky wasn’t about to charge into an entire formation of imperial fliers. Actually, that wasn’t quite right. If there had been no one else to fight them, she almost certainly would have done exactly that.


  “Nice of you to join us,” Vicky said. Her glowing form was different from usual. Instead of sending an astral projection, she’d arrived in person with her magic wrapped around her and infusing her body. Once she’d worked out she could reinforce her body with light magic, this had been the logical next step – practically transforming into a being made of light. Sure it was incredibly complex and it took huge quantities of magic to pull off, but it allowed her to use her magic while granting her unbelievable speed, durability, and additional powers like flight.


  Timmy was tempted to sigh. Some people had all the luck when it came to magic. He loved his shovels and his earth magic, but becoming the equivalent of super-fast, super-durable, flying magical artillery wouldn’t have been bad either. As good as Beaky was in the air, Vicky was even better. She didn’t fly using wings or anything like that. Instead, she used her magic to manipulate light, and since she happened to be practically made of light, she could use her magic to move herself around – and to pull off manoeuvres no normal flier could. It was this sort of thing that had earned her the position of the most dangerous member of the Council in combat. “How are you two?”


  “It’s been a long day,” Timmy said. “We got stranded in another dimension, but we managed to get back after fighting off heaps of smaller cosmic fungi and the giant one over there.” He pointed to where the colossal cosmic fungus had veered off to attack another part of the naval base. A small cadre of ships was in pursuit, and they continued to bombard it with a steady barrage of attacks. “And then we reappeared over the naval base, and we’ve been fighting non-stop ever since. Oh, and I had to help with some of the repairs since, of course, the Sky City suffered serious damage on its way back. But other than those things, I think today has been okay.”


  Vicky laughed. “Timmy, other than those things, you haven’t done anything. I don’t think I’d classify today as okay. I’d put it somewhere between disastrous and apocalyptic.”


  “Well, we’re all still alive, so I think that’s enough to promote it to okay.”


  “I suppose there is that.” Her gaze shifted to the opposing formation. “Once we deal with them, we should have a window of at least several hours to retreat safely. I doubt the empire will be foolish enough to send troops at the Sky City once we’re no longer within range of the naval base’s weaponry.” She looked at Katie. “And how about you? This is a lot to deal with at your age.”


  “I’m as well as could be expected.” Katie nodded. “And thank you for coming, councillor. We could really use the help.” She paused. “But you should probably speak to Gerald after this. I think he might be traumatised. We had to pour some hydra acid on people, and I don’t think he took it too well.”


  “I see. Gerald is a good man of many talents, but he is not cut out for pouring hydra acid on people. I’ll speak to him once things have calmed down a bit.” The glowing woman grinned impishly. “And it wasn’t like I could let the Sky City fall into enemy hands, and I certainly wasn’t going to leave your master to die either, no matter what James wants.”


  “I’m sure he’d prefer to be rid of me, but I think he’d be annoyed if he wasn’t the one to finish me off.” Timmy grinned as he imagined how mad James would be if someone else managed to kill him. He peered at the enemy formation. They had a lot of fliers. In addition to griffin knights, there were wyvern riders, war drakes, and he could even see some of the massive bats he’d heard were native to the more mountainous regions of the empire. They were famous for their ability to fly perfectly at night and their use of sound attacks to disorient their opponents. “So… do we have a plan?”


  “Oh, you know… the usual: we fly in, kill them all, and try to stay alive.” Vicky chuckled at Katie’s dumbfounded expression. “Normally, we’d try to flank them or use more cunning tactics to take advantage of the terrain, but this is the aerial equivalent of a brawl.” She reached over to ruffle Katie’s hair. To Timmy’s dismay, the girl did not glare at the councillor. Why did Vicky get to ruffle her hair without being glared at? “We’re going to let them come a bit closer, so we can make use of the Sky City’s defences, but these sorts of large aerial battles in what is essentially open sky almost always devolve into a series of individual duels and small-group battles. It’s hard to do anything with such large groups that have been put together at such short notice in a situation where both sides have perfect views of each other. It’ll be as close to a straight-up fight as you can expect to –”


  BOOM.


  A huge explosion rocked the centre of the imperial formation. Heat, force, and light billowed outward. Fliers tumbled out of the sky as those further away from the blast fought to stay aloft. Even from a distance, their panic and alarm was obvious as the empire’s forces searched for the source of the attack. It hadn’t come from the Sky City or Vicky, but who else could have that kind of firepower? The answer arrived a few moments later as two forms raced upward to draw level with the front of the allied formation, one scaly and one crystalline.


  “Now that is interesting.” Vicky raised one eyebrow as she studied Avraniel intently. “She’s gotten even more powerful, and she was strong to begin with. She’s also apparently made of crystal now.” She grinned as Avraniel fired off another gigantic blast that had the empire’s forces scrambling to get clear of it. “I doubt we’ll get a better opportunity than this.” She raised her voice, and it echoed in the souls and ears of everyone in the allied formation, courtesy of her magic. “You’re all veterans with many years of experience. You all know what to do. I’ll keep this simple. We’re going right at them. We’re going to break their formation, split them apart, and force them to fight on our terms while we have the initiative. Stay together, fight beside the people you know best, and don’t let them regroup. We just got the Sky City back, so we’re not going to just hand it over.”


  “Yeah! Kill those imperial sons of bitches!” Avraniel screamed as Spot roared at her side.


  “Yes,” Vicky drawled. “What she said.” She laughed. “All forces, advance at full combat speed. Attack!”


  Their forces picked up speed as they closed in on the enemy. Opposite them, the imperial formation was doing its best to regroup as it rushed forward to meet them. In an aerial battle, being caught flatfooted was a great way to end up dead. Speed – or lack of it – killed.


  “Okay.” Timmy tightened his hold on Beaky as the griffin accelerated from his more sedate cruising speed to his much faster attack speed. He’d ridden Beaky before. The griffin didn’t need to be told what to do. He could fight with his eyes closed. It was up to Timmy and Katie to hang on and help as much as they could. “Katie, here’s how this is going to work. Griffins don’t generally have much in the way of ranged attacks, so their standard approach is to close in for melee combat. Their beaks and talons are sharp enough to give even dragons something to think about. As riders, it’s our job to help Beaky do his thing. This means we’ll be the ones attacking at long range as he closes in, and at close range, we’ll be helping him fight. Don’t worry about using your shadows at long range. Focus on close-range and mid-range combat. Remember, you don’t have to kill another flier to win – knocking them out of the sky is enough. If you can damage their wings or get the enemy rider, then go for it.”


  “What if we have to defend ourselves?” Katie asked. She shivered, and it wasn’t from the cold. Beaky was moving at a speed even Spot would have struggled to reach.


  “Beaky is swift and agile in the air, and he has powerful protective magic. If you notice anything, let him know. If necessary, use your magic to help him.” Timmy chuckled self-deprecatingly. “As much as I’d like to help, I won’t be any good on the defensive end.” His lips curved up into a small smile. But don’t worry. As good as Spot already is, Beaky could still beat him.”


  “Really?”


  “Beaky is undoubtedly one of the five best war griffins in Everton, and I’d go even further and argue he’s definitely in the top three. Now, hold on. You’re about to find out what riding on a world-class war griffin is like when it fights and why pebbles can be scary.” He was about to congratulate himself on a suitably motivating speech when he noticed something odd. Rembrandt, who had remained silent this entire time, was now wearing one of the rats’ glider suits. “When did you change into that?”


  The rat reached up to adjust his eye patch and then smirked before squeaking his reply.


  “You like being prepared, huh?” Timmy nodded. “Fair enough. If you’re going to wander off, try not to go too far. Katie would be mad if something happened to you.”


  “He’ll be fine, master,” Katie said. “He’s Rembrandt.”


  It was, Timmy supposed, as good an explanation as any, and at least, they wouldn’t have to worry about Rembrandt falling to his death if he had a glider suit. Beaky cawed a warning, and Timmy braced himself. It was a good thing he’d remembered to tie them both to the griffin. Sure, Katie could fly, but falling off in the middle of a fight would not be good, and it wasn’t like he could fly. Gravity was very much not his friend.


  “Let’s go!” Timmy lowered himself in the saddle, leaning forward, and Katie did the same. On her shoulder, Rembrandt clung on tightly. “Time to make some noise.”


  The two formations closed in on each other, and tension coiled in Timmy’s gut. This was not a battle he was comfortable fighting – earth mages typically preferred to be surrounded by rocks and dirt – but it was one they needed to fight. Each heartbeat seemed to go on forever, and he tightened his hold on Katie ever so slightly as the first spells and projectile weapons began to flash through the air between the two groups. A white glow formed around Beaky as the griffin shrugged off a blast of lightning and simply ignored a handful of crossbow bolts. The wind whipped past, and Beaky shifted slightly, angling toward one opponent in particular as the world became little more than a blur of motion. They were so close now.


  THUD.


  They hit a wyvern, and the poor creature practically exploded as Beaky’s size combined with his speed and defensive magic turned the griffin into the equivalent of a flying boulder. Blood flew, and bones shattered. Beaky twisted and wrenched his talons up and forward as he wheeled away, already looking for his next target as the stricken wyvern and its hapless rider plunged toward the ocean.


  “Ah!” Katie screamed and jabbed one finger back at their opponent. “Did you see that? He exploded the wyvern!”


  “That’s what griffins do,” Timmy said. He eased one of the bags of pebbles open and palmed a few of them. A flick of his shovel sent a pair of the small stones racing through the air. An oncoming drake took both pebbles straight to the head. Its thick skull saved it from being killed outright, but it was badly stunned. As it floundered, Timmy used his shovel again. A trio of pebbles lanced through the drake’s rider before he could use any defensive magic. The pebbles continued onward, piercing through several archers and crossbowmen behind him. As a mage at the back tried to use some healing and defensive magic, Beaky struck. The griffin ripped through the drake’s left wing, and Katie had the good sense to use her shadows to knock off as many people as she could, including the healer. “See? Teamwork. That’s what this is all about.” Behind them, the drake plummeted out of the sky, its remaining wing flapping madly as it tried to regain some altitude.


  As they swung around to launch another attack, an imperial griffin lunged toward them. Timmy fired more pebbles, but the projectiles glanced off the creature’s defensive magic. A jet of water from the griffin’s rider threatened to knock them out of the sky, but Beaky rolled under the attack and then shot upward as his own magic allowed him to shrug off the assault. The two griffins collided. White light flared over and over as they fought, beaks and talons moving with lightning speed and terrible precision. Beaky’s talons raked over the other griffin’s side, only for white light to ward off the blow. A beak strike aimed at his shoulder met a similar fate.


  Timmy launched more pebbles, and the other griffin’s rider threw several more jets of water, but neither of them could land a clean blow, not at such close range, and not with the griffins’ magic still at work. Katie took a moment to adjust to the blistering pace the griffins had set – they’d already travelled more than a mile while fighting – and then her shadows darted forward. The griffin’s magic was tuned to deflect incoming attacks, but it must not have regarded her shadows as big enough threats to ward them off automatically. Shadowy tendrils tried to yank the rider off the griffin and to grab the griffin’s wings. Immediately, the enemy griffin clamped down with its magic. The initial wave of shadows dispersed, but Katie sent more, forcing the animal to divert its magic between her shadows and the mighty blows Beaky was throwing. The other griffin was big, but Beaky was even bigger.


  The other griffin broke free and moved away, sensing the danger. It couldn’t fight off Beaky and defend against Timmy and Katie at the same time. Its rider fired compressed spheres of water to cover their retreat, but Beaky ploughed through them in pursuit. The first one almost knocked them off course – the rider could compress a huge amount of water into a projectile that was only a little larger than Timmy’s head – but Beaky adjusted, and his magic surged to better defend against the second and third spheres. As they closed in again, Katie’s shadows lengthened and took on a razor’s edge. The two animals collided again, and the world spun crazily as they twisted and turned in mid-air. More pebbles clattered off the griffin’s defences before Beaky landed a powerful blow on the other flier. Its defences faltered, and Timmy’s next pebble managed to hit it. The griffin shrieked in pain as the projectile struck its side, and its rider fought desperately to push them back. However, Rembrandt saw an opportunity and took it, leaping off Katie’s shoulder and onto the rider’s arm. The rider saw the rat and immediately assumed the worst, drawing a dagger and trying to stab the ninja rat.


  “Now!” Timmy shouted.


  With the griffin wounded and its rider distracted, Katie attacked. She wrenched the rider out of the saddle with her shadows as she cut the rope tying him onto his griffin. Rembrandt leapt back toward them, throwing a handful of needles at tiny gaps in the griffin’s feathers. The poison on the needles would have killed a man several times over, but it only managed to slow the griffin down as it tried to catch its rider only for Beaky to ram into it again. The pair of griffins grappled with each other as the falling rider unleashed a concentrated stream of water that would have blown a hole right through Timmy if he hadn’t managed to alert Beaky in time. The huge griffin twisted, avoiding the attack, and Timmy launched a pebble at the falling man. It went right through his chest, and he went limp. The enemy griffin bellowed in outrage, but Beaky met its cry with a talon to its chest. It screeched in defiance, but Rembrandt’s poison had begun to take effect. Its movements were slowing down, and it was unable to block or evade Beaky’s next three attacks. It was the last of those – a talon to the throat – that ended the fight. The other griffin screeched wetly and fell.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Timmy saw a wyvern rider rush in to take advantage of their momentary distraction. He shouted a warning, and Beaky evaded at the last moment. As the wyvern raced past, Timmy lashed out with his shovel. The sharp edge of the weapon caught the gap in the wyvern’s armour, tearing open a long, ugly gash along its flank. As the wyvern recoiled from the unexpected injury, Beaky seized its rider in his talons. The wyvern turned to help, and Beaky tossed the rider aside and drove his beak down into the wyvern’s chest. Timmy had seen griffins pierce dragon scales with their beaks. A wyvern didn’t have a chance, not against a griffin as large and powerful as Beaky – and Beaky had gotten his name from Vicky for a reason. He had an especially sharp and deadly beak.


  They flew upward to get a better view of the battlefield as the wyvern dropped. Timmy allowed himself a few moments to get his breath back, and from her white-knuckled grip on the saddle, he could tell Katie was feeling the strain too. Only Rembrandt looked nonplussed. The rodent had a serene smile on his face as though leaping off griffins to stab people was something he did every day. Well, at least one of them was having fun. Aerial combat was mentally and physically draining. It all happened so fast, but a single mistake could mean death. It felt like they’d been fighting for hours, but it had likely only been a few minutes.


  Katie gasped. “That was…”


  “Yes, it was.” He ruffled her hair, not that it mattered. The wind whipping past had her looking very much like a porcupine. “You did well. Just be glad you’re not up there. That’s even tougher.”


  High above them, her glowing form shimmering like a second sun, Vicky was locked in combat against three Lords of Magic, all of them airborne under their own power.


  Beaky snorted. He was absolutely confident that his mistress would win. Rather than worry about her, he turned his attention to the rest of the battle. It was time for them to enter the fray once more. His eyes gleamed as he spotted a particularly large and powerful drake amidst the imperial forces. It would be a real shame if something were to happen to it.


  * * *


  Vicky hadn’t always been able to fly so easily. Much like Katie, she’d originally used constructs made of light to serve as wings or platforms to stand on. However, she’d eventually learned to do something far more powerful. By completely saturating her body in light magic, she was not only capable of enhancing her physical abilities far beyond what light magic should have made possible but also capable of controlling her body like it was one of her light constructs. It was, as Timmy affectionately called it, her flying glow-ball-of-death form.


  It wasn’t easy, and it consumed more power than her earlier methods, but it allowed her to fly with speed and agility that even Beaky couldn’t match while amplifying her other powers – and she was going to need those powers. Even for her, facing three Lords of Magic at once could be dangerous, especially since all three of them seemed to specialise in aerial combat.


  One of them was definitely a wind mage, another was a summoner, and the third had the ability to transform his body into something resembling ash or smoke. Individually, she would have been able to deal with any of them, regardless of what their secondary magic might be. She was, after all, the most powerful member of the Council in terms of combat ability. However, the trio worked together extremely well, and the whole was definitely more than the sum of its parts. Indeed, she would have commended them on their teamwork if they hadn’t been doing their best to kill her. It did not help that the sky was full of friendly fliers, so she couldn’t simply blast away at them with her magic – not that Avraniel and Spot seemed worried about that. Then again, the dragon and the elf had advanced so far into the midst of the enemy that almost everyone around them was an opponent.


  Streaking through the sky, Vicky dodged back and forth around lances and blades of wind laden with enough magic to pierce through steel like paper. An unlucky griffin was caught by one of the attacks and instantly cut in half. Only a powerful griffin like Beaky could have weathered such a powerful strike, and even then, he’d have to see it coming. Caught off guard, he would definitely be injured, possibly even killed.


  And that was what made wind magic so annoying to deal with. It was basically impossible to see the wind, which meant she had to rely on her magical senses to detect it. The fact that the enemy mage could enhance the wind enough that it might actually be able to damage her in her current form was impressive enough, but he had also demonstrated the ability to unleash multiple attacks at the same time without any visible signs of strain. More wind came, and she felt the lances of sharpened air curve to pursue her when she dodged. Her lips twitched. Oh, she was really impressed now. Creating projectiles that could chase after her could not have been easy, and he was multi-tasking too, throwing up walls of wind and other obstacles to try to slow her down long enough for his stronger attacks to hit. But she was more than equal to the task, and she wove through his attacks and obstacles until she was in a better position to counterattack. Brilliant beams of light raced toward him, far faster than the wind he’d attacked her with. He dodged on instinct and let his winds carry him away, but her attacks bent in mid-air and turned to follow him just as his had followed her.


  “Let’s see how agile you are,” Vicky murmured as she upped her speed and altered her trajectory to match his. She unleashed another radiant salvo of magic, and the Lord of Magic was forced into a frantic series of increasingly acrobatic manoeuvres to evade her onslaught. She smiled in approval – he was an excellent flier – and her smile only widened as he managed to reply with his own magic. She dodged the incoming attacks easily. His aim wasn’t quite as good when he was on the move, but he would still have hit any normal opponent. She tossed a few more beams of light his way and then moved to close the distance between them. If she could get within melee range, she should be able to end the fight quite quickly.


  However, before she could get any closer, a swarm of strange, misshapen creatures that vaguely resembled otters with reptilian wings flew toward her. Her eyes narrowed. These creatures were eldritch beings of some kind. They weren’t too big – only the size of a dog – but unearthly energy poured out of their mouths. She increased her speed and focused on her agility as she flitted through the hail of attacks. She could probably withstand being hit, but it was always better to be careful when eldritch entities were involved. Her caution turned out to be well warranted. The sea below her churned as the strange energy warped and distorted the water. She banked sharply to avoid another wave of attacks and then unleashed several long, broad blades of light. The attacks sliced cleanly through the creatures, and she pointed with one hand. A burst of light enveloped a section of the sky and devoured the last of the creatures, and she pressed on.


  However, the summoner was already calling forth more creatures, and a huge whirlwind was headed her way. Vicky dropped and skimmed the surface of the ocean as bolts of superheated gas began to explode all around her. That wasn’t the wind mage’s doing. It must be the third of her opponents. Her eyes narrowed. He wasn’t very far at all. She dodged one more attack and then shot straight up, a shield of light forming in front of her to bear the brunt of his attacks as she closed in. Beams of light lanced toward him, but he dissolved into smoke and ash and vanished.


