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      I stared at the dragon statue, the oldest in Yeng and possibly the world, here in the last remaining Dragon Temple. The Warlock had built his tower on top of this ancient structure. As I looked at the statue, I couldn’t help wondering how closely it resembled the real thing

      I would find out soon enough.

      I’d just resurrected the Dragon Goddess, dead for a thousand years, but now living and breathing again. Her spirit was now melded with the nubile flesh and sharp-witted mind of Yumo, Rami-Xayon’s twin sister.

      The stench of congealed blood and rotting corpses was strong in this defiled temple, but overpowering the stink was the sweet scent of victory. With my Death Titan, I’d crushed the Warlock, the most powerful opponent I’d faced yet. While I could revel briefly in my battle victory, the war was far from over. The Hooded Man, the Blood God’s chief earthly servant, was maimed and trapped in Prand, but still alive, and one final Blood Temple still stood. I’d found both Dragon Gauntlets, the Dragon Goddess lived again, but I still needed to resurrect a dragon, obtain one more Tear of the Lord of Light, and destroy the Blood God, his temple and the Demogorgon once and for all.

      “You have much to learn of dragons if you wish to wield one as a weapon in war,” Yumo-Rezu, the gorgeous Dragon Goddess, said from beside me. “And I will tell you everything you need to know, but first, we need to leave this place. The Warlock’s desecration of my temple both angers and disgusts me to the point at which I cannot think. And the whole process of my memories merging with this mortal woman’s is confusing.”

      “Let’s go up to the top of the tower,” I said to her. “The air is fresher there, and you’ll be able to get a look at the world you haven’t seen for a thousand years.”

      Isu, dark-haired and sultry as ever, looking every inch the necromancer in this place of death and gore, glanced around the desecrated Dragon Temple.

      “I’m going back to the chamber where the Warlock’s failed experiments were,” she said to me. “I may be able to learn something useful from his failures.”

      Ji-Ko, the head of the Blind Monks, seemed more eager than anyone to get out of this place, despite his state of awe and reverence for the newly resurrected Dragon Goddess. Since this was the first he’d seen of the gory inside of an improvised Blood temple, with a huge vat of blood and rotting corpses on butcher’s hooks on the walls, I couldn’t blame him.

      “God of Death, and Goddess of Dragons,” he said, bowing low before us, “I humbly ask if I may take my leave of you two for the moment, to tell my brother monks of the joyous news of Rezu’s resurrection.”

      “That’s Yumo-Rezu to you, chrome dome.” Yumo-Rezu glared with sudden anger at Ji-Ko.

      Yumo’s spirit was still very much a dominant part of this mortal-goddess union, it seemed, and I had to chuckle when a look of confusion came across Ji-Ko’s chubby face.

      “Um, yes, of course, of course, Yumo-Rezu. A thousand apologies,” he said before scurrying off.

      “Before Yumo-Rezu and me go,” I said to Isu, “what are you planning on doing with the Blood Jewel?”

      “We have no choice but to take it with us, as dangerous an object as it is,” Isu said. “When we get to the final Blood Temple, you must cast it into the heart of the temple, and destroy it along with everything else.”

      “She’s right,” Yumo-Rezu said. “If you try to hide or bury that thing, no matter how deep or how remote, it will end up in the hands of another corruptible mortal again, and another warlock will arise. As long as that Blood Jewel exists, a part of the Blood God’s spirit will remain alive. It must be destroyed.”

      “Then that’s what I’ll do.”

      Isu handed me the leather pouch, and I dropped it into one of my pockets. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Isu with it; I didn’t want to risk anyone else’s life for something that was my responsibility.

      Yumo-Rezu and I headed up to the top of the Warlock’s tower, where all my other party members were. Everyone welcomed the Dragon Goddess with open arms, everyone except Rami-Xayon. Whether it was some old grudge between the two goddesses or mere sibling rivalry between the mortal sisters I couldn’t tell, but the moment those two got within a few feet of each other an icy tension in the air materialized, hard and sharp as the blade of my kusarigama. They both stared daggers at each other, and neither said a word to the other. Rami-Xayon excused herself and walked briskly out of the chamber.

      “What the hell was that about?” I asked Yumo-Rezu.

      “It’s a long story,” she said curtly.

      “All right, but make sure that your sibling rivalry or goddess grudge or whatever this is doesn’t jeopardize our mission,” I said.

      “It won’t, don’t worry.”

      Anna-Lucielle, as one of the youngest goddesses, had never known Rezu when she’d been alive, so there was no bad blood between them. Elyse was her usual cheerful and friendly self, and Friya and Layna, who’d read up on a lot of dragon lore, were especially eager to learn more about these mysterious beasts from Yumo-Rezu. Rollar greeted her with the respect she rightfully commanded, but Drok simply gave her a grin and a wave between chugging bottles of brandy he’d looted from the Warlock’s pantry.

      Yumo-Rezu then caught sight of the Dragon Sword that Rollar was carrying for me.

      “My greatsword!” she gasped. “I never thought I’d see it again!”

      “It’s my sword now,” I said, gently but firmly. “The price I charge for bringing you back from the dead.”

      She stared wistfully at the greatsword and sighed. “Very well. All things considered, it’s a small price to pay; you may keep the sword, Vance. I trust you understand its full potential, and know how to use it?”

      “I do, and trust me, it’s the perfect weapon for kicking the Blood God’s ugly ass.”

      Despite this little spot of disappointment, Yumo-Rezu perked up quickly. Eager to see the outside world for the first time in a millennium, she headed out onto the balcony. She stared at the landscape beyond with a blend of wonder and sadness in her beautiful, almond-colored eyes.