  Vicky chuckled. This was beginning to get annoying, but it wasn’t all bad news. With all of their attention on her, they couldn’t help their comrades. Aerial battles could often be swayed by only a handful of powerful combatants. If she could keep these three occupied or even eliminate them, the battle should go Everton’s way. As the trio regrouped above her, Vicky decided to up the stakes. She’d been mostly content to dodge and counterattack. It was time for her to take the initiative.


  The glow around her intensified, and her magic stirred in earnest as she flooded her body with power. The air cracked as she bolted upward. The three wyvern riders that tried to bar her path evaporated as she pierced through them like a huge, glowing lance. A shockwave rippled outward at the speed of her ascent, and she drew one arm back as if to throw a punch. The wind mage reacted first. He shoved his teammates aside, gathered as much of his magic as he could, and dove to meet her. The force of a hurricane was at his beck and call, and he used it to try to blunt her charge. She didn’t care. Even as the seething barrier of wind fought to hold her back, beams of light rushed in from all directions. One of the mistakes people often made was thinking that she had to fire her beams from her body. She didn’t. She simply chose to because it was easier and gave people a false sense of security. As his attention shifted to dodging the unexpected attack, she focused more of her magic in her fist and then punched the air in front of her.


  The maelstrom of wind he’d put up to hold her back shattered. The resulting backlash sent him tumbling end over end through the air as the summoner sent more eldritch monstrosities to try to buy him time to recover. Vicky let her magic burst outward from her body, instantly disintegrating the creatures closest to her as she dove after the wind mage. A thought unleashed a dozen spears of pure light at the summoner. She was vaguely aware of him dodging as the monster he was riding on jerked to one side and then folded its wings to dive, but she didn’t need to kill him, only keep him distracted long enough for her to finish off the wind mage. Even so, the spears changed their paths to pursue the summoner, and he was forced to call up yet more abominations to fend them off.


  The wind mage had finally managed to recover, and he gestured sharply with both hands. A blade of tearing winds – the might of a storm condensed into an attack the width of a human hand – rushed up toward her. Her glow brightened, and she charged right through the attack. Above her, the clouds parted, sliced cleanly in half by the technique. To his credit, the Lord of Magic still had the presence of mind to dodge her first attack – a fist that would have turned him into a cloud of blood and gore – but he was unable to avoid the shafts of light that struck from his blind spot. The winds he’d wrapped around his body would normally have repelled even crossbow bolts, but her light was far more deadly. He might – maybe – have been able to weather the blows if he had consciously reinforced his magic to better protect himself, but he never got the chance. One beam pierced through his heart, another pierced through his skull, and the third cut through his spine. He was almost certainly dead before he’d even realised what had happened, but it was better to be safe than sorry. She conjured a sword of light and used it to cut him in half.


  Above her, the summoner gave a cry of fury, and she raced up toward him only to be enveloped by a massive cloud of ash. Her lips curled. No wonder the third Lord of Magic hadn’t intervened earlier. He must have been setting up this attack. The cloud of superheated ash and smoke that enveloped her was at least a mile wide. It was like being caught in a volcanic eruption, and she couldn’t help but admire her opponent’s technique. The heat alone was enough to melt steel, and the ash and smoke would have easily incinerated the lungs of anyone who had to breathe. Moreover, the ash was moving at a tremendous speed, which was perfect for tearing flesh from bone. There was even lightning crackling through the cloud, most likely due to the movement of the ash.


  It was a truly splendid attack, likely the work of a lifetime of practice.


  It also didn’t matter.


  In this form, she didn’t need to breathe, and her light-infused body was unbelievably durable. The seething ash raged against her glowing form, unable to leave even a scratch, and her magic flared. Like the sun banishing the darkness of the night, light spilled outward and tore apart the cloud of ash and smoke. Nearby, the Lord of Magic tumbled through the air as he tried to get his bearings back. He clenched one fist and punched in her direction, and a massive fist made of ash and smoke appeared to mirror the motion. She sliced the fist in half with a blade of light and forced him into a harried retreat with a deluge of shining projectiles. A moment later, she was at his side. There was no way he could outrun her, so he used his magic to turn his body into ash and smoke. She grinned and poured magic into her fist. It didn’t matter what he turned his body into. Her light magic should still be able to harm him while her astral magic gave her something to aim at.


  Her punch had enough force behind it to turn a hill into powder, and her astral magic let her see the look of horrified disbelief on his face as the blow landed to deadly effect. As she drew her fist back from the fatal strike, a massive winged creature tried to ram into her. She rolled away from the attack and flicked her hand out to one side. Instead of beams, ribbons of ultra-thin, ultra-concentrated light enveloped the monster. She tightened her hand, and the ribbons followed suit. The eldritch monstrosity was sliced into dozens of pieces, and the summoner hastily tried to bring forth something else. She didn’t give him the chance. Instead, she hit him like a meteor, and he went tumbling out of the sky. The only reason he was still alive was because the creature he’d been riding on had sacrificed itself to take the majority of the attack. Even so, the force of her attack sent him hurtling toward the naval base, and he was forced to summon yet another monster to try to break his fall. He was only partially successful. He and the creature he’d summoned crashed through several buildings before coming to a rest in a crater more than fifteen yards across. She tilted her head to one side. Impressive. He was still alive. Whatever he’d summoned must have been incredibly durable. Well, she could fix that. She pointed and a column of light thundered down from the sky like a hammer.


  Looking around, Vicky shifted her attention to the battles taking place on the ground and in the sky. Her aerial troops had the upper hand, and Avraniel and Spot were leading the charge, terrorising anyone they could reach. It wouldn’t be long now before the empire’s fliers were forced to retreat. However, their dwarf allies on the ground looked as though they could use some help. She turned, picked out a dozen or so targets for her magic amongst the empire’s forces, and blasted them out of the air before she began her descent. The dwarves down there had been fighting for who knew how long. She’d be glad to offer them some help.


  * * *


  Old Man took a moment to catch his breath, and his lips curved into a rueful smile. His old age truly had begun to catch up to him. In his prime, he could have fought all day while using his magic without a care in the world. Now, it was a different story. Of course, he wasn’t the only one who was tired. Everyone was.


  He and the others had launched successful raids against many of the naval base’s other weapons and defences, and the Sky City had seized the upper hand. It was hammering away, whittling down the last of the base’s defences and pulverising anything it could hit. The fleet had been forced to divert – yet again – as the cosmic fungus turned to fight off the ships that had been pursuing it. Unfortunately, the power of the Sky City’s weapons made them too dangerous to use once the enemy got close enough to Old Man and the others. Thankfully, help was on the way.


  There was a blinding flash of light, and coruscating beams of effulgence rained down on their opponents. Armour proved to be no help at all, and soldier after soldier fell. In a matter of moments, quiet had fallen over the battlefield. He nodded in acknowledgement as a glowing woman floated over them. She casually batted aside a blast from one of the naval base’s few remaining cannons before crippling it with her reply.


  “Councillor.”


  Vicky smiled and lowered herself until she was almost touching the ground. A force of some kind seemed to emanate from her. It brushed aside dust and other debris as the light she emitted pulsed in time to the beating of her heart. Her brows furrowed, and her glow reached out to envelop him and the others. Immediately, he felt better. It wasn’t the same as being completely healed or genuinely rested, but it had definitely taken the edge off his weariness and eased his aches and pains. He grinned. No wonder Timmy thought her magic was ridiculously unfair. It not only provided her with incredible offence and defence but also the ability to heal – and that was just her light magic. She was undoubtedly capable of even greater feats if she drew upon her astral magic as well.


  “You and the others have been working very hard. You have my thanks.” Vicky turned toward the king. “Your Majesty.”


  “You’re a welcome sight, councillor.” The king chuckled tiredly as his remaining elites secured the area. Many of them had fallen, but those still standing carried themselves with unmistakable pride. They knew how big this battle was, and to have survived it and emerged victorious was the stuff legends were made of. Above them, the fierce aerial battle was coming to a conclusion as the imperial forces began to break away – not that Spot or Avraniel seemed keen to let them go. It was strange, but Old Man had noticed that larger aerial battles often went more swiftly than smaller ones. “It would have been nice to have you at the start of the fight, councillor, but I’ll take what I can get. It seems the battle is won.”


  “The battle, yes, but not the war.”


  Vicky glanced up at the Sky City. With the empire’s aerial troops fleeing, the fortress was finally free to begin its retreat. It wasn’t speedy by any means, but it would soon be out of the range of the naval base’s weapons – what few were left, anyway – which meant anyone attacking it would be at a grave disadvantage. The Sky City maintained a steady barrage as it retreated, and the cosmic fungus turned to pursue it, only to stumble as it was caught by a stray blast from the naval base. It turned, roaring in fury, but the damage it had taken was dire. It was only a matter of time now before it fell, and its attacks lacked the power they had possessed earlier in the battle.


  “We should evacuate,” Vicky said. “And we have a lot to talk about.”


  “Aye.” The king leaned on his axe. “Give us a few minutes to gather our forces here. We’ve seized boats from the docks to retreat, which shouldn’t be too hard with their fleet scattered and out of position. We can have people from the Sky City come and get us once we’re a safe distance from this island, but it would be a lot easier if you could simply give us a lift.”


  “Certainly.”


  Old Man allowed himself to relax as they gathered the rest of their forces. Vicky took a few moments to annihilate anything that looked even slightly threatening before surrounding them in a vast cube of light and flying toward the Sky City with the cube in tow.


  The battle had been won.


  
Chapter Fifteen


  Victory tasted good, Spot thought, especially when it came with a helping of giant tuna. The dwarves had been talking about throwing a huge feast to celebrate their escape from the cosmic fungi and their victory over the naval base, but they had decided to wait until they were safely in the Shimmering Isles’ territory. It was a good idea. When Spot went hunting, he often waited until his prey thought it was safe before pouncing. As his mother often told him – usually while they were fighting bandits – it was never a good idea to celebrate too early. Bandits who looked like they would have plenty of valuable stuff to take sometimes had nothing. It wouldn’t be good to get ambushed because they weren’t paying attention, not after they’d fought so hard. In the meantime, he’d decided to go fishing. They were moving over the ocean, and the rats knew some excellent recipes for tuna although he’d decided to have some raw too.


  One of the ninja rats squeaked at him happily, and Spot gave the rodent an affectionate and gentle nudge with his head before he chirped an invitation to Chomp. The rats had fought well, and all of them carried injuries of some kind. They were cunning and brave, but they were also very small. His healing fire and some potions had been enough to fix most of their injuries since the rats were, for the most part, easy to heal due to their small size. He had been especially concerned – and enraged – when he’d seen Bramante. Seeing the rat missing an arm and a leg had filled him with fury. He had wanted to find whoever was responsible and tear him limb from limb before eating him alive. However, King Barin had assured him that the Lord of Magic who’d done it was dead.


  The glowing woman – Timmy called her Vicky – had been able to fully heal Bramante, even giving him back his arm and his leg, and he had promised to catch her a big, juicy tuna to pay her back. He had also asked if she could teach him how she’d done it since she had apparently used her astral magic to do it. Spot was part astral dragon. He should be able to learn how, and he wanted to be able to heal all of his friends even those who got hurt as badly as Bramante.


  Chomp padded over to enjoy some tuna too. Being a good dragon, Spot had kindly acquired plenty of tuna for all of them to enjoy. He’d been a bit worried about Chomp. He was tough for a dog, but he wasn’t a dragon. He’d also been fighting on the ground, and Spot hadn’t been able to watch over him since he’d been fighting in the sky. Luckily, his friend was okay. The dwarves had taken good care of him, and he’d actually done most of his fighting in the city where there were plenty of zombies and golems to help out. They’d have to get him more collars. The ones the idiot had made for Chomp were covered in runes, seals, and other protective charms, but almost all of those had been used up during the battle. That was okay. They could always get the idiot to make new collars. They couldn’t just get a new Chomp.


  Spot sighed unhappily. Not all of the dwarves had been okay. Some of them had died – too many. He hadn’t thought a lot of the dwarves at first. They were only about as tall as the twerp. But they had proven to be good fighters, and they had been very brave. Not one of them had run away during the fighting, no matter how badly outnumbered they were or how injured they had been. The ones who had died had sometimes died laughing in the faces of their enemies, which Spot could appreciate. The dwarves did not fear death. They simply wished to die well, a sentiment any dragon could agree with. He’d even seen one dwarf drag himself along his opponent’s spear, so he could hit him with his axe. That dwarf had killed another four imperial soldiers before finally falling, and he had died with a savage smile on his lips. He’d been old too, even for a dwarf, but there had been no fear his eyes, only satisfaction at having fought well.


  They were going to give the fallen a huge funeral pyre later. Some would have their ashes placed in crypts inside the mountains while others would have their ashes scattered over the mountains. It all depended on what those dwarves had wanted. His mother would be helping to light the pyre since she was a star maiden or something. He didn’t know what that meant, but the dwarves seemed to think it was very important. Some of them had even bowed to her after they’d come back to the Sky City, and more than a few of them had asked her to pray for the souls of the dwarves who’d fallen.


  As he munched on his tuna – it was really good, so he might have to get some more and possibly some whale too if he could find one – he continued to think about his mother. She’d used so much magic that she’d transformed for a while. The fire he’d always been able to sense inside her had grown even greater, and she’d been able to fly, which had been fun. He’d never flown with her before. Eventually, though, she’d changed back. She had been naked too since she had burned her clothes during her transformation. He’d carried her back to the Sky City, and she’d grumbled about it the whole time and made him promise not to tell the twerp or the people eater. The idiot had warned her not to try transforming again until they were ready since there was a good chance she’d set everything on fire. Spot chortled. His mother was even more like a dragon than he’d thought. All she was missing now were the wings and the teeth. Oh, she didn’t have scales either, but the crystal she’d transformed into had been just as tough as dragon scales, maybe tougher. Hopefully, she could learn how to transform whenever she wanted. It would be nice to go flying with her again, and she seemed really happy setting all of their enemies on fire.


  But even if not everything had gone the way they wanted, Spot was happy they’d won. Losing never felt good, and losing such an important battle would have felt even worse, especially since the imperials didn’t seem very nice. They’d organised the kidnapping of the princess, and they’d attacked the dwarves right after they’d escaped the cosmic fungi. He munched on his tuna. At least the imperials tasted okay – better than goblins – and he’d also gotten to eat some wyvern, drake, and griffin too. His eyes blaze white for a moment, and the whole world shifted in appearance. He was still trying to get used to his new powers, but it did make it a lot easier to find people since he could see through walls and stuff. The glowing woman had promised to help teach him, and she seemed to know a lot about it. She felt kind of like the strange place they’d gone too, but she was much nicer than the fungi. She’d even given him a pack of cookies.


  “You seem to be enjoying yourself.”


  Spot looked up from his tuna and smiled. It was the idiot. He looked a little tired from all of the fighting he’d done, and he had plenty of bruises and scrapes. However, none of his injuries were too serious, and he’d told Spot to focus on helping the others who were more badly hurt. Spot was glad the idiot was okay. He liked him, and he was very good at brushing his teeth. Also, the twerp would be sad if he died, and Spot liked the twerp. Do you want some?


  “I’ll pass.”


  Spot stared at the idiot suspiciously. Who would pass on giant tuna? Oh well, it was his loss. That just meant more for him. I’m hungry.


  “Well, you have been very busy today. We all have.”


  Spot nodded. Stronger. He flexed his wings and allowed some measure of his power to flare to life. The flames that erupted over his body were a combination of radiant white and ominous black. It had taken him several tries to summon both at the same time, but he thought it looked better. The rats said it would help him look more menacing until he got big enough to be menacing all on his own.


  “That makes sense.” The idiot studied him closely as Spot let the flames fade away. Chomp nudged him with his right head, and Spot trilled an apology. He’d almost set the dog’s tuna on fire. “They say that dragons get stronger the more they fight, and you’ve been fighting since you hatched.


  Spot drew himself up and stretched out his wings. It’s fun.


  “I’m not sure everyone would agree, but you are a dragon. Fighting is in your blood.” The idiot sat down on the bench that was beside them with a groan. “Could I borrow your tail for a while?”


  Spot looked at his tail. It wasn’t as stubby as it had been, but it still had plenty of growing to do before it would make a good weapon. It would be nice to have a longer tail. He’d heard stories about older dragons that could use their tails as long, deadly whips. Sure.


  The idiot got one of his shovels and began to draw it back and forth across the scales on Spot’s tail to hone its edge. It was a bit ticklish, but Spot went back to eating his tuna as one of the rats hopped over with a list of what they’d been able to grab. There hadn’t been time to raid the naval base’s treasuries properly, but the rats and some of the dwarves had been able to break into a few of them. What they’d been able to grab was impressive, and Spot was looking forward to eating some of the metal. It had been ages since he’d eaten some really nice metal, and imperial metal had a slightly different taste to it. It was something Spot had noticed. Depending on where metal came from, it usually tasted slightly different. Some places had tastier metal than others.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve had to sharpen this shovel,” the idiot muttered. “But those cosmic fungi were tough. I’ll have to examine some of the specimens we have more closely. It would be great if I could add their ability to alter time to some of my zombies. What about your claws, Spot? Do you ever need to sharpen them?”


  Spot grinned and lifted his claws. They sharpen themselves. It was true. Dragons healed extremely quickly, and their claws were the same. No matter how much he used them, within a day or two – often in a matter of hours or less – they were just as sharp as they had ever been. Most of the time, they didn’t even need to get sharper again. That only ever happened if he used them on something strong enough to not get ripped to bits right away, and there weren’t many things like that around.


  “Where is your mother?” the idiot asked. It hadn’t taken him long to fix his shovel. It must be a good shovel. Spot slithered up to put his head on his lap. The idiot might not be as cuddly as the twerp, but he wasn’t totally hopeless. He also knew how to give wonderful belly rubs, and it wasn’t long before Chomp padded over, eager for a scratch behind his ears as well. Spot snickered. It must be tough for Chomp. He had three pairs of ears that needed scratching instead of the usual one.


  She’s sleeping. Spot shifted his vision again. He could see the lights of the people in the Sky City – the glowing woman said they were people’s souls – and his mother’s light was unmistakable. She was in one of the rooms sleeping, and her light was so much brighter than the lights of the dwarves. It was like looking at the sun. He frowned as he noticed something strange. The people eater’s light was different. It was all funny looking and kind of dark. Was it because she ate people? But Spot had eaten people, and his light didn’t look like that. Oh. Right. She was a vampire. That was probably it although he could always ask her later. Why do you want to know?


  “I was just wondering, and if she’s sleeping, it’s probably better we don’t wake her up. I don’t think she’d be happy if we interrupted her nap.”


  Spot chortled and rolled over, so the idiot could scratch his belly more easily. His mother would not be happy if they woke her up now. She wouldn’t mind if it was for a good reason – like Spot wanting a cuddle or there being some bandits to rob – but she didn’t like people disturbing her naps for nothing. He might join her later. Dragons were good at taking naps although the big, flat rock in the courtyard nearby was also tempting since it was right in the sun. Then again, his mother was still radiating some of the magic she’d used before. It was like being in the sun, only better, and his mother was cuddlier than a rock too.