      “With my dragon eyes, I can see for hundreds of miles,” Yumo-Rezu said. “From this point, higher than any of the jutting mountain peaks around us, I can see much of Yeng. The City of Jewels, a sprawling metropolis, gleaming in the dusk like the burning embers of a forest fire. The Forbidden Palace, rising like a sublime sculpture above the city. There must be hundreds of thousands of lights in the City of Jewels, maybe even millions. Then, the vast wilderness beyond; thick, steaming jungle from which innumerable karst mountains jut, and sprawling bamboo forests. Deep valleys with thousands of cascading waterfalls, plunging their issue into turquoise pools. Farms and villages where there were none before, hundreds of roads sprung up across the wild like long scars of brown. Forests felled, giving way to cultivated fields. The ocean beyond, a slash of deep blue across the distant horizon. In Gongxiong Harbor, though, there’s a light that seems…”

      “That seems?” I asked.

      “No, nothing, never mind. I can’t see clearly enough to say for certain.” She paused to reflect. “So many people, so many lives, yet so much death and destruction in recent times. I can see the dead rotting in fields, piled up in trenches and mass graves. A great tragedy has struck my land, and a terrible sadness has fallen over this continent. So much has changed. In some ways, I barely recognize Yeng. A great forest once stood here below us … now it’s all gone.”

      “As are the dragons that once roamed these mountains,” I said. “We can’t bring the old forest back, but we can do something about the extinct dragons. I have the gauntlets, and you’re back in the world of the living.”

      “Yes,” she said, her jaw tightening. “Yes, we can. Tell me, what do you all know of dragons?”

      The others all told her what they’d read, what rumors and legends they knew of, fact and fiction alike.

      “It looks like you’ve all done a bit of reading, but there’s still a lot you don’t know,” Yumo-Rezu said. “And the first thing you’ve got wrong about dragons is what they are.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Dragons are not beasts, but they’re not like men either. They’re not gods, but they’re like gods. Just like ancient deities like the Blood God, they are—were—some of the oldest life forms in this world. The time of dragons preceded the first age of man, and the first age of many beasts. They were alive when the world was little more than fire and molten rock, and the seas were empty of all but the most rudimentary lifeforms. They possess magic, magic of a primeval and potent nature, like that of the Blood God. Dragon fire and dragon lightning are not the same as pure elemental fire and lightning. Instead, they possess an additional intensity that neither of those raw elements contain. No magic wielded by newer gods, or men, can permanently destroy a being of the ancient times; only a dragon can do that.”

      “But a thousand years ago, Uger and Kemji harnessed dragons and used them to defeat the Blood God and kill the Demogorgon,” Layna said. “If a dragon’s power can permanently destroy an ancient god, how was the Blood God able to come back?”

      “Only his creature, the Demogorgon, was destroyed by Kemji and Uger,” Yumo-Rezu answered. “And, it seems, the Blood Jewel and some of his temples were left intact. While such things exist, the spirit of the Blood God lives. As long as the temples and the Blood Jewel are destroyed, dragon fire can take care of the Blood God and his Demogorgon too. Think of him as a very persistent weed; every one of his roots, however deep below the soil they are, must be destroyed to kill the plant.”

      “So, dragons are these weird not-god, not-beast, not-men things,” I said. “Useful information for historians maybe, but I want to know how to resurrect one so that I can use it to blow the Blood God to the other side of the fucking universe. Tell me what you need to make that happen, and I’ll get right on it.”

      “A number of things are needed,” Yumo-Rezu answered. “First, a willing human shapeshifter—”

      “Right here!” Friya said eagerly, stepping forward. “I have the Cloak of Changing, and I have dreamed of my destiny all my life.”

      Yumo-Rezu looked her up and down, sizing her up, and eventually gave a satisfied nod.

      “You’re aware that, unlike when you shift into your werewolf form, this change is one way, and permanent?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “You will be able to visit friends and loved ones in their dreams in your human form, but after you change into a dragon you will never again be a human, physically, again.”

      “I understand that,” Friya said, “and it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

      “The next thing we’re going to need is a Dragon Heart,” Yumo-Rezu said.

      “We’re going to have to break into the vaults of Luminescent Spires for that,” I said. “It’s just the biggest, most secure system of vaults in the world, no big deal.”

      “The final piece of the puzzle, aside from me, is a full dragon skeleton. And your Death magic, of course.”

      “That last item might be a bit of a problem,” I said. “A fully intact dragon skeleton is the one thing we don’t know the location of.”

      A smile came across Yumo-Rezu’s face. “That, at least, is a problem you will no longer have to worry about. I can sense the bones of dragons wherever they lie, like a shark detecting blood across vast distances in an ocean. The only problem you will have will be moving the dragon skeleton; it will be huge and immensely heavy. I’d say that the only thing that could lift the heaviest dragon bones is another dragon, but we don’t have one of those.”

      I grinned. “It’s not going to be nearly as much of a problem as you might think, Yumo-Rezu. Come around the other side of the tower with me, and allow me to refresh the mortal section of your memory.”

      We walked through the chamber to the balcony on the other side of the tower, and a great smile of pride broke across my face as I took in the sight of my army spread out across the battlefield. Darkness had almost fallen, but there was just enough dusk light remaining to take in the magnificent sight. The Warlock’s troops who hadn’t been completely obliterated in the battle had joined my force as undead warriors, and my army was now forty thousand strong.

      “Ah yes, some of those undead Jotunn will be ideal for hauling heavy dragon bones,” she said. “And the kraken, if it were a land creature, would definitely be strong enough to haul the whole thing. I still can’t believe that you pulled that off!” It was strange hearing the mixture of speech patterns from Yumo-Rezu. Sometimes, she spoke like a youthful assassin, and other times like an ancient and wise goddess. It was a little disconcerting to say the least.

      “I can’t take all the credit for it,” I said. “Without your sister’s Wind magic, the kraken would still be lurking in the depths of Gongxiong Harbor.”

      At the mention of Rami-Xayon, a sour expression came over Yumo-Rezu’s face. As quickly as it had appeared, it vanished.

      “Yes, well, anyway, the undead Jotunn will do. Give me a minute or two to locate an intact dragon skeleton.”

      She closed her eyes, and I could sense power pulsing from her being. I imagined that when she’d been at the height of her powers, when she’d had dragons and her Dragon Sword, and tens of thousands of followers, she had to have been one of the most powerful deities who had ever existed; a queen of gods. Now, however, she needed to make way for a king of gods.

      After a few moments she opened her eyes and pointed to the distant snow-capped mountains.

      “Up there, among the highest peaks, frozen deep in a glacier, is a fully-intact dragon skeleton,” she said. “It will be difficult to get to, and I’m not yet sure how we’re going to extract it from a block of ice the size of a great castle. But without it, you cannot resurrect a dragon. We must travel to the glacier and extract that skeleton.”

      I stared at the jagged white peaks in the far distance, like the serrated teeth of a primeval predator biting at the darkening sky. If that was where we needed to go, then that was where I’d be heading.

      I turned around to address my party. “You all fought bravely today, and I know you gave this battle your all. Get yourselves a good night’s rest; at first light, we’re going to find those dragon bones!”
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      “These are some of the highest peaks in the world!” Yumo-Rezu said to me, shouting over the howling blizzard. “There are places here where the snow hasn’t melted for tens of thousands of years!”

      “And that fucking dragon just had to die all the way up here, huh?” I said, leaning into the buffeting wind and blasting snow.

      “It’s precisely because the terrain is so inhospitable and remote that this skeleton has remained intact!” Yumo-Rezu said. “Every other dragon skeleton has been broken up and stripped by treasure hunters, with the pieces carried off to distant corners of the world.”

      “This is true,” Friya said, also yelling over the tempest. “Dragonbone is worth a thousand times its weight in gold. A fully intact skeleton could literally be a king’s ransom!”

      “How much further?” Rollar yelled. Frost and icicles had turned his huge beard white. Even he, Friya and Drok, who were accustomed to the snow, frost, and ice of the Northern Wastes, were having a tough time with the blizzard. Layna, Anna-Lucielle, Isu and Elyse, as well as the twin sisters, who weren’t used to such extreme weather, were having an even rougher time dealing with the snowstorm. It seemed to have started just as we’d begun our trek into the mountains. We’d been pushing on for most of the day, and had to have covered a great distance, but in the face of the worsening snowstorm it felt as if we weren’t making any progress at all.

      “I don’t know!” I shouted. “Put your heads down and keep going! We aren’t stopping until we get to the skeleton!”

      Because of the blizzard’s ferocity, using Talon to do some aerial scouting was out of the question. As strong a flier as the undead harpy was, the force of the wind was simply too much for her to handle. The only guide we had was Yumo-Rezu’s sixth sense, which she’d described to me as feeling like an iron filing being pulled by a lodestone.

      I had a contingent of my undead Jotunn striding up the steep mountain pass ahead of us as a buffer against the wind, and Rami-Xayon had called up her own Wind powers to counteract the blizzard, but even with this assistance every step was a struggle. The strength of the tempest reminded me of the supernatural storms the Warlock had sent against us, but he was dead, nothing more than a splattering of guts and gore smeared across the battlefield. Perhaps, somehow, some remnant of his powers remained, and were being wielded from a distance by the Hooded Man. It was definitely plausible; now that my own powers had increased, I could control my undead minions across vast distances, and the most powerful living servant of the Blood God had to have similar abilities.

      As for how the bastard knew exactly where we were, that was easy enough to figure out. Tucked away in a pocket on my hip was the Blood Jewel, which, like a fiery beacon on a hilltop at night, was blazing out our exact location to the Hooded Man. The easiest thing to do would have been to simply toss the Blood Jewel out, to cast it into one of the many chasms we had to cross on fallen trees and other improvised bridges.

      As easy as it would make our lives, chucking this evil stone out wasn’t an option I was willing to consider, though. A humble street magician had found it before, and within months he’d become the most powerful person in Yeng, and had almost been strong enough to defeat me—almost. I couldn’t risk it falling into someone else’s hands.

      The ground beneath us started to rumble, and the mountains around let out a resounding groan, bowel-rattling in its deep intensity.

      “Shields up, turtle formation, protect your heads!” I roared. “Rockfall!”

      With an earsplitting bang, like a clap of thunder exploding inside our skulls, a section of the mountain to our left broke off. Huge boulders came crashing down, hurtling down the steep slopes at speed and building up terrifying momentum. My party members huddled together under an improvised roof of tower shields—all glossy black, enchanted with Death magic—as I pulled a hefty mass of Death power into them from my distant army. Boulders that would have crushed a cave troll shattered against my shields, but even with the potent magic reinforcing their strength, we were still in danger. A huge section of rock, big as a barn, sloughed off the mountain and smashed one of my Jotunn off the trail and down into a miles-deep chasm. The zombie giant fell for a good few seconds before his body exploded into a splatter of rotten, pulverized flesh on the jagged rocks far below.

      “We aren’t going to make it without some sort of serious counterforce to this storm!” Rami-Xayon shouted. “I’m pushing my Wind powers as hard as I can, but whoever is driving this blizzard is impossibly strong!”

      “Strong maybe, but not impossibly so,” I growled, drawing my Dragon Sword from its sheath on my back and stepped out from under the shields. I pulled more Death energy from my army into the greatsword and used it to smash any boulder that bounced in my direction to powder. With the magic I was channeling through the blade, I could shatter even house-sized boulders into pebbles and grit.

      “Come on, asshole!” I roared into the storm. “Is that all you’ve got?!”

      The mountains groaned and rumbled again, and another thunderous clap boomed through the peaks. Another rockfall came crashing down the mountainside, and it took all of my speed and agility to dodge and smash the falling projectiles. Another massive chunk of mountainside split off the mountain, and another of my undead Jotunn was bowled off the path into the bottomless chasm below.

      “This is madness, Vance!” Elyse shouted from under the shields. “You may be able to handle these rockfalls, but soon there won’t be a single Jotunn left! And I fear that any more of these seismic disturbances could cause a titanic avalanche that’ll bury us all!”

      “Then we need better protection, and I think I know just how to do that!” I yelled back. “I’m going to need a few of you to chip in with your magic, though. Rami-Xayon, Elyse, Yumo-Rezu, hurry!”

      The three of them moved to the front of the shield formation.