  “I’ve got to run along now, Spot.” The idiot got up and stretched. “Have fun and let me know if you notice anything strange. I don’t think we’re going to run into more trouble, but you never know.”


  Spot nodded and looked over to where the rats had found a nice place to play cards. He ambled over. He wasn’t very good at cards yet, but he was still young. He could learn. Plus, whoever won usually got peanuts. He’d never had peanuts with tuna before. Maybe it would taste good. Chomp watched him go and settled in a nice, shady spot to nap. Cards were hard enough for Spot to play with his claws, but Chomp had no hope of handling them.


  * * *


  Katie was on her way to the room she’d been given to get some rest when she hard a commotion coming from nearby. Her eyes narrowed. It was coming from her master’s room. A bit curious – and perhaps a little worried too – she knocked on the door. On her shoulder, Rembrandt squeaked something about her not needing to worry since her master was as hard to kill as a rat. Coming from anyone else, it would have sounded like an insult. From a ninja rat, however, it was a fine compliment.


  “Shirt off now!” someone barked.


  Katie raised one eyebrow. What an odd thing to say. “Master, are you okay in there?”


  “I’m fine. Come in.”


  She opened the door. Her master had his shirt off, and his body sported several large bruises, as well as a host of smaller cuts and scrapes. He must have gotten those fighting the goblins or the cosmic fungi although their time on Beaky had been quite eventful. It was hard to be sure since he couldn’t simply use shadows to absorb damage the way she could. “Master?” he hadn’t shown any signs of being in pain, so it was startling to realise he’d taken that much damage. None of the wounds was especially bad, but there were a lot of them. It couldn’t have been pleasant. On her shoulder, Rembrandt gave an approving squeak. A warrior did not show weakness in battle, lest the enemy see it and take heart.


  Councillor Winter turned away from her master. “Ah, hello, Katie.” She huffed. “Your master hasn’t bothered to get healed yet.” She poked one of the bruises, and he winced before scowling at her. The councillor scowled back, utterly unimpressed. “He’s being quite foolish since we have more than enough potions and healers to go around. I’d heal him myself, but he actually dodged the first few healing beams I sent his way.”


  “Wait… you can shoot healing beams at people?” Katie asked.


  The councillor nodded. “Yes, although it can be a little troublesome to use on the battlefield since they look exactly like the beams I use to kill people.”


  “I can see how that might be an issue.” Katie had to admit that if the councillor shot a beam at her, then the first thing she’d do was look for cover. To her immense amusement, her master was practically pouting as the councillor continued to scold him. She’d definitely be teasing him about this later. “Why haven’t you gotten healed yet, master? It’s not like we can’t spare the resources.”


  He waved away their concerns. “These are nothing. I’ve gotten worse in tavern brawls. There are plenty of others who still need help more than me. Besides, little things like this can be good reminders.”


  “Of what?” the councillor asked flatly.


  “Of learning how to dodge better.” He straightened, and Katie watched in fascination as the councillor’s gaze followed the play of his muscles. As a student of anatomy – all good necromancers were – Katie could tell that he was in great shape. Waving a shovel around and going on adventures all the time did wonders for his fitness. As someone who often fought at close range, it was also necessary. Magic was all well and good, but there were still times when whacking people with big, heavy pieces of metal was necessary. Still, seeing the councillor’s obvious interest in his physique forced her to bite back a giggle. Ever since Amanda had mentioned it to her, she’d realised that perhaps the councillor was interested in being more than just friends with her master.


  And although the thought of her master being more than just friends with anyone was extremely icky, he wasn’t a bad person. She could kind of understand why women would be interested in him. He had his own castle with lots of zombies and plenty of treasure. Admittedly, most women would see a castle full of zombies built atop lightless chasms of doom as a downside, but the councillor seemed like she could appreciate a good zombie and some friendly eldritch horrors. The councillor must have noticed Katie watching her because her gaze snapped back to her master’s face.


  “What?” her master asked. A glance at his boots showed that there was a small knife hidden in one of them. Of course, there was. Her master liked to be prepared, and the old knife in the boot trick had saved many a warrior’s life over the years.


  “I was just thinking.” Katie pointed to a scar on his chest. It was disturbingly close to his heart, and there was a matching scar on his back too. It was like something had gone right through him. “What is that, master?”


  “Yes,” the councillor drawled as she leaned in to examine the old wound. “What is that? I don’t remember you having a scar there.”


  “And when was the last time you saw me without a shirt? That must have been back in our academy days when James and I fell into a river while we were arguing and you had to fish both of us out.” He stretched, and the councillor’s eyes once again followed every movement. Katie would have to tell Amanda about this later, and quite a few of the maids liked to gossip too. Maybe she could trade it for other information. After all, as her master was so fond of saying, information was sometimes the best currency. “I had a run in with one of my master’s many, many, many enemies. I couldn’t beat him in a straight up fight, so I let him stab me.”


  The councillor slapped him over the back of the head. “You let him stab you? What kind of plan is that?”


  He chuckled and caught the councillor’s wrist before she could hit him again. “You know, you probably shouldn’t be hitting me if you’re worried about my health. You might give me brain damage.”


  “I would argue that you already have brain damage if your idea of a good plan involves letting people stab you.”


  “It might not sound like a good plan, but it worked. When he stabbed me, I grabbed his wrist to hold him in place and then hit him with my shovel.” He shrugged. “I won although I did have to walk around with a sword sticking out of me until I was ready to use a potion.” He laughed. “I still have that sword. It’s a good one, not that I use swords very often.”


  “What if he’d poisoned the blade, master?” Katie asked. He had insisted on her keeping poison handy for the daggers she had begun to carry. Anyone good enough to get close to her was exactly the sort of person she couldn’t afford to take lightly, but big muscles and determination wouldn’t do much against the right poison. Rembrandt had been only too happy to recommend several especially deadly ones, as well as a few non-lethal paralytics in case she need to capture someone.


  “Relax. It’s not like I let him stab me right at the start. I checked first. I’m not a total idiot.”


  “Then sit still and let me heal you.” The councillor’s eyes gleamed, and glowing chains made of light formed. “Or do I have to tie you up?”


  “Fine.” He sat down on the bed. “Has anyone told you how unbelievably bossy you are?”


  “I’m the Supreme Cleric and a member of the Council. Bossy is what I do.” The councillor poked him in the shoulder. “And I wouldn’t be bossing you around if you had the good sense to get healed instead of leaving it.”


  “Just be glad you’ve got someone around to heal you, master.” Katie giggled. “You know what overdosing on healing potions can do.”


  “Yes, yes.” Like her, he was well aware of the many, many things that could go wrong from taking too many healing potions. “Side effects of excessive healing potion use include – but are not limited to – constipation, baldness, temporary insanity, organ explosion, and death.” He pursed his lips. “I should also check to see if anyone Spot healed has suffered any complications. As far as I can tell, his healing fire doesn’t have any drawbacks, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. I do not want any of the dwarves mutating or something.”


  “What is Spot doing now?” Katie asked. “The last time I saw him, he said something about going fishing.”


  “He was eating some giant tuna the last time I saw him. He caught enough for Chomp and the rats too. Presumably, they’ll be cooking some later.” He relaxed ever so slightly as the councillor began to heal him. “Hmm… that’s not bad.”


  The councillor gave him a gentle bonk on the head. “You need to remember that you’re not actually invincible – mainly just persistent and ingenious. I might be able to shrug off a boulder or a ballista bolt with my magic, but you’re a lot squishier.” She grinned. “By the way, how was Beaky? I forgot to ask him how you two did during the battle, and he’s gone fishing with some of the other griffins. They might not like water much, but they do like fish.”


  “He was certainly happy to see me. I think he misses the days when we used to prank James.”


  “He was pretty friendly,” Katie added. “Although he did pick me up and shake me. Other than that, he seemed nice.”


  “He was just teasing you,” the councillor said. “He’s actually quite friendly, so long as you’re not one of his enemies.” She beamed with pride. “I raised him from a hatchling, you know. My parents gave his egg to me when I was only four years old, and he’s been with me ever since. When he was smaller, he used to sleep in my room. He still does from time to time although it’s harder now because of how big he is. I had to put in a bigger window, so he could get in.”


  “Kind of like Spot, huh?”


  “Yes, although he’s never tried to eat my hair. Apparently, that’s something Spot does on a regular basis if Timmy is to be believed.” The councillor examined some of his older wounds and shook her head before getting to work on those as well. “He eats less too, and it won’t be long before Spot is bigger than him.”


  “I don’t think anyone except maybe Sam can eat more than Spot.” Katie giggled as she remembered how annoyed Spot had been to lose an eating contest to the protoplasmic horror. “Has Beaky had any hatchlings yet? He’s about old enough to have some, isn’t he?”


  “As a matter of fact, he and his mate are waiting on their first clutch. His mate is back home waiting since there’s only another week or so left before they hatch. I’m hoping they turn out as well as he did.”


  “They’ll be fine.” Her master chuckled. “Just make sure you teach them properly. Beaky might be too big to sneak into James’s house now, but the hatchlings should be able to manage it.” He glanced at Katie. “Why don’t you go check on Spot? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind the company, and there are some nice places out there to take a nap.”


  “Sure.” Katie wouldn’t mind taking a nap in a nice quiet spot, and with Spot and the rats around – to say nothing of the dwarves on patrol – it should be perfectly safe.


  “Maybe get Gerald to come with you too. If I know the rats, they’ll be playing cards, and Gerald could use some relaxation. He’s not too bad although his poker face could use some work. Plus, the rats usually play for peanuts. It’s not like he has to get stressed about losing money.”


  “I’ll ask him.” Katie’s brows furrowed. “Although I might have to see if he can lend me some peanuts. There’s usually a small buy in, and I don’t have any peanuts with me at the moment.”


  * * *


  Gerald sank onto the bench wearily. The last few days of his life had been exceedingly stressful. He’d gone from fighting goblins, which was horrible enough, to fighting cosmic fungi, which had been absolutely terrifying, to fighting off seemingly endless hordes of imperials troops, which had somehow managed to be even worse. Admittedly, he’d spent a lot of the fighting helping the healers and the engineers, but that hadn’t been easy either.


  The dwarves were tough, hardy folk, but healing magic was rare amongst them. Instead, they relied heavily on techniques like potions, poultices, ointments, surgeries, and the like. Keeping them well supplied had been of critical importance, and it had been something uniquely suited to his abilities. As someone who had been paranoid about injury and illness his whole life, Gerald had amassed enough medical supplies to heal an army, which was basically what he’d done. But could it really be called paranoia? Given the twists and turns his life had taken recently, his concerns looked completely legitimate. Admittedly, they’d yet to run into a plague, but he wasn’t about to rule out the possibility although after seeing what Timmy and Katie had unleashed against the goblins, it was entirely possible that they would be the ones wielding a plague as a weapon.


  He now knew firsthand how much damage a dwarf could take and still live. It was amazing, and it was both gratifying and humbling to realise he’d helped save so many lives. But he hadn’t been able to save all of them. His hands still shook thinking about it. The dwarves here were all experienced warriors. They’d met their deaths without fear, and overwhelmingly, the sentiments they’d expressed hadn’t been sorrow or grief – they had been determination and satisfaction. If their deaths could mean something, then their spirits could rest easy in the gilded halls of feasting and plenty that all brave and honourable dwarves went to when they died. Well, they had nothing to worry about on that account. Their sacrifices had not been in vain. They’d won, and he was proud of himself. He hadn’t run away when his friends and allies had needed him. He’d been scared – terrified, actually – but he’d still done what he could to help. The dwarves had thanked him, and they’d even given him a dwarf name as a sign of respect. He might not be a warrior, but that didn’t mean he was useless.


  Admittedly, he’d been in a bit of a funk until Katie had found him and dragged him outside to play a few games of cards with Spot and the rats, but he was in a much better mood now. Spot was, quite frankly, awful at cards, but he was still very young. It was the rats he had to watch out for. They were devious to the extreme, and cheating was basically encouraged, provided they didn’t get caught. Thankfully, he, Spot, and Katie had all joined forces to keep the cheating to a minimum. He’d eventually bowed out after giving his peanuts to Katie, and the girl was doing a decent job of holding on as Seurat began to assert himself with a series of daring bluffs.


  Now, though, he was sitting on the bench and eating a tuna sandwich made from some of the tuna Spot had caught. It was a remarkably normal thing to do, which was wonderfully soothing after several days of extremely unusual and potentially deadly events. The only thing missing was a nice cup of tea, and he was able to remedy that with his magic. He closed his eyes and breathed in the relaxing scent of the tea before taking a small sip. It was perfect, exactly the kind of thing he needed to unwind. One of the ninja rats hopped onto the bench beside him and gave him a hopeful look while holding up a tiny cup.


  “Of course.” Gerald carefully poured the rat some tea. The rat took a sip of his tea and squeaked thoughtfully. “Yes, I don’t think any of us quite expected to find the Sky City, fight off cosmic fungi, and destroy an imperial naval base.” The rat squeaked again, and Gerald’s lips twitched. “You know, I’m not sure. I’ll have to check, but I think we will get paid extra for this mission since we’ve gone far beyond what was required of us.”


  There was an amused chuckled from behind him, and Gerald turned to find Councillor Winters smiling at him. “I remember you once told me that you weren’t fond of rats, yet here you are having tea with one.”


  “Councillor!” Gerald would have stood to greet her, but she gently pushed him back onto the bench as she sat down beside him. The rat chuckled and gave Gerald a mock scowl. “In fairness, I was talking about normal rats. Ninja rats are different.” He grinned and patted the rat on the back. “Ninja rats are far more intelligent, wise, and noble than normal rats.” The ninja rat puffed up with pride, finished his tea, and then hopped off the bench to join the card game.


  “They are adorable, aren’t they?” the councillor murmured. “Until you remember how deadly they can be.” She smiled at Gerald. “I’ve asked a lot of you lately, Gerald, and you have never failed to impress me. When you started this mission – I don’t mean this mission but the mission – you were a simple bureaucrat. The closest you got to danger was stubbing your toe or dropping a book on your foot. Yet since then you’ve been asked to do so much. You’ve helped to kill a legendary dragon, fought off a demon lord, and raided several key enemy bases, not to mention, you’ve participated in fighting off a goblin invasion and finding a flying city that has been lost in another dimension for centuries. You’ve even helped to break a former councillor out of arguably the most secure prison in the world.”


  “When you put it like that,” Gerald said quietly. “It does seem a bit crazy.” He took another sip of his tea. “I’m just doing my job.”


  There were people who dreamed of becoming heroes. He wasn’t one of them. He just wanted to do his job well and go home each day to a warm bed, some tasty dinner, and a good book or two. And the castle for all of its strangeness, like young eldritch horrors trying to steal his food or rats waking him up in the morning because a giant carnivorous plant was roaming the corridors, the castle had become home. And the people in it…


  “I’ve never been good with people,” Gerald admitted. “I’ve always been better with books and paperwork. Books and paperwork make sense, and they don’t make fun of you or think you’re strange. If you follow the rules, then everything works out.” He smiled faintly. “Even amongst other bureaucrats, I’ve never had a lot of friends. But Timmy and the others… they are my friends, and when your friends are in trouble, you help them. Even I know that. It doesn’t matter if it’s scary or dangerous, you go… you go because you trust them and they trust you.”


  The councillor’s smile was radiant. “Yes, Gerald, I know exactly what you mean. You’ve gone over and above the call of duty again and again, and I thank you from the very bottom of my heart.” She stood up and bowed before sitting back down again as he gaped in disbelief. Her voice softened, and she patted him on the shoulder. “I don’t have as many friends as you’d think, Gerald. Oh, I have colleagues and followers aplenty, and there are many people who would gladly follow my orders or lay down their lives for me if I asked them too. But there are also plenty of hangers on, people who’re only there to win my favour. True friends – real friends – are harder to find and infinitely more precious. I doubt most people ever have more than a dozen true friends – the kind who’d fight a giant cosmic fungus for them – in their entire lives. Timmy is… precious to me, Gerald, and you’ve been doing a lot to keep him safe. Thank you.”


  “You are most welcome,” Gerald said at last. “And to be honest, I think he’s saved my life a lot more than I’ve saved his.” He laughed. “I haven’t known him for as long as you, but I think it’s safe to say he’s not an easy man to keep down. He has a knack for winning, and I have no idea how he manages to do it most of the time.”


  “Oh, I know. Timmy is no slouch. He is exceedingly difficult to kill – and believe me plenty of people have tried – and he rarely loses the same way twice, but I’d rather he not come back from each mission half dead. You and the others have certainly helped with that.” She handed him a satchel. “I was planning to give this to you on your birthday, but all things considered, I think I’ll give it to you now. I’ll have to find you something else for you birthday, but you most definitely deserve this.”


  Gerald opened the satchel. Inside it was a book. He gasped. “This is… The Administration of Everton – a Founder’s Guide!”


  “I would have gotten you a first edition,” she said. “But all of those belong to people who do not want to sell, and my magic would make any attempts at theft fairly easy to pin on me. How many glowing people are there who can fly and go through walls? However, this is a second edition. It’s even signed too, with a handwritten note from the author on the inside cover. I believe he gave it to an aspiring bureaucrat only a few years before his death. I’ve already put protective magic on it, so unless you’re planning on blocking one of Avraniel’s attacks with it, it should be fine.”


  “Thank you!” He hugged the book to his chest. The author was one of his idols, a senior bureaucrat who had helped to lay the foundations for Everton’s centuries of success. “I love it.”


  “And if you have any questions about the content, you can always ask Amanda. She and the author were friends, I believe.” Councillor Winters shook her head in fond exasperation. “It is very easy to forget how old she is, and I do think she would enjoy the chance to share some of her stories.” Her gaze turned gentle. “She’s the only one left who really remembers most of these people as people and not just as the legends and heroes they eventually became. It’s a pity. They were people long before they were heroes.”


  “I think I will ask her about a few things.” Gerald leaned back on the bench. His lower back was killing him, and his legs ached. On the upside, his newfound fitness had allowed him to escape from all of the murderous goblins, bizarre eldritch fungi, and angry imperial soldiers they’d encountered over the past several days. “So… what happens now? Where do we go from here?”


  “For now, I think the empire will retreat and lick its wounds.” The councillor stared out toward the horizon. They weren’t high enough for the air to grow too thin for comfortable breathing, but they were high enough to notice some of the lower clouds. “I’ve spoken with the king and the commander of the Sky City. We took casualties – far more than I would like but also far less than we could have – but the damage we inflicted in return was significant. The naval base is essentially a non-factor. The cosmic fungus was still attacking it when we left, and I’d be amazed if there was anything left except a giant crater. Almost all of their essential facilities are in ruins, and the fleet stationed there was almost completely wiped out. They had a lot of ships there, Gerald. Losing so many of them means they took sizeable losses in terms of sailors, equipment, supplies, and naval power. They took casualties in the air as well, and griffin knights, war drakes, wyvern riders, and the like are not easy to replace. We’re talking about years of training, to say nothing of how long it can take some of those animals to reach maturity. This was a heavy, heavy blow, Gerald.” Her lips curled. “Not a fatal one, but certainly not something they can shrug off. They’ll feel the sting of this loss for some time, and any ambitions they had of swiftly and easily crushing the Shimmering Isles and launching attacks on our outlying islands will have to be… adjusted.”