      “I don’t know what else I can do, Vance,” Rami-Xayon said. “I’m using everything I have to create a windstorm to fight this blizzard. I can’t make it any stronger.”

      “And I can’t see the sun, so I can’t call on my Light powers,” Elyse said.

      “Fat load of good my Ice Bow will do against a fuckin’ snowstorm,” Yumo-Rezu said, the mouthy, youthful enjarta side of her personality dominating temporarily.

      “That’s why we’re going to mix things up,” I said. “Rami-Xayon, call off your windstorm and create a funnel tornado instead. Aim it at the sun, so Elyse can get some light!”

      “The blizzard might blow us all off the mountainside if I call my windstorm off!” she said.

      “Not if we do this fast.”

      “Okay,” she said, closing her eyes to concentrate on summoning a long, narrow and powerful tornado.

      The moment she called her windstorm off, the blizzard picked up intensity. It took immense strength just to keep from being blown off the mountain, like a dry leaf in a gale. Then, with trees on my mind, I remembered another form of magic I possessed.

      “Rollar! My wrist crossbow!” I yelled.

      Rollar, using all of his barbarian strength to keep the shield formation together, reached into my pack, grabbed my Tree crossbow, and tossed it to me. I caught it and clipped it around my wrist. Rami-Xayon’s long funnel tornado blasted just enough of a gap through the blizzard to let a single ray of sun hit Elyse. One ray was all it took, and in the blink of an eye she was suited up in her gleaming golden armor, and her golden mace had doubled in size and was glowing with Light magic. Yumo-Rezu handed me one of her blue Ice arrows, and I tucked it into my belt. All the elements were now in place for my alchemical wizardry, enabled by the Dragon Sword, which I gripped with both hands.

      Five glowing three-dimensional images appeared before my eyes. There was the gray skull of Death magic, the blue snowflake of Cold magic, the green and brown oak of Tree magic, the white tornado of Wind magic, and the white flame of Light magic. Fire magic would have been ideal for this situation, but that was one element I didn’t have right now, so I had to improvise.

      First, I poured in a shit-ton of Death magic to serve as the fuel to power everything else; with my massive army not too far away, it was an almost limitless source of energy.

      Next I pulled in the Wind magic to create a protective tornado around my party and the Jotunn. I gathered Cold magic into this to give the moving air some solidity, weaving a cocoon of rapidly moving ice. It might have seemed counterintuitive to use Ice magic against a blizzard, but I’d heard of tribespeople who lived in frozen areas who had houses of ice, which did well to protect them from the cold. This was the same principle.

      I then infused the whole thing with Tree magic, picturing deep, powerful oak roots anchoring my tornado-cocoon to the mountain, so that no force of wind could uproot it and blow it into the chasm.

      Finally, I pulled in the magic I hated most, aside from Blood magic of course: Light magic. It killed me to have to use this, but it was the key ingredient in this little alchemical cocktail of mine. After Fire magic, this would be the next best thing when it came to powering through the tempest of ice and snow. I coated the outside of the tornado-cocoon with white-hot Light energy, and its intensity melted the onslaught of ice and snow with effortless ease.

      “You did it, Vance!” Anna-Lucielle, who’d been cowering beneath a shield, cried.

      Her voice was almost drowned out by the roaring whoosh of the tornado around us, but everyone wore smiles now. As deafening as it was, it was a much more welcome sound than that of the howling blizzard.

      Safe inside my cocoon of combined magical powers, we advanced up the mountain pass, making rapid headway despite the steep and difficult terrain. Everyone had a few slips and falls on the ice, which became more prolific the higher we ascended. Again, I wished I had access to Fire magic, which would have been very useful here. Nobody got hurt, but everyone grumbled about their scrapes and bruises. The power of the Tree magic to anchor my moving tornado-cocoon to the mountain had surprised me with its effectiveness. Seeing how solidly it was working, an idea popped into my head about how to stop the slips and slides that kept happening on the ice.

      “Everyone, hold up!” I yelled.

      After the marathon trek up the steep mountainside, everyone was only too happy to take a break.

      “Why we stop?” Drok asked, the only one who looked a little irked to be stopping. He did have the stamina of a pack mule. “Drok only break a sweat now.”

      “I’m going to add a little something to your boots,” I said to them. “Trust me, you’ll thank me later. Everyone, get in a line.”

      They did what I told them, and I moved along the line, kneeling in front of each member of my party and touching their boots. I’d gained the skill to enchant weapons and other items with Death magic a while back. Thanks to the Dragon Sword’s ability to blend different types of magic, I could now enchant objects with other kinds of magic.

      I added a little Tree magic to everyone’s boots, just enough to give them a solid anchoring to the ground, like the roots of a sturdy oak.

      “I don’t think there’ll be nearly as much slipping and sliding now,” I said with a grin after I’d finished the last pair of boots.

      We carried on trekking up the mountainside, but now there was a new issue to contend with; the air was so thin that everyone was getting short of breath. Again, I used the Tree magic to assist us, remembering how humid and rich the air was in the steaming jungles of lowland Yeng. I pulled some of this energy into the tornado-cocoon with the Dragon Sword, and soon we were breathing easily again.

      After a few hours of arduous hiking, we finally made it to the glacier. The Hooded Man, or whoever it was who’d called up the blizzard, had given up on trying to blast us off the mountain, after my tornado-cocoon had proved to be an effective shield. I released the tornado-cocoon, and when it dissipated everyone gasped at the sight that greeted us.

      The blizzard had given way to a crystal-clear sky, filled with more stars than I had seen in a very long time, and a huge yellow full moon that had just risen, like a cold sun. All around us, as far as the eye could see, were snowcapped mountain peaks, like white dunes in an endless desert of ice. Below us, stretching out for a mile like a frozen sea, was the glacier, a chunk of solid ice the size of a lake.

      And there, suspended in the middle of this ocean of ice, was the object we’d come all this way to find: a complete, intact dragon skeleton. I’d known it would be big, but hell, it was far bigger than I’d imagined it would be; alive, the creature would have been at least the size of a kraken, if not bigger.

      “All right,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “There it is, under half a mile of ice. Now all we have to do is get it out.”
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      “How are we going to get it out, Lord Vance?” Rollar asked as we stared at the massive dragon skeleton, entombed in the glacier. It was strange looking at it through almost half a mile of ice; the ice was like glass, and there was very little of the usual distortion that came with objects frozen in blocks of ice. In fact, if you stared at the skeleton long enough, it was almost as if it was suspended in air.

      “The obvious solution would be to use Elyse’s Light magic to melt the ice,” I said.

      “I can do that, but it’ll take quite a while to burn through this much ice, even with my beam at full power.” Elyse sounded doubtful as she glanced up at the full moon.

      “There’s also the problem of what happens to the melted ice,” Isu said. “Some of it will be vaporized as steam, but some will remain in the form of water.”

      “Neither of those things are big problems,” I said. “I’ll use my Dragon Sword to channel Elyse’s Light beam and amplify its power to melt and vaporize the ice faster, and Rami-Xayon can call up a tornado to suck out leftover water. I’m more worried about the beam damaging the dragon skeleton once we get to it.”

      Yumo-Rezu chuckled. “Don’t worry about that, Vance. Dragonbone is impervious to heat. You could drop that skeleton into the crater of a volcano, pull it out of the magma a day later, and there wouldn’t be a mark on it.”

      “I guess this will be an easier task than any of us thought then,” I said. “Elyse, Rami-Xayon, let’s begin.”

      Elyse called on the power of the full moon, and in a second she was clad in her dazzling golden armor, holding her glowing golden mace. Rami-Xayon conjured up a whirling tornado, and I gripped my Dragon Sword in both hands, summoning Death power from my army.

      I saw two glowing images: the gray skull of Death magic and the white fire of Light magic. Now that I’d gotten over my initial feelings of distaste at using Light magic, I found myself looking forward to blasting out a stream of white fire from the Dragon Sword; it would, after all, be partly powered by Death magic, so it wasn’t as if I would be wielding pure Light power. When this distinctly unholy cocktail was ready, I aimed the point of the Dragon Sword at the skeleton and channeled magic through it. I let out a satisfied chuckle when I saw that the torrent of fire was tainted with gray and smelled a little of grave-rot. This was my Light power, not the Lord of Light’s.

      I’d imagined that the Death-Light flame would sear through the ice with little resistance, like an arrow through fog, but the glassy ice of this glacier proved to be extremely resilient. Even with the potency of the focused Death-Light flame, getting through the ice was like trying to chip a tunnel through a boulder with a butter knife. I gritted my teeth, growling wordlessly with effort, and pulled more Death power from my distant army into the flame. Elyse was putting all of her strength into it too, so much so that her limbs were trembling. After I poured more power into the flame, the ice started melting, hissing and bubbling. The potency of the fire broke it down into water and steam, which Rami-Xayon sucked out of the growing tunnel with her tornado.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can keep the Light fire at this level, Vance,” Elyse gasped. “It’s too potent, it’s draining my strength at too rapid a rate!”

      “Hang in there, Elyse,” I said through gritted teeth, with sweat oozing from my pores and pain burning in my muscles, “I’ve got this. We need more power … and I’ve got more power.”

      I hurled part of my spirit across to the lake where my undead kraken was lurking in the murky depths. I needed the strength of this leviathan to boost the power of the flame. I linked my spirit to the kraken’s and channeled the raw power from its gargantuan zombie body, pouring it into the torrent of Death-Light fire. It now felt as if there was so much energy rushing through my body that my bones would splinter and my muscles would explode, but I held firm, roaring with both agony and triumph as the new flame blasted a furious passage through the glacier, kicking out waves of boiling water and massive clouds of steam. Now, instead of burning through inches of ice, the flame was searing through yards of it in seconds.

      Finally, we reached the dragon skeleton. Once I’d burned all the ice off it, I called off the flame. Elyse dropped to her knees, gasping for breath and shaking, while I leaned on the Dragon Sword, panting and drenched with sweat.

      “Glacier zero, Vance one,” I muttered. “Now, let’s get that skeleton out.”

      “It must have looked magnificent when it was alive.” Anna-Lucielle stared in awe at the gigantic skeleton.

      “I can imagine such a creature chewing on mouthfuls of people like a monkey eating nuts.” Layna licked her lips.

      “You’ll see a living dragon soon enough,” I said to them. “Once I get all the ingredients together, I’m going to make one killer of a concoction. God killer, to be exact.”

      Friya was silent; she’d been staring at the skeleton from the time we’d arrived here. I knew what she was thinking about: those enormous bones down there would soon be her bones, inside her body. It was one thing to resurrect an extinct monster, but another thing entirely to irreversibly turn into one. She looked excited at the prospect, though, and had long ago accepted this fate as her destiny.

      The tunnel I burned through the ice went down to the skeleton at an angle of around forty-five degrees. My Jotunn would be able to get down easy enough but carrying that huge skeleton and coming up the slippery slope would be a lot harder, even with the boost in strength and endurance that came with being undead. I gave each Jotunn’s boots a quick enchantment with Tree magic to give them extra grip on the steeply angled ice.

      It would take them a while to get the skeleton out, so while the Jotunn went to work, Elyse conjured up a quick fire with her Light magic, and everyone sat down to have dinner and take a well-deserved rest after the difficult hike. While almost everyone was exhausted at this point, Yumo-Rezu and I still had plenty of energy. We decided to take a walk while the rest of the party slept around the fire.

      “Something is troubling you, Vance, even though this mission has been successful,” Yumo-Rezu said when we were out of earshot of the rest of my party. “I noticed it, but I didn’t want to say anything in front of the others.”

      “It’s nothing major,” I said. “The whole thing with the Hooded Man has just been bugging me, gnawing like a fucking rat at the inside of my skull. I know his voice, but I still haven’t been able to work out where I know it from. And he’s maimed and trapped after I kicked his ass and destroyed his portal system, but where is he? There are dozens of those portals all over Prand, and he could be around any one of them.”