  “Did they do the right thing?” Gerald asked. He didn’t have Timmy’s gift for strategy or Avraniel’s instinctive grasp of combat, but the councillor was an excellent commander. “I mean… the empire… did they do the right thing attacking us like that?”


  “It is easy to judge a course of action solely by its results, but you have to remember that even the best plans can go awry. I do think they did the right thing, given the circumstances and the information they had to work with. The Sky City is simply too valuable a prize to ignore. Destroying it would rob us of a powerful asset and deal a massive psychological blow to the dwarves. Seizing it would give the empire a tremendous advantage. One of the key issues with aerial troops is that they need to land at some point to rest since arriving at a battle exhausted basically guarantees defeat. Many creatures are far more vulnerable on the ground than in the air, and ambushes and the like are far more likely to succeed when the target isn’t flying hundreds of yards in the air. The Sky City removes that weakness. It provides aerial troops with a mobile sanctuary that also boasts the firepower of a traditional fortress.”


  The councillor sighed. “I doubt we’ll ever be able to build another – at least not using the same system – since star crystals are legendarily rare, and the one that powers this city is the largest ever found by a massive margin. However, we might still be able to construct vehicles or smaller structures capable of flight. It could take a while, but we would have a powerful advantage in future conflicts. The empire could have made all of those benefits its own if it had succeeded in taking the city. Once they realised the Sky City’s weapons, defences, and engines were not working properly, throwing everything they had at it was the correct move. Unfortunately for them, this was their best chance. The Sky City will never be that vulnerable again.”


  “Where are we going?” Gerald asked. He realised for the first time that he had yet to offer the councillor tea and hastened to rectify his mistake. She accepted a cup of tea with an amused smile.


  “We’ll be stopping off at the Shimmering Isles for a while to resupply and make essential repairs. However, the Sky City will eventually make its way toward our coast. It won’t be much good in helping the dwarves reclaim their lost territory since most of the fighting will be done inside mountains, tunnels, and caves, and I doubt the goblins are going to come out into the open once they see it. But with the damage you and the others have already inflicted, the goblins are in total disarray. I expect the dwarves will strike while the iron is hot, and with some more help, I think they’ll succeed. King Barin is going to rally his forces and launch an all-out offensive. Timmy has promised to produce more of the poison gas, and he will be lending the dwarves a lot of his zombies until they’ve dealt with the goblins. I’m not saying it will be easy, but if King Barin handles this well, the goblins are going to be in a world of trouble. In the meantime, we’ll be establishing a joint settlement/naval base on the coast to serve as a safe harbour for the Sky City and to serve as a point of contact with the dwarves.”


  “That gas…” Gerald shuddered, remembering the twisted, agonised expressions on the faces of the dead goblins. “It was terrifying.”


  “Timmy and Katie are both very creative. That they choose not to use such tactics against all of their opponents is telling. Timmy also mentioned he might be able to develop countermeasures to prevent the cosmic fungi from helping the goblins, but he wanted to consult with Sam first. Apparently, Sam has run into them before, and his people might even have a few… specimens Timmy could experiment on.”


  Gerald nodded, feeling more than a little squeamish. Stopping time was a monstrously powerful ability, but in terms of combat power, Sam and his ilk were definitely superior. They could mould their own flesh as they saw fit to create whatever weapons or organs they needed to best any opponent. Moreover, the rate at which they healed or regenerated flesh was incredible. Blows that had crippled or even killed the cosmic fungi would be barely more than an inconvenience to Sam’s kind. “I’m sure Sam will help although Timmy might have to bribe him with cake. How are things everywhere else?”


  “The empire has suffered a reverse here, that much is true, but the war has yet to truly begin. We’re involved in skirmishes and running battles all along our borders, and most of our allies are in the same boat. The empire has also drawn much of its naval strength together in the form of a Grand Armada, or so our spies say. We’ll have to face it at some point, but we’re hoping to harry it throughout its journey. If they’re unwilling to break formation, we should be able to launch a steady stream of ambushes and raids. If they direct that armada at the Shimmering Isles, we will have to send our own forces. An armada of that size – if the reports are correct – will be enough to simply smash through the Shimmering Isles, no matter how skilled and determined they are. Still, the empire will need to be careful. Without the naval base we destroyed to fall back on, if they overextend, they will find themselves deep in enemy territory with no safe port to retreat to. There’s a reason some people call the sea around the Shimmering Isles the Graveyard of Fleets. Many fleets have tried to break the Shimmering Isles. None of them have succeeded.”


  “So we have the upper hand?” Gerald asked hopefully. He really hoped they did. He enjoyed his life, strange as it had become, and he wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d be able to keep it if the empire won.


  “For now,” she said. “But our advantage is still far from decisive. We’ve given them a bloody nose, but the fight has only just begun.” She lowered her voice. “Although we were able to use this as an opportunity to sneak in several assets while the empire had their most powerful scrying magic aimed at the Sky City.”


  “Ah. That’s good, right?”


  “It is very good.” The councillor stood and squeezed his shoulder. “In any case, Gerald, do your best to relax and unwind. The dwarves are planning a great feast to honour the dead and their victory when we reach the Shimmering Isles, so I suggest you keep your schedule open. It might be a bit rowdy, but the food and drink should be wonderful.”


  “The dwarves did have some excellent food,” Gerald said, thinking of the feast in Cavernholme. “Although I do hope none of them challenge Spot to a drinking contest again. Their singing afterward was atrocious.”


  * * *


  “Why am I not surprised to find the two of you out here?” Vicky drawled.


  Timmy turned away from his plate of food. “Vicky?” The woman grinned and settled down beside him. Katie was on his other side, discussing the merits of grapes grown in the Shimmering Isles in comparison to those grown in Everton with Rembrandt. “Shouldn’t you be back in there with the dwarves?”


  “The same could be said of you.” She chuckled. “Personally, I think it’s safer out here. In there, you’ve got two kings challenging a young dragon to a drinking contest. King Erasmus was barely holding on when I left, and I doubt King Barin will last much longer. Spot looked like he could go all night. And don’t even get me started on the singing.” The Shimmering Isles were known for their catchy and impressive sea chants whereas the dwarves were known for their raucous and often bawdy drinking songs. The two groups had combined to come up with some truly awful lyrics that were made even worse by how inebriated all of the singers were. She adopted an expression of mock seriousness. “Besides, what hope could a mere human or even a dwarf have against a dragon?”


  “Against a normal dragon, they’d have little chance. But Spot is part corruption dragon. I don’t think he can get drunk.” Timmy chuckled and took another bite out of his steak. Steak was not always easy to come by in the Shimmering Isles, but the dwarves had spared no expense for the celebration. Hard times might be ahead, but they would honour their glorious dead and the victory they had helped win with a feast fit for the noblest of dwarves. To his amusement, a brief lull in the singing coming from the hall allowed him to hear Princess Calista as she exhorted her father to ‘uphold the proud legacy of the Shimmering Isles’. “On the upside, the dwarves were foolish enough to take bets this time, and both Katie and I have money riding on Spot, so we’ll be a little richer when the others finally admit defeat.”


  “You’re certain he’ll win?”


  “Like I said, he can’t get drunk. Oh, King Barin, might think I’m exaggerating, but I’m not. Spot also has a bottomless stomach. He could drink the entire hall under the table if he wanted to. I’m more worried about what he’ll do with the money he’s about to make.” And there, right on cue, was Avraniel shouting about how Spot was making his mommy very proud and very rich. “I’ll have to speak to him about investing it. Dragons are natural hoarders, but I’m hoping I can teach him how to let his money work for him instead of the other way around.”


  “That’s a good idea.” Katie handed Rembrandt another grape. “Since he is a legal citizen of good standing, he can even own his own business. That way he won’t have to worry about the future, and dragons do live a very long time.”


  “I’m sure we can find something he likes,” Timmy said. “If not, the rats probably will. The ninja rats might be crazy, but they’re good with money. How else could they afford all of those projects they’ve got going?”


  “Well, they are very practical when it comes to money,” Katie said. “Since they spent so much time wandering.” It went unspoken that the rats were always on the lookout for good opportunities and reliable allies. There were few allies more useful than a dragon, especially one with so much room to grow. Any business they opened with Spot would be run well to ensure it turned a profit. There had even been talk of partnering with the dwarves since they had access to all sorts of rare materials, and the rats could help them deal with the goblins. “At least there won’t be too much trouble with Avraniel around – unless she starts it. I’m fairly sure some of the dwarves have started worshipping her too, which is a bit of a worry.”


  “We’ll just have to wait and see if anything comes of it,” Vicky nodded. “What do you think of dwarf cuisine?”


  “It’s interesting,” Katie replied. “Everything is so rich and flavourful. It’s not very subtle or nuanced, but it’s nice. It’s honest food, if you know what I mean, and it’s the kind of thing anyone would appreciate after a long day of hard work.”


  “The dwarves don’t like pretentiousness in their food. They think of it as something us humans and the elves do. They like to save any fanciness they have for the forge, but even then only for decorative or stylised pieces. There are few things as ruthlessly well made and practical as a dwarf axe.” Vicky patted her stomach. “As for me, I’d better watch myself. With all of the feasting going on, I might end up putting on some weight.”


  “I doubt it,” Timmy said. “You’re in perfect shape.”


  Vicky stared at him for a moment. “What?”


  “I said you’re in perfect shape.” He shrugged. It was obvious, wasn’t it? “You haven’t put on a pound since your early twenties. Sure, you’re only in your late twenties now, but you look better now than you did then. You must have kept up with your training. I’m amazed you’re not fighting off suitors.” Katie’s jaw dropped, and she gave him a look that combined disappointment and disbelief. He didn’t understand why she felt the need to give him that look, but who could truly understand the mind of a young girl? Spot couldn’t, and the dragon had access to a rudimentary form of telepathy. Then again, Spot was less than a year old.


  For a moment, Vicky was silent. Finally, she spoke. “Thank you.”


  “Hmmm…” Katie got up. “I’ll leave you two alone.” She winked at Vicky – yet another thing that made no sense. “I’ll go find Gerald. He might need some company since he’s not into the whole drinking thing either.” She paused. Rembrandt had been listening to the yells coming from the hall. “And now that both King Erasmus and King Barin have conceded to Spot, some of the dwarves have decided to challenge Avraniel. I’d better go run damage control.”


  “That would be a good idea,” Vicky said. “And do say hello to Gerald for me. If things get too bad, you’re always welcome to retreat here.”


  Then it was just the two of them. Timmy leaned back on the bench and set his plate aside. The steak was almost done, but he felt like his stomach would explode if he ate another bite. Unlike a certain dragon and a certain protoplasmic horror, he did not have a bottomless stomach. Oh well. He’d give the leftovers to Spot. He’d yet to see the dragon refuse extra food. “Thanks for coming to save us.”


  “You were doing a pretty good job of saving yourselves. I just sped things up a little. Besides, it’s not like I could let you and the others die.” Vicky gave him a teasing smile, eyes twinkling. “Gerald is my favourite bureaucrat, you know.”


  “Ah, of course. A good bureaucrat is hard to find. We can’t have you losing one of yours.” Timmy chuckled. “He’s pretty handy with a frying pan too, and he’s getting better at aiming when he throws things at people.”


  “I should hope so. He’s certainly getting enough practice.” Vicky’s gaze flicked back to the hall. “We have rough times ahead of us, so it’s nice to have nights like these now and then.” The rowdy, joyous singing of the dwarves drifted out of the hall. The guests from the Shimmering Isles and Everton were doing their best to keep up, but the dwarves could handle their liquor better than almost anyone.


  “We’ll make it through.” He grinned. “We always do, somehow.” He pointed at the night sky. “Remember when we were in the academy, and I almost convinced James there was an ancient tribe who called those stars the Snickering Cow.”


  “You were so close too. You even fabricated a book and slipped it into the library to convince him.” She giggled. “It’s a pity some of our classmates had to spoil the joke.”


  “It was worth it just getting that close.” Timmy gave her a sideways look. He knew that the possibility of war usually brought about certain actions from noble families, and Vicky’s family was one of the noblest in Everton. “You’re not being pressured to marry by your family, are you?”


  She gave him a secretive smile. It made him wonder if he’d have to kick down a few doors and maybe kidnap a few people. “Oh, not really.”


  “Because that’s common practice before a war. Noble families do like having a few potential heirs around in case something happens to whoever is currently in charge.” He grimaced. “Although if you’re dead, that probably means we lost the war and are therefore totally screwed.” Barring some bizarre twist of events, the only way the empire was conquering Everton was over Vicky’s dead body.


  “There is that, but I do have siblings and cousins, you know. And well…” She gave him another secretive smile. “I’m keeping my options open. After the war, there will be plenty of opportunities available.”


  “After the war, huh?”


  She wasn’t wrong. If they won, there would be plenty of opportunities – for everyone. Assuming their victory wasn’t completely pyrrhic, a lot of money would be thrown around. There would be reconstruction efforts to consider, not to mention the possibility of seizing new territory and forcing concessions out of the empire and its allies. He’d also be a free man since helping to win the war should be more than enough to earn him a pardon. Heck, it should earn pardons for all of his descendants down to his great grandchildren at the very least. It made him wonder what he’d do. Sure, he could still raid tombs – provided they hadn’t been registered yet and weren’t in Everton – and going after criminals and other enemies of the state should be fine too. Maybe he’d found a chain of inns. With travel increasing every year, offering travellers a reliable, safe, consistent, and cost-effective experience could be very profitable.


  There would be other opportunities to consider as well. Interest in necromancy was sure to boom, especially since it had already played a big role in their victories thus far, and he would quite likely be the only officially approved necromancer in the country other than Katie. In fact, the dwarves had already asked him how to identify potential necromancers since he and Katie had already proven to be highly effective against the goblins. He wasn’t planning on taking another apprentice yet, but it couldn’t hurt to have a few more students down the road, provided they weren’t crazy. Necromancers almost always got into trouble if left to their own devices, and the last thing they needed was someone turning out like his master.


  In a few years, Katie would be more than ready to help teach other students too. She might not have realised it, but under normal circumstances, she would already be considered good enough to be a necromancer in her own right instead of an apprentice. The only reason she was still an apprentice was because he was a Grand Necromancer. He had far more to teach her than a regular necromancer, and he had no intention of letting her ‘graduate’ until he’d taught her everything she needed to know because relying solely on necromancy was a recipe for disaster. He wasn’t about to let anything happen to her after he’d put so much effort into training her.


  “Maybe we should go on a holiday.”


  “We?” Vicky raised one eyebrow.


  “Well, you’re always cooped up in your office or flying around killing things, so I thought maybe you could join us when you have the chance.” Timmy chuckled. “If I tried going on a holiday on my own, I know for a fact that the others would find a way to invite themselves along. I think everyone likes the beach, even Amanda, and she’s a vampire.”


  “I hope you’re not simply saying this so you can beat them all at sandcastle building again.” She smirked. “Yes, tales of your tyranny have reached even my ears.”


  “Ah, Gerald is very thorough when it comes to his reports, but it’s not my fault I’m awesome.”


  “How cruel of you. Need I remind you that Spot and Katie are children and that Avraniel tends to act like one when it comes to competitions? But it does sound fun. I might have to take you up on it.” She looked up. It was well past dusk, and the stars were clearly visible. “The stars do look rather nice from up here.”


  “We are higher up,” Timmy pointed out. “And the Shimmering Isles doesn’t have cities as large as Everton’s, so there’s less light to block the view.”


  “True – but it is nice.”


  “You already said that, or were you referring to something else?”


  “Having dinner with you.”


  He smiled. “Neither of us is eating anything.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “Then why not drop by more often?” Timmy suggested.


  She stared. “You don’t mind?”


  “Of course not. You’re always welcome to drop by. It shouldn’t be too hard for you to manage, right? And we do need someone to teach Spot how to use his new powers. I’ve already caught him turning intangible to sneak around or grab food. I can barely imagine how much more trouble he’ll get into if the only one to teach him is Sam. I mean the only reason Sam doesn’t steal cake from the kitchens all the time is because the cooks threatened to stop making any until he started doing things in a more orderly fashion. And it’s not like I can keep you out of my castle if you really want to get in.”


  “No, I suppose you can’t.” Vicky stood up. “I will try to come by more often. Spot does need an instructor, and I do have astral magic.” She tilted her head to one side. “I think we should head back in. It sounds like Katie needs some help. Unless I’m mistaken, Spot is trying to sing.”


  “Oh, good grief.” Timmy shuddered. “Don’t get me wrong. I like Spot. He’s a great dragon, and the castle is a happier place with him around, but he cannot sing – and neither can the dwarves when they’re this drunk.” He closed his eyes for a moment as another voice joined Spot and the dwarves. “Although Avraniel is apparently an excellent singer even when she’s in the middle of a drinking contest. Hopefully, she doesn’t burn this place down. We did just finish saving it, after all.”


  “I still have to ask her about her transformation.”


  “That should be an interesting conversation. How often do you see someone transform into a crystal version of themselves with a miniature star for a heart?”


  * * *


  Amanda watched the fireworks fill the sky with bursts of light and colour. It was something the dwarves and the rats had put together to celebrate their last day in the Shimmering Isles before they resumed their journey back to the mainland. The rodents and the mountain dwellers had found they had a lot in common. The rats had clearly lost their homeland once, so to help others reclaim something important to them must have given them hope that they too could one day take back what had been theirs. It was a welcome sight, and she was sure it would be repeated when King Barin returned to the mountains.


  There had been precious little reason for the dwarves to celebrate lately, but recent events had changed that. Reports had also begun to come back. Timmy had given the dwarves control over his zombies – at least in a general sense – and they had continued to press their advantage, driving the goblins back and inflicting heavy losses upon them. The cosmic fungi the goblins served had also been mysteriously absent even when the dwarves pushed into settlements that had long been held by the goblins. Amanda wasn’t foolish enough to think they were gone, but they must still be licking their wounds. The Hearthgate had also gone completely inert. It was possible the cosmic fungi had expended a lot of their strength to alter it only for Old Man and Daerin to sabotage their efforts at the last moment. Now that the dwarves knew what they were truly up against, they could begin to develop proper countermeasures, and Timmy had promised to help them. Few had his knack for understanding eldritch entities, and fewer still could call a being as ancient, knowledgeable, and powerful as Sam a friend.


  The dwarves had also spoken of fielding their own necromancers. True, they were unlikely to be anywhere near as powerful as Timmy or Katie, but the ability to turn dead goblins into additional shock troops was too valuable to pass up. She doubted Timmy would take another apprentice, but he should be able to pass on quite a few handy lessons without too much trouble.


  “It is a welcome sight.” King Barin walked over to her. “And one I was not sure I would ever see. The world has not always been kind to the dwarves.”


  “The sweetest victories often take the longest to secure.”


  “Aye.” He glanced over to where his brother was arguing good-naturedly with Marden and some of the demolition rats about ways to improve the display. He seemed to believe that a giant golem would make it much better whereas the rats favoured the use of increasingly large explosives. Marden, a sensible dwarf, had spent most of his time pointing out the many, many problems with both approaches. “I have my brother back, idiot that he is, and the Sky City has returned. Better still, we have dealt serious blows to the goblins and the empire. Few kings have ever managed so much, yet I am still uneasy.”