      “You destroyed all of the portals, correct?” Yumo-Rezu asked.

      “I’m sure of it. I detonated a corpse explosion in the portal just after that Hooded prick scrambled through it, and I saw a sequence of portals being destroyed. I wrecked the entire system.”

      “I know a lot about those portals, Vance,” Yumo-Rezu said, “because I helped to build them.”

      I turned to stare at her, grinning from ear to ear. “Insider info is exactly what I need right now, especially when it comes to something like that.”

      “I’m quite sure I know exactly where the Hooded Man is,” Yumo-Rezu said. “If all the portals were destroyed, he would have been ejected from the first portal, just prior to the collapse of the entire system.”

      “All right, so where’s the first portal?”

      A dark, humorless smile came across Yumo-Rezu’s beautiful face. “The heart of the Blood God’s empire. The Pyramid of Blood.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, narrowing my eyes as I stared at her. “You said that you helped build the portals, and now you tell me that the first portal is in the Pyramid of Blood, whatever the hell that is. Am I missing something, or did you work with the Blood God?”

      Yumo-Rezu was quick to answer, and emphatic in her denial.

      “No, of course not! I would never work with that monster! We built the portal system before the Pyramid of Blood was constructed.”

      “And by ‘we’ you mean…”

      “Me and a few other ancient deities, who were all later slaughtered by the Blood God. He stole the portal system from us, cursing it with his magic so that anyone but a Blood-tainted entity who tried to use it would be killed instantly. For his own convenience, he built his Pyramid of Blood on top of the primary portal.”

      “And what did the asshole do in this Pyramid of Blood? I mean, beyond the obvious blood sacrifices, vats of blood, and all that,” I asked.

      “It was a center of great evil. Blood Priests would sacrifice masses of people in the temple at the top of the pyramid. This was when the Blood God had a huge army at his disposal. His forces spread terror and suffering all across Prand, and his army raided all across the land, capturing tens, if not hundreds of thousands of people to sacrifice. In the worst days of the Blood God’s reign of terror, his priests would sacrifice thousands of people in a day, so that all four sides of the pyramid were drenched with blood. The pyramid was designed in a way that blood from the sacrifices at the top would run down the sides, staining the entire structure and turning it red.”

      “Damn, that’s brutal, but not surprising considering what I’ve learned about the Blood God,” I said. “But where is this pyramid? It sounds like it had to have been a gigantic structure, but I don’t know of any pyramids in Prand.”

      Yumo-Rezu frowned, looking confused, and shook her head. “It was enormous, yes, and it can’t simply have vanished. You’re sure there are no ruined pyramids in Prand?”

      “I’ve been across the length and breadth of the continent, Yumo-Rezu. Trust me when I say that there are no pyramids, ruined or otherwise, in Prand.”

      “It was a thousand years ago, when Uger and Kemji defeated the Blood God and his Demogorgon, that the Blood Pyramid would have fallen into ruin,” Yumo-Rezu said. “Hmm … the abandoned pyramid could well have become covered with dirt, plants and trees during that time, and perhaps now merely looks like a hill. A very symmetrical, geometrically shaped hill. Does that ring a bell at all?”

      I thought about this for a few seconds, and when everything clicked, it hit me like a Frost Giant’s war-hammer.

      “Dunk me in a vat of troll shit and call me a bishop, I know where the Blood Pyramid is!” I yelled.

      Yumo-Rezu laughed, and delight sparkled in her eyes. It was good to see a smile brightening her gorgeous features.

      “You sound rather confident in that assertion, Vance.”

      “It has to be the spot, and what’s more, I’m utterly fucking certain that I know who the Hooded Man is as well. It’s all coming together, it all makes sense now, how I knew his voice but just couldn’t place it, why the Church of Light hates me so much, how Bishop Nabu could sacrifice girls and serve the Blood God in a Church of Light cathedral and get away with it, how my uncle Rodrick was able to move around and pull all his bullshit with such impunity in Prand. Yes, yes, everything totally makes sense!”

      “So where is it, and who is the Hooded Man?”

      “The Hooded Man is Elandriel, Seraphim of the Church of Light,” I said. “It’s gotta be him; that’s where I knew his voice from. That motherfucker once prophesied that I’d end up a beggar on the streets of Luminescent Spires, but as it turns out, he couldn’t have been more wrong. And speaking of the Spires, that sparkling cesspit is where the Blood Pyramid is.”

      Yumo’s personality temporarily came to the fore of the goddess-enjarta combination as she commented on this revelation.

      “Fuck me sideways, Vance, you’re saying that the holiest city in all of Prand is where the Blood Pyramid is? I’ve never been there, but I find it a little strange that, like, nobody noticed that there was this big ol’ evil pyramid in the middle of the city…”

      “That’s because it’s not in the city,” I answered with a wry grin. “It’s under it. Luminescent Spires is only a few hundred years old; it’s one of the newest cities in Prand. And it’s built on a weirdly symmetrical hill—a hill so geometric in its dimensions that it almost seemed man-made. I remember noticing it the first time I went to Luminescent Spires, back when I was a dumb kid hoping to become a Consecrated Knight. The huge hill looked totally unnatural; no hill in nature looks that perfect, that even. There’s nowhere else in Prand quite like it; it’s gotta be the site of the Blood Pyramid. By the time the Church of Light started construction on Luminescent Spires, the pyramid would have been covered in dirt and vegetation after hundreds of years of being abandoned. Maybe they didn’t know the pyramid was there, and the latent evil that lingered there slowly corrupted them, or maybe they did know, and took a chance and built their city there anyway. Either way, I’m one hundred percent certain that the ‘holiest’ city in Prand is built directly on top of the evilest site in the world. And I’m equally certain that the mortal head of the Church is now the Blood God’s High Priest.”

      “Everything you’ve said makes sense, but there’s one thing I don’t quite understand,” Yumo-Rezu said. “A thousand years ago, everyone in Prand knew about the Blood God. His power was the greatest threat to mankind the world had ever known. It took my dragons and the heroes Kemji and Uger to defeat him, along with a huge and bloody war. People said they’d never forget, and never allow the Blood God to rise again … yet a few hundred years later they not only forgot, they built a city on top of the site of his former power.”

      I chuckled bitterly and shook my head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my short time here, it’s that people have short, selective memories. You don’t need to be a god to understand that. Mortals are doomed to allow history to repeat itself over and over again, with their short-sightedness and greed.”

      “Then you know that there’s only one way to truly stop the Blood God now, and from ever rising again,” Yumo-Rezu said.

      “Yeah, I do,” I said grimly. “It’s a responsibility I never asked for, but one that sits squarely on my shoulders now. I have to do whatever it takes to destroy the Blood God and everything linked to him forever.”

      We sat in silence for a while on the mountainside, staring out at the sharp, snowcapped peaks beyond, extending all the way to the edge of the bright, starry sky, looking like the ridged spine of some titanic primeval creature.

      “I can feel it,” Yumo-Rezu eventually murmured into the icy night breeze.

      “Feel what?” I asked.

      “The dragon skeleton.” Her long, silky black hair rippled in the wind and whipped across her beautiful face as she stood up. “Your Jotunn have brought it up from its ice prison. I must feel the bones of one of my dragons with these hands of flesh I now possess. I long to trace my fingertips across those rough, spiky scales again, to see the fire in those near-immortal eyes, to feel the dragon’s heartbeat booming like a thousand deep drums … for a thousand years I’ve been separated from my dragons, and I’ve felt like a warrior who’s lost his sword arm. But now, God of Death, you will be able to resurrect what was lost, and reunite me with my dragons.”

      “Just one dragon, I’m afraid,” I said, “but that’s better than zero, right? And I sure as hell can’t wait to see a living, breathing dragon either, and see what one of them can do when I’m wearing my Dragon Gauntlets.”

      “Be careful, Vance,” Yumo-Rezu said, a mischievous glint sparkling in her almond-colored eyes. “The power you can wield when you’re master of a dragon is beyond addictive.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, Yumo-Rezu.” I grinned. “I’ve learned a thing or two about how to handle immense power over the last few months. I think I’m good. And speaking of that, I have a feeling there’s a new skill waiting for me on the Gray Sentinel. Before I go there, let’s take a look at these dragon bones. We still have to get them out of the mountains and back to my ships.”

      A look of worry came across Yumo-Rezu’s face when I mentioned the ships, and she narrowed her eyes, staring intently off into the distance.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked.

      “I’m just remembering something I saw last night. Well, something I couldn’t quite see clearly last night, but can see now, since we’re closer to Gongxiong Harbor. Oh no, this doesn’t look good at all.”

      “What?”

      She peered off into the distance with her dragon eyes, shook her head and let out a slow sigh of worry.

      “There was indeed a fire in the harbor, as I suspected,” she said. “And it looks like almost every ship was burned to ashes, and sunk … including your ships, Vance. I hate to break this to you, but you and your army might be stuck in Yeng.”
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      “A fire in the harbor?” I asked. “Burned ships? Why didn’t you say anything yesterday?”

      “I couldn’t get a clear enough view of what was happening,” Yumo-Rezu replied. “From the Warlock’s tower, all I could see was a blurry orange glow. I didn’t want to cause an unnecessary panic. I’m also guessing that what I saw was the last remnants of the fire burning out; it was probably at its height during your battle with the Warlock. Now that we’re fifty miles closer to Gongxiong, I’m able to see the harbor and what’s left of the ships a lot more clearly.”

      That explained why I hadn’t picked up any signals regarding my ships being burned to ashes; my mind had been one hundred percent focused on the battle. Whoever started the fire in the harbor must have known that I was fighting the Warlock at that exact moment, and that would have been the perfect time for sabotage.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “It looks like the Blood God still has one or two allies in Yeng who still draw breath. Not for long, though. When I find out who did this, I’m gonna hang the fuckers from the walls of Gongxiong with their own entrails.”

      “A fitting punishment, although from what I’ve seen of your friend Layna, she could probably come up with something far worse,” Yumo-Rezu remarked.

      I had to chuckle at this, despite the current circumstances. I imagined that Layna’s idea of justice for the saboteurs would probably involve eating them, or maybe forcing them to eat parts of their own bodies before feasting on what was left after the auto-cannibalism.

      “Come on, we’ve got a long trek to make with those dragon bones,” I said. “Let’s go have a look at it before my Jotunn dismantle it. It’s far too bulky to carry intact.”

      We walked back to the glacier, where my team of Jotunn was standing with the dragon skeleton held on their shoulders, as if they were pallbearers for some majestic coffin. Everyone was fast asleep, except for Friya, who was walking slowly around the Jotunn, her eyes locked on the dragon skeleton. She, like Yumo-Rezu, appeared to be able to sense its presence, and this sixth sense had roused her from her slumber.

      I sensed it too, as I always did in the presence of dead things and bones. Even in this decrepit state, the skeleton radiated immense strength and power. It felt like I was standing next to a living kraken.

      “Set it down there, boys,” I said to the undead Frost Giants. “I want to get a closer look at this thing.”

      The Jotunn obeyed and set the skeleton down on the flat, glassy surface of the glacier. With the skeleton bathed in moonlight, it seemed to shimmer with a supernatural glow. The black night sky reflected on the mirror-smooth ice, creating an illusion of the behemoth floating in space. Yumo-Rezu, Friya and I walked slowly around it, taking in the glorious sigh.

      I’d seen a good few lizard and snake skeletons before, and the dragon skeleton resembled these in a minor way, particularly in the shape of its head and jaws. Its skull was bigger than the largest wine wagon. Its jaw, the size of a castle drawbridge, possessed far more solidity in structure than any snake or lizard, and no reptile I’d ever seen had teeth like these. They were more like those of the saber-toothed panthers in shape, except more evenly sized, without the exaggerated canines. Each long, curved tooth was almost as large as a man.