  “Uneasy is the head that wears the crown,” Amanda murmured. She looked at Old Man. The swordsman was sitting with Gerald and Katie as the fireworks continued to light up the sky. Timmy and Vicky were talking behind them, and Avraniel and Spot were next to Chomp and some of the demolition rats. Most dogs would have panicked at the loud bursts of sound and light, but Chomp was made of sterner stuff. He had to be when he spent so much time with Avraniel, Spot, and the demolition rats. “The rewards, should we triumph, will be incredible. You may find yourself mentioned in the same breath as the greatest of your ancestors.”


  Barin smiled thinly. “I would rather win peace and prosperity for my people than glory for myself. One day, I’ll be ash under the mountain, but my people will remain. I would leave my son a better kingdom than the one I inherited.” He nodded firmly. “I will clear the goblins from the great cities. Once they have been re-fortified, we will be able to deal with the rest of them in time. We should be able to manage at least that much before the hammer of the empire falls.”


  “You will have what aid we can spare.”


  “And when the hammer falls…?”


  “It will most likely fall at sea.” Amanda’s eyes narrowed. “The Shimmering Isles and its surroundings may play host to the greatest naval battle the world has ever seen.”


  “And then there will be the land battles.” His voice hardened, and there was steel in his eyes, the same steel his bloodline was so renowned for – Ironbinder indeed. Many would have thought Ironblood more appropriate. “I have heard unsettling news of the straits.”


  He didn’t have to specify which straits. They both knew what he was talking about. “They will try to force a crossing somehow, and we must be ready to meet them. It will be a bloody affair, and they will seek to grind us down with their numbers and to catch us by surprise if they can.”


  “I will send troops and engineers.” The king’s expression turned grim. “We dwarves might not be much good on the open sea, but give us some walls, tunnels, or trenches, and we’ll kill ten times our number or more.”


  It was true. There were few races that could match the sheer stubbornness and hardiness of the dwarves. Their talent for building fortifications and for fighting defensive battles had allowed them to survive for centuries despite being hideously outnumbered by the goblins. Against the empire, they would be outnumbered again. However, they would not be fighting alone, and the empire’s soldiers were not goblins. If imperial soldiers fell in the thousands for little perceived gain, then morale amongst them would plummet. The dwarves were not invincible, but they would extract a ghastly toll on anyone who tried to dislodge them from an area they had committed to defending.


  “It would be greatly appreciated.”


  “And what will you do? You are no longer a councillor, but you clearly wield great influence. You, as much as anyone, have a role to play in the coming conflict.”


  “For now, I will return to Timmy’s castle. We have all been rather busy, and we could use the rest. But I have no doubt that Everton will have need of us again – and soon. When that moment comes, we will be ready.”


  “A fine sentiment.”


  “I will also reach out to some old… friends.” She lowered her voice. “I am an ancient vampire, Your Majesty, and although I have no coven of my own, we ancients do keep track of one another. Few of the others hold any loyalty to any nation or power beyond themselves, but some of them have skills that may be of use to us. Several owe me favours, and the others can be bought for the right price.” Her lips curled. “And for an even higher price, some of them might even stay bought. I have also begun to consider smuggling more spies into the Eternal Empire.”


  “Who did you have in mind?”


  “The ninja rats. The empire is too vigilant for normal infiltrators to last long. Already, our sources within their government have been cut to a quarter of their previous numbers, and our attempts to infiltrate the upper echelons of their military have largely failed. However, the rats should be able to evade notice, and they are extremely skilled in spying, sabotage, and other covert operations. At the moment, they reside in Timmy’s castle or in outposts Timmy has set up in various cities, towns, and villages, but they can survive in the wilderness if they need to. Some rats could easily set up in the countryside near a major city or military facility, which could give us a steady source of information.”


  “A risky endeavour for the rats – but potentially very profitable.”


  “The rats have completed such missions before, and they have much better backing now. Any rats we send will have only the finest equipment and supplies, and it would be all but impossible for the empire to stop a zombie shark carrying a few of them to a remote section of the coast. If necessary, we could use a similar method to smuggle them more supplies.”


  The king nodded. He owed his life to one of the ninja rats. He would never make the mistake of underestimating them. “Out of curiosity, do they serve Timmy or Katie?”


  “Theoretically, they serve Katie, and I’m under the impression there is a prophecy of some kind about her.” Amanda’s lips twitched. “But they’re not stupid. They know Katie is talented, but they also realise that she is both young and relatively inexperienced. Timmy is – in every way except blood – her father, so they will heed his orders unless they see a good reason not to.”


  King Barin’s jaw clenched at the mention of prophecy. The gift of foresight was both revered and feared by the dwarves. “Katie is a good person, but her magic… you, of all people, must recognise it. The records were suppressed, but you were alive when that suppression happened.”


  “I’m not surprised you would bring that up. Your family has good reason to be concerned.” She lowered her voice again. “I had my suspicions, but the way the cosmic fungi reacted to her shadows has removed all doubt.” Her voice grew both gentle and hard at the same time. “So, yes, I understand your concerns, but she is not her ancestor, Barin.”


  The king chuckled as Spot tackled Katie. The pair went sprawling, and the dragon gleefully bounded out of reach of her shadows. Katie struck a pose that had Timmy covering his face with his hands while Princess Calista cheered her on. What followed was an impromptu battle that only ended when Katie agreed to give Spot the cuddle – and the peanuts – he felt he deserved. He ended up slouched across the young necromancer’s lap, staring up at the last of the fireworks as Katie scratched his head. The dragon gave a contented trill and then began to rummage through her pockets for more peanuts. When he didn’t find any, he gave Gerald a hopeful look. The bureaucrat dutifully handed over a bag of peanuts. Where he’d gotten them, Amanda had no idea, but Gerald did seem to have a little bit of everything stored away with his magic.


  “No, she is not, and that is for the best. Power always has a price, and the price her ancestors paid was grave indeed.” King Barin smiled faintly. “I am certain she will turn out better than any of them ever did.”


  
Chapter Sixteen


  Timmy breathed a sigh of relief as he stepped back into the familiar halls of Black Tower Castle. Nothing had seemed out of place outside, but appearances could be deceiving. He’d used that to his advantage more than once when he’d first taken over the castle, using its dilapidated appearance to convince potential enemies there was nothing in it worth taking until he’d grown strong enough to defend it. It was always best to make sure, and he reached out with his magic. He connected to the countless runes and seals he’d worked into the very stones of the castle. One by one, the various surveillance and security measures he’d put in place responded. All was well – or as well as it could be given the presence of primordial eldritch beings of incomprehensible might and extremely dubious intentions under the castle. Fortunately, all of them were still sleeping, or so it seemed. He’d have to ask Sam to be sure.


  Everything was as it should be, right down to some of the hatchlings of Sam’s kind wandering through the lower floors with cupcakes. His collection of shark jaws had also been left exactly as it had been. Oh, he might put up with Vicky rearranging them every now and then, but he wasn’t about to let anyone else get away with it. As he and the others continued into the castle, several servants came forward to meet them. Sam was there too, and it was a testament to the servants’ composure and experience that none of them flinched when they looked at Sam although they were keeping a slightly more than polite distance from him. The protoplasmic horror was holding several plates with cake on them.


  “I trust all has been well in my absence,” Timmy said. He wasn’t fond of formalities, but some of the servants insisted on it, and he didn’t see the harm in humouring them. Technically, he was a noble due to being the rightful ruler of the castle.


  One of the senior maids, Tamara, came forward. The old woman had served in the castle for decades, and he had tasked her with ensuring that all of the new staff was up to standard. He had initially planned to let her retire and return to her family, but after finding out that Black Scales had wiped out her family years ago, he had invited her to live out the rest of her days at the castle. It was her home, and he was not about to take it from her.


  “Yes, Lord Bolton. We paid close attention to your instructions, and your orders have been followed precisely. The new members of staff have done well, and I have no complaints about their performance. There have been no problems with either the zombies or… the other things, but the villagers did report several bandit incursions.”


  “Really?” Timmy almost rolled his eyes. Bandits might not be very clever, but they could be cunning on occasion. “I’m not surprised they tried something during my absence, but I was hoping they’d be smart enough to stay away. Have they been dealt with?”


  The maid nodded firmly. “We consulted with the ninja rats, and they dispatched several scouts to assess the situation. After further discussion, we deployed your zombie scorpion-drake to deal with the bandits. You were quite clear on the safety of the villagers being a priority during your absence.”


  “Ah, yes. You mean the giant scorpion with drake wings, right?” He chuckled and shook his head in fond exasperation. “Katie was convinced we could add a few hydra heads, but giant scorpion corpses are awful to work with.”


  “Yes, my lord, that is the zombie we deployed. We thought it appropriate since the ninja rats said that the bandits were common riff-raff. The zombie dealt with them easily enough, and we used lesser zombies and some ninja rats to apprehend any who surrendered while securing their camp.” She handed him a list. “Here is a copy of what the rats were able to recover from their camp. There isn’t much in the way of gold, silver, or other valuables, but…”


  Timmy skimmed the list. It was the usual bandit stuff, but one item immediately leapt out at him. “They had a tidal crystal? Incredible. I wouldn’t expect garden-variety bandits to have something like that.”


  “Indeed.” Tamara nodded again. “The rats were unsure as to the nature of the crystal, but they could tell it was valuable. They consulted with the librarian, and he confirmed what it was.”


  “Good. I’m not surprised he recognised it.” He handed the list to Katie, and his apprentice was equally quick to examine it before Avraniel grabbed it. Explaining for the maid’s benefit, he continued. “A tidal crystal can be used to control water to some degree, depending on its size, purity, and other properties. It’s rare to see one that isn’t in the possession of merfolk, and it’s even rarer to see one this far inland. I don’t know how the bandits got it, but I doubt they knew what it was. Otherwise, they’d have sold it for a handsome profit.”


  “I see.” The maid nodded. “There are a few other issues…”


  Once they had finished covering the more important matters, Timmy headed deeper into the castle. He could deal with all of those later. Right now, though, he had other concerns. Sam fell into step beside him. Well, not exactly. After all, Sam didn’t even have legs or feet unless he chose to extrude them. Instead, he simply floated along beside Timmy, held aloft by whatever organs or eldritch powers he’d chosen to use. He offered a greeting, his tentacles moving in familiar fashion as he shifted from one colour to the next in a communication display that conveyed happiness, curiosity, and contentment. His mind brushed against Timmy’s as gently as he could manage to ensure all was well.


  “It’s good to be back, my friend.” Timmy grinned. Sam had changed colours into something that hinted at unease. He must have been able to tell that Timmy had come into contact with the cosmic fungi. “I’ve got quite a story to tell you, but how are things on your end? Nothing seems out of place, but you would know better than me if something was amiss with the ones underneath the castle.”


  It was an important question. Ultimately, Timmy was the one responsible for managing much of the magic that kept the more powerful things that lived underneath the castle in a state of slumber. He was also responsible for the magic that governed the lesser eldritch entities although some, like Sam, were given a great deal of leeway. In his absence, he counted on Sam and other likeminded horrors to keep the others in line. If the castle’s defences were somehow breached, it would also be up to Sam to defend the castle with his fellows. Sam, of course, quite liked the world the way it was, and he enjoyed life in the castle with Timmy and the others. Anyone who tried to mess with the current state of affairs was going to end up very dead.


  If Sam called upon the full power available to him while he was within the castle, it was likely that he could overpower multiple members of the Council. He wouldn’t be alone either. There were likeminded horrors amongst his kind who also enjoyed the way things were, and the hatchlings liked being able to wander and explore without being enslaved or banished back to their eldritch realm by overzealous mages. Of course, there were still rules to follow, and he still had to keep an eye on them since they could get overenthusiastic, but it was miles better for them than it had been during his master’s reign. Honestly, taking the castle should be practically impossible for anyone who didn’t have a way to deal with Sam and the others.


  Although Katie could, in theory, handle many of the duties Timmy took care of when it came to managing the castle’s magical defences and restraints, she was still far too young to do it on a long-term basis. Well, she could, but given who and what he increasingly suspected she was, doing so might have unpleasant consequences. Katie was an excellent and capable apprentice, but he wasn’t going to expose her to danger of this particular kind without an extremely good reason. The worst-case scenario would be one of the really big ones waking up while he was gone. If that happened, even Sam would have no choice but to obey or die fighting a battle he had precisely zero chance of winning.


  Thankfully, Sam only had good news to report. Timmy’s first impressions had been accurate. Nothing unusual had happened, and none of the binding magic needed further repair or monitoring. All of the truly powerful entities were still asleep although a few of them had begun to extrude their presences into other worlds and dimensions. Timmy honestly pitied whoever was in those worlds and dimensions. He’d glimpsed some of the greater things beneath the castle, and even with the resistance he’d built up to eldritch power and phenomena, he’d almost been driven insane. If those… things were extruding shards or pieces of themselves into other worlds and dimensions and those shards or pieces were awake, then those places were in for a bad, bad time. It was this overwhelming might that made waking them such a tempting prospect for many people. There was even a part of him that had considered doing exactly that, so he could point the newly awakened creature in the general direction of the empire.


  It would work. He knew it would. The empire would be devastated by the attack of even a single one of the true horrors that lurked underneath the castle. The cosmic fungus that had withstood hours of constant bombardment from the Sky City and the naval base would not have lasted more than a minute against the beings that Sam ultimately answered to. The problem was that there was no way to control a fully awakened eldritch horror of that calibre. The magic that kept them asleep only worked because they hadn’t been fully awake in the first place. Once the horror was finished with the empire, it would undoubtedly turn its attention to the rest of the world – and the rest of the world would soon follow the empire into oblivion.


  Setting aside the fact that he wasn’t insane and that butchering millions of imperial civilians was evil on a scale even his master might have baulked at, Timmy also enjoyed living. He was not going to go down in history – whatever was left of it – as the idiot who’d actually ushered in the apocalypse. People already disliked necromancers. Attempting to end the world would only kick off another purge.


  The only trouble Sam had encountered was the wanderings of some of the hatchlings. A few of them had wandered as far as the magic of the castle would let them go. They hadn’t eaten any of the villagers – one of the older horrors had noticed and had intervened in time – but they’d given them a good scare. It was a bit troublesome. If Timmy got his pardon, he’d become a mostly law-abiding citizens, and having creatures he was responsible for eating random villagers would not be a good look. Still, they hadn’t done any permanent damage.


  “Don’t worry,” Timmy said. “I’m not mad. They’re basically children. Heck, Spot almost ate a few of the villagers when he first met them. Just try to keep a closer eye on them.” Timmy grinned. “I know you’re eating cake right now, but we can have more after dinner. The dwarves have their own kinds of cakes, and I asked Gerald to save you some.” He grimaced. “But we need to talk about cosmic fungi. We had a pretty nasty encounter with some, and we’re likely to run into them again when we help the dwarves mop up some more goblins. I’d like to know as much as I can, so I’ll be better prepared the next time I see them. We can do that while we’re eating cake later.”


  The protoplasmic horror made a gesture of happiness and agreement before phasing through the floor. Like Timmy, he had many things to do, but he wasn’t going to say no to more cake. As for the cosmic fungi, it was likely there were other horrors that knew about them too, so Sam would probably bring them along to enjoy some cake while they offered advice. Any countermeasures Timmy could come up with would be of great help to the dwarves. Without their eldritch masters and with so many of their leaders dead, the goblins should be less dangerous although their sheer numbers would still pose a threat.


  With affairs of a more unearthly nature well in hand, Timmy turned his attention to a far more earthly concern: paperwork. And who better to help him than his apprentice? Over the next few hours, he and Katie worked through the piles of paperwork and administration that had built up while they were gone. It was at times like this that Timmy liked to give himself a self-congratulatory pat on the back with one of his favourite zombies. Few necromancers bothered to train their apprentices in paperwork lest they grow too confident and supplant them, but Timmy had no such concerns. Once the apprentice realised how onerous paperwork was, keeping their master around made perfect sense. Otherwise, they’d have to do it all themselves. Sure, paperwork was boring to teach, but it was also inevitable and absolutely relentless. Having two people to do it made it bearable if still highly unpleasant. The fact that Katie thought his handwriting was chicken scratch only motivated her to do even more than her fair share – and Timmy was only too happy to let her. His apprentice might be on the short side, but when it came to paperwork, she was a giant.


  After a brief break for afternoon tea during which Spot had proudly shown off his latest treasure – a particularly shiny rock he’d found in a river while hunting with Chomp – Timmy sat down to talk to Daerin. The dwarf had been assigned to the castle for the duration of his rehabilitation period, which was a polite way of saying he was Timmy’s problem until he’d worked off his massive, massive debt to the Council. Of course, with war on the horizon, he’d have plenty of chances to get back into the good graces of both the Council and his brother. The king had actually given Timmy his blessing to cuff Daerin over the head if necessary, but Timmy was not keen on hitting the mechanically inclined dwarf. Daerin might not be as imposing as his brother, but he was no slouch in a fight either.


  “So,” Timmy began. “You’ve had a chance to look around. What do you think?”


  “This castle of yours is no mountain, but it’ll do.” The dwarf grinned. “More importantly, you’ve got plenty of space underground, and I can tell you’ve got a knack for logistics.”


  “Did you have somewhere specific in mind?”


  Daerin told him which cavern he wanted. “It’s secure but not too close to those… things you’ve got underneath the castle. I won’t deny how handy they are. Harvesting even a fraction of their power means you never have to worry about running out, but those cosmic fungi are still fresh in my mind.”


  “I should introduce you to Sam and some of the others. The big ones – the ones that are sleeping – are truly beyond our comprehension, but some of the others are perfectly reasonable.”


  “Well, give me some warning before you introduce them. Surprising a dwarf is a good way to get an axe in your skull. As for the cavern I mentioned, there’s plenty of air circulation, and it seems reasonably accessible. True, there are some bats in there, but I can live with those. They’re part of the charm, I suppose. It’s big, though, and that’s what matters. My equipment will take up lots of space, and I’ll be working on multiple projects too.” He rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “I have plenty of ideas. Our battle against the empire and the cosmic fungi was… inspiring.”


  “Keep in mind that if you want to test anything involving explosions, you should do so outside the castle. The demolition rats have a testing range you can use, and believe me, they’ve put it to the test.”


  “Useful blighters, those ninja rats. They told me some of the ideas they wanted to try with my golems.” Daerin chuckled. “Golems that can shoot clouds of tiny explosives? It’s an interesting idea, and one that might succeed if I can work out a few kinks in some of their designs. I have to work out a deal with the star maiden and her dragon too although it’s probably best that we all keep calling her an elf.” He lowered his voice. “There hasn’t been a star maiden for centuries. It could be troublesome if the wrong people find out.”


  “What do you need them for?”


  “We dwarves are masters of metallurgy and smithing, but we’ve always been limited by the tools at our disposal, which is why we have crafted better and better tools. However, we’ve never been able to consistently reproduce the incredible heat of dragon fire. Oh, we can mimic it with the right magic and equipment, but only for a moment and not with the control we need to do our best work. But you’ve got a dragon and a star maiden. There are things I can try now that no dwarf has ever been able to do more than dream about.”


  Timmy nodded. He was aware of certain formulas – he’d paid handsomely to get them, in fact – that could supposedly create rare alloys using dragon fire. He had experienced some extremely limited success with the easiest of the formulas although he’d been forced to use his zombies to run the experiments. The handful of substances that could mimic dragon fire were extremely volatile to work with, and they were prone to exploding, melting, or otherwise fatally injuring whoever worked with them. More importantly, none of them could offer the sustained, controlled heat that Spot or Avraniel could manage with ease.


  “What kind of ideas do you have?”


  “Plenty. The first one I’d like to try concerns an alloy that the dwarves of the old spoke of, an alloy forged in the fire of a star-born dwarf. Such an alloy was used to create the axe my brother wields, which has never needed to be sharpened or honed despite being thousands of years old. Similar substances were used to make other legendary dwarf weapons, like the Mountain Cracker.”


  “Interesting.” The Mountain Cracker was a weapon wielded by one of the legendary dwarf kings of the ancient days, Terin the Smasher. It was said to be able to crack a mountain open with a single blow, and it was supposedly responsible for the great fissures around Cavernholme. “Let me know if you need anything. If you can make something even a fraction as powerful as the Mountain Cracker, it could be tremendously useful in the war, especially if you can mass produce it.” The thought of a small army of dwarves attacking the empire with mountain-cracking hammers brought a distinctly shark-like smile to his face. He would definitely pay money to see that.


  “By the way,” Daerin said. “Here is a list of things I need to get started. It’s been a while since I’ve had a permanent workshop. Can you get everything?”


  Timmy scanned the list quickly. “Most of this is easy enough to acquire. I can either get it in Everton or have it brought in from elsewhere.” He continued reading. “But some of the more exotic metals are going to be harder. I can still get them, but the quantities you want will be difficult to obtain. With a war right around the corner, there has been a lot of hoarding and price gouging. I’ll see what I can do – and that’s assuming nobody tries to seize any of the major mines. As for the other things, gems and crystals should be relatively easy to get although, again, the quantities you want might be troublesome. I do have a decent supply of those, so if you can explain what you’re using them for, I might be willing to share. As for the dragon bones and scales, we have plenty of those.”


  “Oh?” Daerin’s eyes gleamed. “From Black Scales, right?”


  “Yes, and Spot sheds scales regularly. Since he’s part of the team, we pay him for them although he does give us a discount since he lives here and we are working with him to produce and market products that rely on dragon scales. We’ve only just started, but it should end up becoming extremely profitable. Dragon scales are incredibly rare – fresh ones even more so – and acquiring them usually means risking horrible, fiery death. Spot, however, offers a much safer alternative.”


  Timmy was hoping Spot would have a better grasp of how finance worked by the time the money started rolling in, but knowing Spot, the only rolling the dragon would be doing would be in the pile of pile of valuables he had stored at the bank. Then again, Spot might be more interested in finance once he realised that he could use financial principles to turn a lot of money into an absolutely obscene quantity of money.


  “Having a friendly dragon around seems very useful,” the dwarf mused. “Imagine what you could do with two.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, and if we did try to raise another dragon, Avraniel would be the one doing most of the work. She’s the only reason he didn’t immediately attack us after hatching, not to mention she acts like a dragon would, right down to giving him the occasional whack if he gets too rowdy. You don’t see it much because he’s well behaved, but it does happen from time to time. Obviously, it would be cruel for her to whack a normal child, but that’s how dragons deal with their young in the wild. Spot might be young but he’s already so tough and durable that a whack isn’t going to do any damage. In fact, it’s the quickest way to get his attention if he’s misbehaving, and trust me, letting a young dragon get away with bad behaviour is a recipe for disaster because he is going to get bigger – a lot bigger. There are numerous accounts of adult dragons biting and snapping at their young to keep them in line. The worst Avraniel has ever had to do was to give him a whack on the flank when he tried to take a bite out of one of the villagers. For the most part, Spot is a very well behaved dragon with a cheerful and friendly personality. There’s no guarantee we’ll be that lucky a second time. We might get a nasty one, and then what would we do?”


  “Good point.” Daerin shuddered. Like all dwarves, he had a healthy respect for dragons. They had dealt with enough of them in the past to know how dangerous they could be. “To be honest, I can’t even imagine whacking a dragon. The only way I’m attacking a dragon is from inside a mountain with the biggest magical weapon I can build.” He extended one hand to Timmy. “This isn’t how I expected things to work out, but it might be nice having a place to stay instead of moving around all the time.” They shook hands, and his lips twitched. “You’re not bad for a necromancer. You clearly don’t have a problem with dwarves, and at least this way, my brother won’t have a chance to boss me around, that nit-picking bastard.”


  “It’s the simple things in life, isn’t it?”


  * * *


  Timmy peered at Spot. “Okay… you’re definitely bigger than the last time.”


  “He is, isn’t he?” Katie said as the dragon preened. Every inch he grew brought him closer to becoming a winged leviathan capable of incinerating entire nations.


  “Given his age, it’s not surprising that he’s growing so quickly although I still can’t work out any sort of pattern. His growth will accelerate for a couple of weeks, ease up, and then accelerate again. Oh well. Draconic growth rates aren’t exactly well understood. There could be all sorts of underlying processes at work that we simply don’t know about.” Timmy rubbed his chin. He’d begun shaving regularly again now that they were no longer in the Broken Mountains. “I know you think this is boring, Spot, but you’re the first young dragon that anyone has been able to study – possibly ever – without worrying about being eaten. We need to properly document your growth in case anyone else ever manages to pull this off, and I don’t know if we’ll ever get this chance again.”


  More dragons? Spot had noticed that most people had siblings. He didn’t have any siblings although Chomp was his friend and Katie was also a hatchling. However, she was Timmy’s hatchling. That sounds fun.


  “For you maybe – and you’ll have to ask your mother about it.” The thought of having another dragon in the castle was both terrifying and comforting. Given how strong Spot already was, adding a second dragon would make his castle practically invincible. However, there were two potential problems: what if the dragon they added was not friendly, and what would they do when Spot and the other dragon got older and bigger? Timmy could extend the outcrop or hire other mages to help him expand it, but the food bill would be astronomical. He pursed his lips. He’d definitely have to keep the forest the way it was. It might be dark and scary in some places, but it was also very large and full of things that dragons could eat. “Okay. Let’s start off with some basic measurements.”


  He had Spot stretch out, and Katie dutifully took careful note of his length with tape measure before measuring his wingspan and various other areas. Like any good necromancer, she had a deep appreciation for anatomy and physiology, and the odd developmental pattern Spot had display fascinated her, as did his changing proportions. Spot was around eight feet long now, and although his growth had slowed, at least for the time being, they were beginning to see a more streamlined shape emerge. Within a year, Timmy was certain Spot would look more like a normal dragon rather than the caricature of one he currently resembled. Astral dragons, in particular, were known for their slender, graceful appearance although corruption dragons tended to have a stockier build.


  Interestingly, Spot’s wings weren’t growing quite as fast as the rest of him, possibly because they were already bigger than they needed to be. However, they were changing in shape, adopting what Timmy felt was both a more menacing and more aerodynamic form. Spot’s tail had also begun to lengthen although it was still a bit stubby. As for his head, Spot was beginning to grow into his teeth, which still seemed a little too big for him.


  “Let’s take a look at those claws of yours,” Timmy murmured. “And can you pass me the plaster, Katie?” She handed him the plaster, and he carefully took moulds of each of Spot’s claws. He also used a different mixture to take moulds of Spot’s extremely impressive teeth. Good grief. It was no wonder Spot could shred a cow. His teeth were incredibly large and sharp. “Well, your claws are as sharp as ever, but I’m starting to see more of the variable joint behaviour in them, which confirms a few theories I’ve read about.”


  “Really?” Katie leaned closer to examine Spot’s claws, and she gave him a few cookies to keep him occupied. He was a bundle of energy, and feeding him was one of the few ways to keep him still. “You’re right!”


  From what Timmy had observed – and Spot currently constituted a massive sample size of one – young dragons did not have claws that were well suited to holding things. It was largely due to how their ‘fingers’ worked. However, over the past month or so, Timmy had noticed a subtle shift in the way Spot’s fingers worked. The joints could relax, allowing Spot to make smaller, more precise movements. Spot’s fingers weren’t the same as human fingers, but they could get close enough to let Spot pick up and manipulate things like cutlery, albeit with difficulty. The default configuration of the joints was the one Spot used in combat, which made them far stronger and better for clawing, swiping, and stabbing. It was the equivalent of how a human could make a fist to do more damage except dragons started off that way.


  “Fascinating.” Katie smiled. “I’ve only ever seen the claws of adult dragons and only from a distance or if they’re dead.” She continued to make sketches, documenting the changes, both subtle and obvious, as thoroughly as she could.


  “Now,” Timmy said. “Let’s take a look at some of those new abilities of yours, Spot. You’ve awakened a few of them.”


  The young dragon brightened – literally – at the chance to show off some of his new powers. Okay.


  Over the course of the next hour or two, they learned several important things. Spot had an astral form that let him turn intangible for short periods of time, and it worked in a manner similar to normal astral projection, which made Timmy even gladder he’d asked Vicky to help teach him. While Spot was intangible, physical attacks were basically useless against him. He could also go through walls and other obstacles. However, techniques capable of damaging or interfering with an astral being were still capable of affecting him. For instance, he couldn’t go through a wall if it was covered in runes and seals designed to repel spirits and other astral entities. Thankfully, his draconic toughness still came into play, so even an attack designed to harm astral beings was unlikely to do much damage. Spot also had a form of astral sight, which let him see the ‘light’ of people’s souls. It could see through walls and other obstructions, and it could also detect astral beings that were invisible to the naked eye, such as spirits and ghosts. His healing fire had also grown stronger, and it was even stronger if he used it while he was in his astral form. However, Timmy still didn’t understand why Spot’s colouration reversed when he took on his astral form. It wasn’t something that happened to Vicky or other mages with astral magic, but it could easily be yet another weird dragon thing.


  “Okay, you’re free to go, Spot,” Timmy said as he gave the dragon one last cookie. He’d have to thank Alicia later for making a special batch just for this. “Thanks for letting us take some measurements and do some tests.”


  The dragon chirped happily and padded off, most likely to go find Chomp. The pair was close friends, and there was plenty for a three-headed dog and a dragon to do in and around the castle. Knowing Avraniel, the three of them would probably go for a jaunt in the forest. They might go hunting, or they might simply go for a stroll. Hopefully, Spot would learn to alter his size – an ability common to astral dragons – since there would eventually come a time when he would be too big to fit in the castle, and the dragon loved to spend time with everyone.


  “Dragons are strange,” Katie said. “But really interesting too.”


  “Yes,” Timmy replied, ruffling her hair and then ducking to avoid her shadows. “They are.”


  * * *


  Old Man took a deep breath and centred himself. Magic was as much about being in the correct state of mind as anything else, especially when it involved phenomena as esoteric as warping space and time. And time… time had a way of dulling even the sharpest blade. He was still formidable, but old age had robbed him of much of his strength. True, he’d yet to meet an opponent capable of taking advantage of his decline, but he had once been far more dangerous than he was now. Nowhere were the ravages of age felt so keenly as with his ability to manipulate time. Still, if their most recent mission had taught him anything, it was that he would need his magic – all of it – to keep the happiness he had found and the friends he had made.


  A slow, bittersweet smile crossed his lips. When he had first met Timmy and the others, he had seen a way to achieve a meaningful and worthy death. He had been certain that in their company he would finally meet an opponent he could not best. What could be finer than a death in service to a noble cause? Yet now he found himself wishing for something more. But if he wished to have it, then he would have to live through the coming war and ensure that all of the others did too. And for that, he would need all of his strength. He would never again achieve the heights he had known in his prime. No warrior could conquer time, and humans were not elves or dragons when it came to longevity. His life was, in the grand scheme of things, fleeting. However, he could still improve. Hopefully, that would be enough. Hopefully, this old body of his could work a few more miracles.


  Time manipulation on a large scale was not easy. He would have to ease himself into it once again. Yet as he watched the leaves tumble through the air around him, he was reminded yet again that every journey began with a single step, that practice made perfect. As a boy, he had not always been the finest swordsman amongst his peers. Yet by the time he was fifteen, there had not been a single man or woman in his clan who could best him. By the time he was eighteen, he was, without question, the finest swordsman in his nation. And by the time he was in his twenties? He doubted there had ever been a swordsman quite as good as he had been in his prime.


  He watched the leaves for a moment longer and then flared his magic. Time stopped. Slowly, carefully, he plucked the leaves out of the air. Sweat broke out across his brow as the currents of time fought his control. Oh, yes, he was not nearly as strong as he had been, and the area he could affect was relatively small, yet with practice, he could regain some of his former strength. He caught sight of a bird that his magic had paused in mid-flight. Its feathers were such a lovely shade of brown. As his magic faded, his mind drifted to the possible future he’d seen in the realm of the cosmic fungi. If the brooch on his clothes was anything to go by, then there was still a chance for him to correct his old mistakes. But he’d have to live long enough to do it.


  Old Man looked up at the sky. He had often wondered if the princess had ever looked up at the same sky as him. Well, she wouldn’t be a princess anymore. She wouldn’t even be an empress. Her children would long since have taken over. Indeed, he had heard faint whispers of the prosperity currently enjoyed by his homeland after so many years of constant, raging war. It made the pain of leaving bearable, to know that he had made the right choice, that everything he had fought for – that his friends had bled and died for – had not been in vain.


  He called on his magic again. Even in his prime, he had not been strong enough to save all of those who had trusted him. This time, he was far older but also far more experienced. What time had robbed him of in strength, it had given to him in cunning and wisdom. He might even have to ask Timmy to acquire some armour from his homeland. If he was going to take up the mantle of the warrior again, then he should at least try to dress the part. Or perhaps he could ask the rats. After all, they came from his homeland. It made him wonder if they had the banners of the Bulwark. When the Bulwark of Cherry Blossoms had fallen, the legendary banners that had flown within its halls had never been found. No one would ever have dared to destroy them, for each was a priceless treasure and a sign of legitimacy that any usurper would have killed to possess. Yet the rumours had always been that a clan of ninja rats had served the lord of the Bulwark, and from what the ninja rats had told him of their past, they were most likely that clan.


  Knowing how fanatically loyal they were, he found it difficult to imagine the ninja rats had abandoned the lord they served. It was likely that their lord, known as an honourable and compassionate man, had instead ordered them to flee rather than die alongside him in a hopeless defence. Such an order would have been all but unbearable, but the rats would have obeyed. But even if they were ordered to forsake their master, there was no way they would allow another to lay claim to the banners their master’s lineage had painstakingly won over the centuries. He would have to ask Rembrandt about it.


  Old Man worked on his magic over and over again until he was exhausted. It was a strange but pleasant feeling. For too long, he had neglected this aspect of his magic since he had seldom needed it. His strength, diminished as it was, was still more than enough to crush any regular foe, and even the elite he’d faced from the empire thus far had not been enough to force him to use it. Now, however, he might need it again. His fighting days were not yet done, and if he was to fight, then he would do so to the best of his ability. A group of ninja rats arrived, no doubt drawn by the magic he’d been using. He smiled. What better way to test himself than against such skilled opponents?


  “Might I have your assistance?” Old Man asked.


  They smiled and drew their weapons. They knew what he had been doing, and they too could see the storm on the horizon. They had lost their home and the master they served once. Never again would they allow such a tragedy to befall them. They would die first – all of them – before they gave up the happiness and purpose they had found. It was a sentiment he shared. His lips twitched. To think he would find another reason to live so close to the end of his life. Fate truly was a peculiar thing.


  * * *


  Emperor William Winston Wesley Wilbur Waverton of the Eternal Empire was not a happy emperor. No. He was the very opposite of happy. As a child, he’d heard stories of the Sky City, the legendary flying fortress of the dwarves that had mysteriously vanished before it could see combat in the First War. It had not been seen since, and it had become an object of fascination – and obsession – amongst artificers and mages in the years that followed. How had the dwarves managed to build it? Even now, centuries later, no one had come even close to building a flying object of similar size and mass.


  William had spent large sums of money during his younger years in efforts to replicate the Sky City. To him the benefits were obvious. Aerial troops were extremely powerful, and battles could often be won fairly easily if aerial superiority could be achieved without the complete loss of accompanying ground forces. Conventional grounds troops were fairly useless against them, and not all mages were useful against airborne targets either. Put a siege mage on top of a griffin, and the enemy were doomed unless they could bring the griffin down even if there were thousands of them. The truth of his beliefs had been confirmed shortly after his ascension to the throne. In a campaign to crush a rebellion, his expanded aerial forces had devastated enemy formations and fortifications, allowing him to obliterate the rebellion with far less manpower and far fewer casualties than most had expected. It had forced his political opponents to take him seriously despite his youth at the time. The conflicts that had followed had only strengthened his belief in the importance of aerial troops.


  A flying city was even more powerful, and it would have solved all of his problems. His aerial troops would have somewhere to stay that was safe from attack from ground-based opponents, and he could simply heap siege weaponry and mages on the flying city to devastate his enemies. It would be perfect. Indeed, this exact line of reasoning explained why dragons were the apex predators of the world.


  A dragon could fly, rendering it immune to the efforts of most of its opponents once it was in the air. A dragon’s fire was not only powerful but also capable of striking multiple targets at significant range. Add to that their supreme speed, endurance, and agility in the air, and it was little wonder that a dragon could slaughter almost anything with ease. On the off chance that someone actually managed to land a hit, dragon scales were proof against all but the mightiest of weapons.


  The Sky City could be become his dragon – a dragon loyal to the empire and capable of ensuring his many dreams for the empire came true.


  So reading the reports and realising what had happened made it difficult to see through the cloud of rage that had fallen over him. It was only his training and iron-will that allowed him to clamp down on his fury. Reckless anger would only lead to defeat. He had learned that lesson not only in the classroom but also on the battlefield and in the political arena. He would need to think clearly to find a solution to this problem.


  “So… you mean to tell me that the Sky City literally dropped into our laps and we lost it?” William’s teeth ground together so hard that he would probably have to see a dentist about it later. It was okay. He was the emperor. He could afford it. “Is that what you’re saying?”


  Lord Carlton, a burly man who had served first as one of his tutors and as one of his father’s most esteemed generals and Minister of War, nodded sharply. “Yes, Your Majesty. I accept full responsibility –”


  William snarled. “You will do no such thing! I’m going to have to make an example of whoever was in charge of this debacle, and you’re far too good at your job to lose. I need you in this upcoming war. I can find a suitable scapegoat.” He leaned back on his throne and closed his eyes, deep in thought. “Everything you did was correct. It would have been excellent if you and more of our elites could have arrived in person, but our mages determined that teleportation magic would be unwise. I remember them saying something about dimensional distortions and eldritch powers. The exact details escape me, but the point is, they were all convinced that attempting to teleport anywhere near the Sky City would have been a fatal mistake.”


  Lord Carlton, upon being notified of the Sky City’s appearance by his subordinates, had immediately ordered all available forces to converge on it with all speed and haste and to either seize it or bring it down by any means necessary. He had even gone so far as to requisition all aerial troops from the surrounding areas to help in the fight. This… disaster was not his fault. His minister had seen a golden opportunity and had correctly sought to seize it. Simply allowing the Sky City to leave was not something they could do, and its inability to use its weaponry or engines at the start of the battle had only confirmed attacking was the correct decision.


  Unfortunately, Lord Carlton, an outstanding field commander and excellent strategist and tactician, had not been in the area. Instead, he had been forced to delegate command while he and more of the empire’s elites did their best to get there in time to contribute. Alas, they had not been able to make it there in time, and the local commanders had made an absolute mess of it.


  “No, the fault for this disaster is with those who commanded the battle itself. You were correct to delegate command. Commanding a battle from thousands of miles away is lunacy. Unfortunately, the officers in the area proved entirely insufficient for the task despite the general guidance you offered and the many resources you ensured would arrive in time to contribute.”


  “We have yet to get a complete picture of what happened…”


  “Our casualties are severe. The exact severity hardly matters at this point. Setting aside the incompetence of the commanding officers, the aerial troops we dispatched were all experienced and skilled, and our sailors were likewise battle-tested veterans. The majority of the fleet is at the bottom of the ocean, and our aerial forces suffered grievous losses. The naval base… I’ve been told it resembles a giant crater.”


  “In fairness to the commanding officer,” Lord Carlton said carefully. “Although mistakes were made, the Sky City would still have been ours if not for the quicker than expected arrival of reinforcements from Everton and the Shimmering Isles to counter our own reinforcements.”


  The Minister of Information cleared his throat. “And I can confirm that the initial reports are correct – those forces were led by Councillor Winters.”


  “By the gods,” the emperor muttered. “No wonder all of the Lords of Magic we sent are either dead or too badly wounded to be of further use until they’re healed. That bitch is far too powerful and skilled for them to deal with. Even I would be wary of facing her alone.” It went unspoken that the emperor was the most powerful mage in the empire. The Lords of Magic were the elite of the elite, but he doubted there were more than a handful who could face the councillor in single combat and have any hope of winning. Eliminating her would require a task force and a properly planned ambush although he felt he could best her if necessary. However, the battle would be far too close for his liking, and as the emperor, he could not simply take the field of battle on a whim. “But there is more, is there not? The initial reports included talk of a… monster of some kind.”


  “Yes. An eldritch entity that was roughly two miles tall appeared alongside the Sky City. It proceeded to engage the fleet and attack the naval base before eventually being brought down after the Sky City had escaped. It subsequently exploded, inflicting incredible damage on the already battered naval base. At this point, I’d call the area a complete loss, and our mages are reporting troubling spatial and temporal phenomena.” The Minister of Information paused. “We have also confirmed reports that the necromancer – Lord Bolton – and his companion were present for the battle.”


  “Ah, yes… the shadow councillor.” William scowled. After the loss of the Eye of the Abyss, he and his advisors had theorised that Lord Bolton, Grand Necromancer and Lord of Black Tower Castle, was in fact a shadow member of the Council, someone who was secretly part of the Council, who could be trusted to work in the shadows and do what needed to be done – regardless of the morality or legality involved. “Why am I not surprised?”


  “It would explain a lot,” the Minister of Information continued. “Everton must have located the Sky City somehow, and who better to retrieve it than a necromancer who lives in a castle built atop lightless chasms of unfathomable horror full of eldritch monstrosities – to say nothing of the ancient vampire who was alive when the Sky City was built. The Council knows war is coming, so they want a trump card. What better trump card than a flying fortress? With its mobility and firepower, the Sky City will be a grave threat once it has been repaired.”


  “Their dragon has also grown more powerful, as has the elf,” Lord Carlton added. “Our troops spoke of explosions that consumed the very sky.”


  William dragged in a deep breath. How could any sane man compete with such madness? “What horrors has the necromancer subjected that beast to in order to cultivate its power?” William growled. “What kind of monster must he be to force the obedience of a dragon? And to empower the elf… he must have resorted to the most foul and diabolical of rituals. I’ll bet he was even responsible for summoning that eldritch monster to attack the naval base.” He shook his head. “If only we could strike him down… but such a man has doubtless already taken unholy precautions to safeguard his life.”


  “Indeed, he has proven to be a most formidable foe.”


  “Yet all is not lost. Lord Carlton, I believe you have good news regarding our forces elsewhere.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.” And this, right here, was why William liked Lord Carlton so much. The man was capable, exceedingly so. A setback in one area never hampered him for long, and he always had a backup plan. Indeed, setbacks became little more than incentives to succeed elsewhere under his insightful command. Truly, he wished he had ten of the man to command his forces. He might already have won the war if that were so. “That is correct.”


  The old general was a resilient fellow. William had personally studied his campaign against the desert tribes of Melendra. After suffering heavy losses, the empire had been forced into a humiliating retreat through the desert, harried on all sides. Yet once Lord Carlton had been put in charge, he had acted swiftly and decisively to bolster their position and stymie the enemy’s hit-and-run tactics before methodically retaking territory and forcing the opponent to give battle on imperial terms. The empire had been caught in a humiliating situation, yet Lord Carlton had managed to engineer a crushing victory out of the disaster. Few generals in the empire’s long and illustrious history had his knack for turning defeat into victory, and few generals were as skilled as he was in taking a small advantage and building it into an insurmountable one.


  It was truly a shame that Lord Carlton’s sons, although capable officers in their own right and worthy of the positions they’d been given, lacked the sheer brilliance of their father. Still, William had high hopes for the man’s grandsons. Two of them had joined the military thus far, and although both were too young to occupy positions of great authority, both had already demonstrated hints of tactical brilliance in smaller operations. He would have to give them positions amongst the coming war’s command staff, so they could hone their talents – perhaps under the watchful gaze of their grandfather himself. At some point, Lord Carlton would step down to ensure a well-earned retirement, and William wanted to have able replacements ready.


  “We have secured our flanks in the grander scheme of things,” Lord Carlton explained. “And we have begun to pressure Everton and its allies along their borders. Some of them have already begun to show signs of weakness, which we can exploit in the months to come. Attempted raids on our naval bases have also been repelled, and we have made gains in the western theatre of war as well. Other than the incident involving the Sky City and the loss of our pawn in the Elerian Combine, we are actually ahead of schedule.”


  “Excellent. What would you propose we do about this debacle then?” William asked. “Because we must address it at some point.”


  “Indeed. First and foremost, we must abandon any hope of seizing the Sky City in the immediate future.” Lord Carlton smiled grimly. “Believe me, Your Majesty, it pains me to say it, for we would both have loved to have such a powerful weapon at the empire’s disposal. However, it is currently beyond our reach and likely to remain so for some time.” He gestured to the map spread out in front of them. “The Sky City should be safely in the Shimmering Isles’ territory or Everton’s by now. Any attempt to attack it would be a terrible overextension, especially since it has likely been undertaking repairs this entire time. As the merchants are so fond of saying, we would be throwing good money after bad. Likewise, the Shimmering Isles are beyond us as well, for the time being, at least. Had the naval base and its forces remained intact, we could have threatened an invasion, particularly with reinforcements. But the loss of so many ships and the naval base leaves us in a tricky situation.”


  “Go on.”


  “The naval base is currently home to a host of spatial and temporal anomalies. However, these do appear to be decreasing each day. Assuming they fall to a manageable level, reinforcing the island would be my first step. Our enemies did not take it because they knew they would never be able to hold it. However, if we do not take steps to refortify it, then they may return with enough forces to take it – and hold it.”


  “I am told that complete reconstruction would take years.”


  “We do not need to rebuild everything. What we need is a functional port with some defences that can handle supplies and maintenance. In the coming war, we are the ones who must take the initiative and attack. The naval base’s fortifications would have provided a useful strong point, but its most important purpose was to project naval power toward the enemy. It can still do that without full reconstruction.”


  William considered Lord Carlton’s words carefully. He had a point. In the coming war, the empire would be the aggressor. As long as the naval base could offer supplies and repairs, as well as some level of protection, then the fleet itself could still use the island as a waypoint in their offensive. Besides, if the rest of their fleets were crushed and the naval base became necessary as a defensive bulwark, then the naval war had likely already been lost. “Continue.”


  “However, the loss of the naval base and its fleet does necessitate a change in strategy. Our Grand Armada is a hammer – the biggest hammer the naval world has ever seen – and we can smash both the Shimmering Isles and Everton’s outlying defences with it once it has been assembled and is at full strength. Yet its power lies in its unity and in our ability to force the enemy to confront us in a traditional battle. Without the naval base’s fleet to act as a screening force, it will be vulnerable to raids and ambushes. We must move assets into place to minimise that risk, and we should consider an island-hopping strategy with our forward forces, clearing the area ahead of the Grand Armada of lesser threats and forcing larger threats into conventional battles where we can crush them. If they continue to harry our flanks, we must force them to give battle. For instance, we could lay siege to their outlying bases or other locations they must defend.”


  “An astute analysis.” The emperor had reached a similar conclusion although it was gratifying to see they were in agreement. “Yet a simple naval assault is unlikely to succeed, is it not?”


  “Yes. Although neither Everton nor the Shimmering Isles can directly contest the might of our Grand Armada, their forces are formidable, and they will be operating closer to their homelands. Aerial support will thus play a large role in their defence whereas we will either have to transport our aerial troops by ship or have them fly long distances prior to battle. The former is not ideal, and the latter would basically ensure our defeat. Still, if we could take even a few of the smaller, outlying islands of the Shimmering Isles…”


  “We could use those as rudimentary staging grounds, and fighting us over control of some small, deserted islands would not be an easy decision for them to make.” The emperor chuckled. Asking sailors to die for their homeland was one thing. Asking them to die for an isolated pile of rocks was quite another. “What about our land forces? I trust preparations in the straits are going accordingly.”


  “Our build up is proceeding ahead of schedule.” Lord Carlton’s expression remained serious, but the emperor had to hide a satisfied smirk. Most of his predecessors had immediately removed any incumbent ministers upon ascending to the throne, so they could insert their own loyalists. Sometimes, such actions were justified, but removing a capable and honourable minister for serving the previous ruler had a tendency to turn out poorly. Lord Carlton was a consummate soldier and patriot. He would never betray his emperor or the empire. “Our client kingdoms have all demonstrated considerable enthusiasm, and their cooperation has increased the size of our forces and accelerated our plans. Everton, of course, has moved some of their own assets into the area, but our intelligence suggests they have underestimated how heavily we plan to commit although we might have to move sooner than anticipated.”


  “Oh?”


  “I know you’ve never fought them, Your Majesty, but I can assure you that there are few opponents as fearsome as dwarves when it comes to siege warfare. They are masters of engineering, and they are perfectly at home in trenches, tunnels, and other fortifications. Their military tactics tend toward the conservative, with a focus on sturdy, reliable formations using some of the finest heavy infantry in the world. We didn’t have to worry about them due to the goblins that infest the Broken Mountains, but…”


  “But?” the emperor pressed.


  The Minister of Information took over again. “I have certain… sources that deal with the goblins regularly. They might be foul creatures, worthy of little more than a sword to the gut at the first convenient opportunity, but they do have access to dwarf technology and weaponry due to the territory they’ve seized even if they don’t know how to use it properly.”


  The emperor’s lips curled in disgust. He shared his minister’s opinion of the green-skinned pests. Goblins had once plagued the empire, but his predecessors had gone to great lengths to exterminate them. However, even such foul creatures could be useful from time to time, and they were keeping the dwarves busy. “And?”


  “The goblins may no longer be able to keep the dwarves occupied. My sources inform me that before the Sky City appeared, the goblins suffered major losses with casualties of well over a hundred thousand, possibly even as high as two hundred thousand.”


  “That many?” The emperor could, of course, kill that many goblins easily with the forces at his command, but the dwarves did not have the empire’s numbers, and they had struggled mightily to keep the goblins at bay. The odious creatures were incredibly adept at fighting in tunnels and caves, and they had a certain animal cunning too. “What could possibly have done that? Is it a new dwarf weapon?”


  “This is where the information takes a concerning turn, Your Majesty. The goblins told my sources about the dead rising to attack them and of a deadly gas being used to slaughter them when they retreated inside a city they had captured.”


  “…” The emperor hissed. “It’s that damn necromancer!” he spat. His magic flared, and the hall shook to its foundations. “Who else could it be? Everton is using him everywhere, and it’s working! It’s damn working!”


  Lord Carlton nodded grimly. “In wars of attrition, it is difficult to imagine a more fearsome foe. The goblins are easily slain but numerous. Against a necromancer, that would mean an endless supply of lesser zombies, to say nothing of the greater horrors he could unleash. I fear he may soon be dispatched to the straits as well. And with the dwarves likely to have forces to spare, we must be ready to act decisively.”


  The emperor could see the importance of seizing the moment. Let Everton enjoy their victory at sea. The empire could win elsewhere. “How long until we can launch a full-scale assault.”


  “No longer than a month – even as soon as a fortnight if weather and other factors permit.”


  “Excellent. I will leave it to you. As soon as you believe the assault can be launched successfully, do so. Also, dispatch Lord Quarry and Lord Pemberton to the straits. If the necromancer shows up, I want him dead. And although I don’t expect him to be able to kill her, Lord Pemberton should at least be able to slow Councillor Winters down long enough for additional forces to arrive if she makes an appearance.”


  “It shall be done.” Lord Carlton winced. “Lord Pemberton is an excellent choice, Your Majesty, but Lord Quarry… are you sure?” He made a face. “I know of his talents and his loyalty is not in question, but he is also less than stable. Do you remember what he did when you asked him to pacify those rebellious nobles in the southern provinces?”


  “I do. He might be a fanatic, but he has yet to fail, and his talents may prove to be ideal against a necromancer.” The emperor could understand his advisor’s concern. Lord Quarry’s actions had been overzealous, even by imperial standards. However, there was no denying results. Lord Quarry might be unstable, but he had yet to encounter a problem he could not solve. Given the stakes, the emperor could put up with some instability if it let him remove one of the most dangerous and versatile assets available to his opponent. If worse came to worst, he could have Lord Pemberton deal with him. In the meantime, he’d have to recruit as many necromancers as he could. It wouldn’t do to fall too far behind.


  “And is the surprise we have prepared for the straits ready?” the emperor asked Lord Carlton. “I was under the impression it was integral to the plan.”


  The old general allowed himself a small smile. “I have witnessed the results personally, Your Majesty. I believe it will be ready within a month, and I have already made arrangements to have it transported in secret once some final tests have been conducted.”


  The emperor smirked. “Yes. It would be a pity if we spoiled the surprise, wouldn’t it?” His smirk widened. “I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces.”


  
Epilogue


  “Do you ever get the feeling that someone is out to get you?” Timmy asked.


  Vicky shrugged. “Not really.” It was a testament to her grace and composure that she still managed to make the gesture look elegant despite having one arm shoved into Spot’s mouth. She had come to have lunch with Timmy and the others, as well as teach Spot more about his powers. She’d then decided that she might as well learn how to clean Spot’s teeth too. Timmy wasn’t sure why she thought sticking her arm into a dragon’s mouth was a fun way to pass the time, but he wasn’t going to complain if someone else wanted to clean Spot’s teeth from time to time – provided they did it properly. A dragon with a toothache would not be fun to deal with. “But I imagine you have more reasons to worry about assassination than me.”


  Spot had opened his mouth incredibly wide, and Timmy honestly wondered what had ever possessed him to stick his arm into Spot’s mouth in the first place. It looked absolutely horrific from this angle. True, he had longer arms than Vicky, but watching someone else clean Spot’s teeth was genuinely disturbing. All Spot had to do was close his mouth, and Vicky would lose her arm unless she used her magic.


  “I guess you’re right. I do have a lot of enemies.” Timmy smiled as Spot yawned. The dragon found having his teeth cleaned to be quite relaxing, and a slightly sleepy dragon was much easier to handle than a nervous one. Nervous dragons usually resulted in everything else being either dead or on fire. “Oh, by the way, you’re going to want to get right in there to clean those back teeth.” Timmy pointed. “See how there isn’t as much space at the back between the teeth, gums, and cheek? Food gets stuck in there all the time.”


  “I see.” Vicky manoeuvred the cleaning tool – which looked more like an instrument of torture – into position and pried out a few chunks of what Timmy suspected were crushed bone. “What about the metal? There seems to be some metal on his teeth.”


  “That’s probably from his last meal.” He patted Spot on the head and scratched one of the ridges that ran along his spine. “What did you eat? It’s hard to tell from this angle.”


  Old steel. Spot’s silver eyes shifted to look at him. It was fascinating to see a dragon’s eyes at this range without worrying about being eaten. There was something almost hypnotic about them, and the actual physiology behind them was amazing. Dragons were one of the few creatures whose eyesight could match the elves. In fact, it might be even better since dragons could see through their own fire to aim, which was incredible given the heat and brightness involved. It was a bandit’s sword. It was pretty tasty.


  “Was it? I wouldn’t have thought it would be good quality. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time a bandit managed to get their hands on a proper weapon.”


  “Can he really tell how good steel is when he eats it?”


  “Yes. From what I’ve observed, Spot can basically reduce alloys like steel to their components when he eats them. Cheap steel doesn’t taste good because of the impurities in it, and the ratios of the different components are wrong. Different metals also taste different to Spot, and he can even pick out where metal was mined based on the trace impurities that are present.” Timmy pointed again. “Don’t worry about being too gentle. Just give it a really good, hard scrape. Don’t worry about damaging his teeth. You’ll break the tool long before you break his teeth. He’s a dragon who eats metal. A metal tool isn’t going to hurt him.”


  “Okay.” Vicky’s arm tensed, and she finally managed to scrape the metal free. It had melted onto Spot’s teeth. “Hmm… this is kind of fun.”


  “I’m not sure most people would call sticking their arm into a dragon’s mouth fun.” Timmy gave Spot’s snout a gentle poke. “Do a better job with your fire next time. Spend at least a minute filling your mouth – your whole mouth, especially the back – with fire. That should reduce any metals to liquid you can drink, as well as destroy most of the stuff that gets stuck in between your teeth.”


  Okay. Spot’s ability to communicate telepathically made this much easier since they didn’t have to puzzle out any garbled speech. But who would be out to get you?


  “That’s a good question. First of all, necromancers tend to be competitive. I’ve got rivals, and I am a Grand Necromancer. There aren’t a lot of us around, and most of the others spend their time trying to keep it that way – either by eliminating other Grand Necromancers or sabotaging anyone who might become proficient enough to join our ranks. It’s why I’m teaching Katie how to plot properly. If she’s going to become a Grand Necromancer, she needs to be ready to deal with all of the pointless intrigue.”


  “Out of interest,” Vicky said, moving back to the front of Spot’s mouth to pry some shards of bone from between his front teeth. “What do you call the greatest necromancer in the world?” She tossed the shards of bone into a nearby container. They could feed them to some of the hatchlings of Sam’s kind. They were happy to eat just about anything.


  “That would be the Supreme Necromancer, and there’s only ever one of those at a time.” Timmy chuckled. “The current one is an old codger who has been around since my master’s day. Oh, people have tried to take the title from him, but he’s put all of them in their place – or underground if they’re more persistent. He’s not a bad guy, though. He’s pretty reasonable if you’re willing to be reasonable. He and Katie sometimes exchange letters about necromancer history since they both have an interest in it.”


  “Really? I thought he would be more menacing.”


  “Oh, he can be menacing. He’s just too old to bother most of the time. He and my master detested each other too, which means he can’t be too bad.” Timmy nudged Vicky. “See the gum line? You need to give that a good clean with one of the brushes. The metal tools aren’t much good at it.”


  “I see.” Apart from the metal tools, there was also an assortment of different toothbrushes, which were all tougher than what a human would use.


  “You know, Spot, now that your claws are changing to get better at holding things, maybe you could brush your own teeth.”


  The dragon somehow managed to look comically aghast at the thought despite still having Vicky’s arm in his mouth. But you’re so good at it!


  “I’m not saying you have to do it all the time, but you should learn just in case I’m not around to do it. True, you’ll never be able to clean your teeth as well as someone else can due to the shape of your mouth and your claws, but you can still get pretty good at it. Besides, with the tricks you’re learning from your mother, you might become the first dragon to ever brush their teeth using nothing but fire.”


  That idea, at least, Spot could appreciate.


  “You know,” Vicky murmured. “There might be a better solution.”


  “Oh?”


  She gave him an impish smile. “Have you ever wondered why people keep their clothes on when they enter the astral plane?”


  Timmy frowned. It was a bit odd now that he thought about that. “You know… that is weird. Astral projections are just that: projections. But entering the astral plane fully involves transforming your whole body into an astral form, and clothes aren’t technically part of your body. Look at werewolves. When they transform, they shred their clothes. I always just assumed it worked like teleportation and affected everything close to you. After all, people don’t usually lose their clothes when they teleport.”


  “You’re right to some extent. Entering the astral plane fully does involve a complete transformation. The reason people keep their clothes is because their magic instinctively transforms and converts everything they consider part of themselves into their astral form. That’s also why people’s astral forms don’t always match their physical appearance. For instance, many mages who have lost limbs will still be whole in the astral plane. However, if you don’t think your clothes are parts of you…”


  “Then you might leave them behind.” Timmy raised one eyebrow. “Although I have to wonder how you know that.”


  “I may or may not have left my clothes behind the first time I entered the astral plane fully instead of just sending an astral projection.” Vicky chuckled. “It wasn’t one of my prouder moments, I assure you.”


  “It must have been an interesting experience,” Timmy replied.


  “Interesting is one way to put it. You can imagine how my aunt – who was supervising me – reacted when I appeared in the astral plane naked. Luckily, I was able to rectify my mistake in a matter of moments. It would have been quite awkward otherwise.” Vicky took her hand out of Spot’s mouth. She was done, and his teeth were now wonderfully clean. “But the point is that after examining the idea in more detail, I began to experiment with how much I could take with me into the astral plane and how much I could leave behind. It seemed like a fun little experiment to run. With sufficient practice, I learned how to take only specific pieces of clothing with me – and how to leave the grime on those clothes behind.”


  “Ah.” Timmy nodded. “I see.”


  Spot must have realised it too. He smiled a toothy, toothy smile. I can leave stuff behind… but take my teeth with me.


  “Exactly.” Vicky patted him on the head. “I believe that with enough practice, you could learn how to enter the astral plane with only your body. If you did, then when you came back, your teeth would be perfectly clean. With more practice, you could use your intangibility the same way, turning your body – and only your body – intangible while leaving behind anything stuck in your teeth, as well as any other grime or dirt you might have accumulated on the rest of your body. You wouldn’t have to worry about brushing your teeth, and it would be a lot quicker too.”


  Good idea. Spot flexed his jaws several times. The immensely powerful muscles coiled and uncoiled as he tested the feel of his newly cleaned teeth. Setting aside the incredible damage his teeth could inflict, the raw force Spot could generate with each bite was insane.


  “Well, you can be pretty lazy for a dragon,” Timmy said. “Which is why you’ll need to practice.” He grinned at Vicky. “And why do I get the feeling you’ve used this trick yourself?”


  “I will neither confirm nor deny anything,” Vicky replied with a grin of her own. “But I will say that when you’re in a rush and a bath would take too long, it does come in handy.”


  Timmy stood up and gestured for Spot to get up as well. However, the dragon had already flopped onto his back and was busy badgering Vicky for a belly rub. The woman obliged, and Spot trilled happily. “Come on, Spot. You can get a belly rub later. It’s time for your lesson with Vicky.” He paused and looked around. “But I do wonder who is out to get me. I don’t think I’ve done anything to annoy my colleagues more than usual, and I’ve already sorted out that mess with the mages from the Library of Elder Wisdom. Well, kind of. I didn’t sort it out so much as they summoned the wrong thing by accident and got eaten, but the point is I don’t think it’s them.” He shrugged. “Oh well. I suppose I’ll find out.”


  “I suppose you will.” Vicky chuckled. “Will you be joining us while Spot is training? Another pair of eyes might be useful.”


  Timmy considered it. They’d already booked some time at the testing range the rats used. If Spot made a mistake with his new powers, it was better it happened outside the castle. The last thing he needed was for Spot to accidentally phase into a wall and then try to blow his way out of it with his fire. Timmy was still fixing the castle. He did not need a panicked dragon to add to the cost of renovation.


  “I guess I can tag along for a while. Besides, Avraniel will be there too. I’d say the two of you cancel each other out, and I’d rather be the deciding vote than let one of the demolition rats do it. I already know what they’d vote for.”


  Spot wagged his tail and smiled. Explosions are fun.


  “Yes, Spot, they are, but they can also be dangerous.” Vicky scratched the dragon’s belly. “Which is why we try to avoid causing them indoors.”


  Timmy shook his head in fond exasperation. “Although we don’t always succeed.”
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The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Side Stories Part One


  The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company – it sounds crazy, but it might just be Timmy’s ticket to financial security and a fully renovated castle.


  



  To earn a pardon and avoid prison or execution, Timmy, Grand Necromancer and Lord of Black Tower Castle, has been completing missions for the Council with the help of an elite team of truly heroic individuals.


  



  There’s Katie, his apprentice. She’s brilliant, cunning, and maniacally devious. She’s also ten years old, extremely adorable, and loves billowy robes and the colour pink.


  



  There’s Avraniel, the pyromaniac elf who is responsible for more property damage than anyone in Everton’s history (including dragons, natural disasters, and demon gods).


  



  There’s Gerald, the hyperventilating bureaucrat who is at the top of every monster’s menu.


  



  There’s Old Man, a retired legendary swordsman whose hobbies include bonsai trees, fishing, and the occasional duel to the death.


  



  There’s Amanda, ancient vampire and sophisticate who knows all about the Council’s founding because she was there when it happened.


  



  And then there’s Spot. He’s cute, cuddly, and friendly. He loves tug-of-war and fetch. He’s also a fire-breathing dragon who can devour an entire cow in about thirty seconds.


  



  The Hungry Dragon Cookie Company is a collection of fourteen short stories that take place before, during, and after the first three parts of The Unconventional Heroes Series. Each story hopes to answer important questions like:


  



  How does a company involving cookies and dragons even work?


  



  How did a trans-dimensional, protoplasmic horror and a Grand Necromancer become friends, and how did that horror develop an addiction to cake?


  



  How does an ancient vampire acquire the comely, young virgins she needs to maintain proper vampiric health without looking like a total weirdo?


  



  Answers to all of these questions and more will be revealed. With unconventional heroes like Timmy and the gang around, life is never boring.


  


Divine Assistance


  The Divine Assistance Series Part One


  When the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father separated Creation from the Void, they also created the gods, beings of incalculable power who wielded cosmic energies far beyond the petty comprehension of mere mortals. The gods were supposed to preside over Creation with unmatched wisdom and knowledge.


  



  Well, that was the idea.


  



  But what is Death – a god of terrible majesty and splendour – supposed to do when his daughter asks for a pony? Is he really supposed to just go out and get a mortal one? Like that’s going to work. It’ll keel over and die in a couple of decades. No, his daughter deserves something better, a pony truly worthy of her divine heritage, which means he’s going to have to get a little bit creative.


  



  And then there’s Bureaucracy. The Supreme Mother and Supreme Father might have given rise to Creation, but Bureaucracy is the one who has to keep everything running smoothly. But that’s easier said than done when there are hundreds of gods and countless mortals to consider – none of whom understand the importance of filing paperwork in triplicate. Luckily, not even gods can escape the awesome power of divine paperwork.


  



  And let’s not forget gods like Mayhem, Mischief, and Rabble. Their names speak for themselves. When the three of them take a holiday in the mortal world at the same time, trouble is right around the corner.


  



  Divine Assistance is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to manage Creation. There are souls to claim, mortals to woo, and even the occasional city to smite. After all, what’s life without a little divine assistance?


  


Divine Interference


  The Divine Assistance Series Part Two


  For aeons, the Supreme Mother and Supreme Father have led the gods in protecting Creation from the abominations of the Void. They have brought order and light to the mortal world, passing on their boundless wisdom and knowledge.


  



  Or not.


  



  What is a would-be hero to do when the god of aspiring heroes turns up to help with a less than stellar success rate? Easy. Start praying for another god since the last hero he tried to help ended up as dragon food.


  



  Who does Death – a god of unmatched power and might – go to when he needs to build a prison for the scum of the afterlife? How about Torment? He’s smart, creative, and his name kind of says it all.


  



  And then there’s Zephyra. Being a young, up-and-coming goddess isn’t easy when all the good jobs have already been taken. Being the goddess of raccoons might sound great, except the raccoon she’s stuck with is a kleptomaniac with a penchant for trouble. It’s a good thing that she’s not the only young god hoping to get some more experience. Young Death is looking for a part-time job too.


  



  And let’s not forget Fate. There’s no way Fate could possibly lose at poker, right? Most of the time, that would be true. But her opponents in this game are Luck, Misfortune, and… Mischief. There’s no way this doesn’t end in disaster.


  



  Divine Interference is a collection of fourteen short stories about the gods and their attempts to keep Creation running smoothly. There are dragons to negotiate with, cities that have to be destroyed artistically, and kingdoms in need of saving from vicious fish people. There’s nothing like a bit of divine interference to make life interesting.


  


Attempted Vampirism


  The Attempted Vampirism Series Part One


  It’s not easy being a vampire – just ask Jonathan.


  



  As the 32nd Lord of Bloodhaven, Jonathan is a vampire noble. Alas, he’s a noble in name only. Forget gold, diamonds, and bountiful estates. All he has to his name are one cosy – some would say dilapidated – castle and a reputation as a fine scholar specialising in ancient lore. Of course, given the horrible ends both his father and grandfather met in pursuit of fame and fortune, it’s probably for the best that he enjoys the quiet life.


  



  Sadly, his quiet life is about to meet a horrible end of its own.


  



  Think tax collectors are bad? How about… vampire tax collectors?


  



  After a run in with the Blood Alliance Department of Taxation leaves Jonathan with nothing except a dressing gown and a pair of bunny slippers, he has no choice but to leave his quiet life behind. He needs a lot of money, and he needs it now. But at least he can rely on his faithful servants for help, right? Wrong. The only servant he’s got left is his old but faithful butler, Miles.


  



  To get his castle and his stuff back, Jonathan and Miles have to take some risks, but the gods aren’t going to make it easy for them. After all, these are the same gods who took at least three tries to get the world mostly right, and they have some wonderful surprises up their sleeve.


  



  If Jonathan can survive werewolves, bandits, and eldritch monstrosities, he might just stand a chance. Sure, he’s more familiar with a book than a sword, but he’ll make it work. Somehow. Maybe. Probably not.


  



  It’s not easy being a vampire, but Jonathan is going to give it his best shot.


  


Monster Whisperer


  The Monster Whisperer Series Episode One


  In a world where monsters like dragons, hydras, and basilisks are real, being a monster researcher isn’t easy – just ask Patrick Richards.


  



  Ever since he saw Vulcan – the largest and mightiest dragon in North America – Patrick has dreamed of being a monster researcher. But despite the popularity of monsters all over the world, funding in the extremely hazardous field of monster research is far from stellar since the most enthusiastic researchers are often the ones who have to retire – or get buried – the earliest. Monsters don’t muck around, and even a single mistake can be fatal.


  



  So when the owner of one of the world’s most powerful media companies comes to Patrick with an offer, it’s not something he can afford to turn down. Sure, he’s not the first researcher they’ve asked – and isn’t that worrying – but he might just be the first researcher to pull it off. Monsters are big business, and what could be more popular than a television show that gets right up close and personal to some of the world’s most popular monsters?


  



  With a small team by his side, Patrick is in for the challenge of his life. Can he pull this off and film the pilot episode the world has been waiting for, or will he end up as yet another monster researcher statistic? It’ll be tough, but if he can do it, he might just earn the title of monster whisperer.


  


The Galactic Peace Committee


  The Galactic Peace Series Part One


  In one universe, humanity conquers the stars. In another universe, humanity is overrun by monsters so evil that their very presence dims the light of the stars. In yet another universe, humanity is drawn into an endless battle for dominion over the galaxy.


  



  This is not one of those universes.


  



  In this universe, humanity is in charge of the Galactic Peace Committee. In theory, the Committee is an unmatched force for good, bringing peace and prosperity to countless worlds and ensuring that conflicts between different races are settled with words and not planet-cracking weaponry or super plagues designed to turn everyone into goo.


  



  In theory.


  



  Jake Smith is a diplomat. He works for the Committee. This is his story – and it goes about as well as you’d expect. In other words, it doesn’t go very well at all. Can Jake survive petty aliens? Sure. He’s a diplomat. It’s all part of the job. What about angry aliens? Probably. He does have a killer robot for a secretary, and he’s not bad with a shock staff. How about a fleet of aliens out for blood? That… that might be a little bit trickier.


  



  The Galactic Peace Committee… keeping peace (sort of) throughout the galaxy.


  


Galactic Diplomacy


  The Galactic Peace Series Part Two


  Man versus machine. Synthetic versus organic. The galaxy has seen countless conflicts between these factions. Civilisations have fallen, worlds have burned, and stars have died.


  



  Clearly, the Galactic Peace Committee has more work to do.


  



  As a proud diplomat of the Galactic Peace Committee, Jake Smith is all too familiar with the difficulties involved in keeping the peace between men and machines. From the petty – like convincing a robotically enhanced organic to join a gang of robots – to the absolutely horrible – like killer robots with plasma chainsaws for arms – Jake has seen it all… and somehow managed to survive even if there’s usually a lot of running, screaming, and bashing things to death with pieces of furniture involved.


  



  And, well, if sometimes there’s a little bit of collateral damage, what’s a planet or two between friends?


  



  But Jake’s life isn’t all about evil killer robots. There’s his killer robot secretary, and she’s only kind of evil. There are also volleyball-loving aliens with a penchant for dismemberment and aliens with advanced technology who are perfectly happy using that technology to rob people of their pizza pockets. Yes, there’s plenty of villainy to go around, both minor and major.


  



  And then there are the tree people.


  



  The galaxy is a weird and wonderful place. Unfortunately for the brave – some would say suicidal – diplomats of the Galactic Peace Committee, it also tends to be less than peaceful.


  


The Trouble With Werewolves


  The Department Series Part One


  Listen up rookies, I’m going to keep this short, and I’m going to keep this simple. If you’re going to be an agent for the Australian Department of Unusual Events, then you need to know how to deal with werewolves. And werewolves, rookies, are not pleasant creatures to deal with. The average werewolf is seven feet tall and weighs roughly two hundred and fifty kilograms. The average werewolf also wants nothing more than to rip your face off and eat you for dinner.


  



  If you want to beat a werewolf, you can’t afford to fight fair. No, you cheat – you cheat as much as you bloody can. If that means sneaking up on it and putting a silver bullet in the back of its head with a sniper rifle, then that’s what you do. But I’m not going to waste your time by telling you what you already know. I’m not going to tell you about a mission where everything went right. I’m going to tell you about a mission where things went wrong because things always go wrong and learning how to deal with that is the only way you’ll last more than a year or two in the Department.


  



  So pay attention and take notes. It could save your life.


  


The Trouble With Eldritch Entities


  The Department Series Part Two


  You rookies really think you’re ready to fight eldritch entities? Don’t make me laugh. You’re not ready. Not even close. These monsters come from other worlds and dimensions, and just looking at some of them can drive you insane. Here at the Australian Department of Unusual Events, we don’t believe in sending rookies on suicide missions, which is why none of you are going anywhere near an eldritch entity on your own.


  



  Of course, things don’t always go to plan. Sometimes, you don’t have to go looking for a primeval cosmic horror from another world – one comes looking for you. When that happens, I suggest using the biggest gun you can get your hands on. Unfortunately, guns don’t always help. Some of these abominations are strong enough to wipe out entire cities. If you run into one of those monsters, you’ll need something a lot bigger than a gun. How about some artillery? That tends to help. Hell, you could even use a nuke. It wouldn’t be the first time.


  



  But let’s start a little smaller. You’re rookies. Leave saving the world to the veterans. Today, I’ll be going over one of my old missions. If you want to learn how to fight eldritch entities, then I suggest you pay attention and take notes. I’m not perfect, but I’m still alive, which means I must be doing something right.


  


Beneath a Shattered Sky


  The Fracture Chronicles Part One


  There were idiots – and then there were the Ancients.


  



  More than two thousand years ago, the Ancients decided that simply killing each other with all the power in one world wasn’t enough. No. They had to use the power of countless other worlds to kill each other.


  



  Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out the way they planned.


  



  The barriers separating the world of Fracture from other worlds shattered, and the Ancients were overrun by endless hordes of otherworldly monsters. Civilisation collapsed, monsters ate lots of people, and pretty much everything that could go wrong did go wrong.


  



  Oops.


  



  Eventually, the survivors invented barriers, a powerful form of magic capable of stabilising parts of Fracture and keeping out otherworldly monsters. Score one for civilisation.


  



  Sophie is a graduate of Relic’s Temple, a warrior trained to use innate magic to fight all manner of bloodthirsty otherworldly monsters in hand-to-hand combat. At her legendary mother’s behest, she goes on a journey to find her mother’s almost-as-legendary former student. The problem is that Matilda isn’t quite what all the legends say.


  



  Oh, Matilda has got ass kicking down to an art form, and she’s an absolute genius at barrier magic, but she’s also an irredeemable (and highly successful) flirt who is seemingly immune to the effects of alcohol. She also likes to give people nicknames – irritatingly accurate nicknames.


  



  Before she knows it, Sophie is part of Matilda’s crew, journeying across Fracture in semi-epic fashion while performing acts of heroism for fame, charity, glory, and the occasional big payday. When she’s not being fired out of a sky-ship to board a pirate vessel, she’s fighting hordes of otherworldly monsters with a troubled city in their sights.


  



  But it is beneath a shattered sky that Sophie finally learns that Matilda really is every bit the legend people say she is.


  
Copyright and Disclaimer


  Two Necromancers, a Dwarf Kingdom, and a Sky City


  Copyright © November 2019 L. G. Estrella


  



  All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review (contact lgestrella@outlook.com).


  



  Cover image from iunewind/Bigstock.com. Alterations by L. G. Estrella.


  



  This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and settings are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, names, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

cover.jpeg
TWO"NECROMANGERS; A
DWARE ‘KINGDOM, AND A
SKY CITY¢

THE.UNCONVENTIONAITHEROES SERIES PART FOUR:

L. G. ESTRELLA