      The dragon’s ribcage was as large, if not bigger, than the entirety of my undead whale’s body. The torso was the size of a huge longhouse; a few hundred men could easily have stood inside it. Attached to the torso were four long, strong limbs, with the bones of the rear legs being longer and thicker than those of the dragon’s arms, which were huge too. A long, powerful tail, like that of an alligator, it seemed from the shape of the bones, stretched out to the rear of the dragon. From its snout to the tip of its tail, the dragon was perhaps two hundred yards long. The size of it was beyond astounding. Most impressive were the creature’s wings; its wingspan was longer than its body from nose to tail, and the bat-like wings looked as if they could have provided shade to half a small city when fully outstretched.

      I walked up to one of the ribs and ran my hands over the bone, which was as thick as a tree trunk. As I touched it, a jolt surged through me, and my vision blacked out for a second. I blinked, but instead of seeing the glacier and starry night sky when I opened my eyes, I saw open, blue sky. The land so far below it was nothing but a carpet of indistinct green. Icy air was rushing against me, rippling across my scales. I was far higher than any harpy or eagle could soar. Far below me but above the distant ground, were little white splotches, like balls of cotton: clouds. The blood coursing through my veins was so saturated with raw power that it was like pure lightning.

      In a flash, I was back in my own body, back on the glacier.

      “You looked like you saw a ghost for a second,” Yumo-Rezu said.

      “I did, in a way,” I said. “I saw into the past and became the dragon for a few seconds.” I turned to Friya, grinning. “You’re in for one hell of a ride.”

      “I can’t wait,” she said, tracing her fingertips slowly across the creature’s bones.

      “Neither can I,” Yumo-Rezu said, her eyes shifting from the dragon’s skeleton to Friya’s voluptuous form. She was looking at Friya in an interesting new light, one that got me feeling excited about something altogether different to dragons. There was a distinct hunger in Yumo-Rezu’s dark eyes, and a simmering desire. Knowing how Friya felt about girl on girl relations, my prick began to throb with the heat of excitement, as all sorts of fun possibilities crossed my mind. This, unfortunately, was neither the time nor the place for me to have a romp with the two of them, but I was excited about what the three of us could get up to in the near future, behind closed doors.

      “You’ve both had a chance to get a good look at the skeleton,” I said to them. “It’s gonna take my Jotunn a good few hours to dismantle it, and while they’re doing that you should both get some rest.”

      As enthralled as Friya and Yumo-Rezu both were, weariness soon overcame them. After marveling at the dragon skeleton for a while, they both went to sleep wrapped in their bearskin bedrolls, while I watched over my Jotunn as they dismantled the skeleton.

      My party set off at first light, with the Jotunn bringing up the rear as we navigated the treacherous mountain passes. My senses were on full alert, and I was fully expecting another blizzard attack from the Hooded Man, Elandriel. I couldn’t be utterly certain that those two were one and the same, but I was ninety-nine percent sure. No attack came, however, and the weather was clear all the way down. Perhaps Elandriel had realized that he couldn’t beat me with his weather attacks, or maybe he was trying to build up his strength for an attack that would have a higher probability of hurting or killing me; he was a master strategist, and I wasn’t about to get lax or underestimate him just because he was giving me a period of respite.

      We made good time and reached the Warlock’s tower by nightfall. My party gathered all the looted artworks and stolen treasures and rested there for the night.

      That night, Rami-Xayon and I combined our powers, as we had prior to the battle with the Warlock, to create a monster tornado to carry the kraken from the lake near the tower back to Gongxiong Harbor. When we slipped the kraken back into the murky depths of the bay, I looked through its eyes and saw that Yumo-Rezu had been right; most of the ships in the harbor had been destroyed by a gigantic conflagration. Much of the town had been burned down too. I knew I would have to come up with an unorthodox method of getting my army back across the ocean to Prand, since building or even buying a new fleet would take months. As for the assholes who’d started the inferno and destroyed my ships, I would make them sorely regret the day they ever struck flint and steel to kindling.

      The march from the Warlock’s tower to Gongxiong Harbor would take my army about a week, as long as they didn’t run into trouble on the road, so I would have plenty of time to come up with a plan. I left Rollar and his undead direbear, which was immensely powerful but slow, to take control of the army. Drok stayed with the army too while I rode ahead, mounted on Fang, with the rest of my party.

      Isu, Elyse, Rami-Xayon, Friya, Yumo-Rezu, and Ji-Ko and his monks rode the fastest of my undead beasts: the saber-toothed panthers.

      Anna-Lucielle still had her live panther; the savage apex predator was as loving and playful as a puppy with her. With her Charm powers, which extended to beasts thanks to Rollar’s helm she now wore, she could turn the panther back into a vicious killing machine with a snap of her fingers. Layna rode an undead war spider; she felt much more at home on it than any other mount.

      Talon, my harpy, flew ahead of my party, and I shot my spirit into hers every half hour to get a bird’s-eye-view of the landscape ahead. I needed her to do some reconnaissance, just to make sure we weren’t walking into any ambushes. The Blood God still had some allies here, and I wasn’t about to let my guard down.

      Everything ahead was safe and clear when my party split from the army, and it stayed that way for a few hours.

      Later on the first day of the journey, a sparrow from the Emperor came to Ji-Ko. The monk traced his fingertips over the raised characters on the paper, and a look of concern crossed his face as he read the message.

      “God of Death, the Emperor humbly asks that you visit him at once,” he said. “There is a matter he urgently needs your help with. The reward he can give you will assist you greatly in your quest against the Blood God.”

      Helping the Glorious Emperor would mean a delay in getting to the coast, but I was intrigued by the promise of a reward. We had to pass the City of Jewels anyway, so I figured I could stop by the Forbidden Palace and find out what the Emperor wanted me to do. I could always politely refuse and continue on my way if the reward didn’t merit a delay.

      “Send a sparrow saying we’ll go to the Forbidden Palace,” I said to Ji-Ko.

      “As you command, God of Death,” he said with a sweeping bow.

      We headed straight there, and due to the speed of our mounts we arrived at the Forbidden Palace that evening. The palace was still in something of a state of disrepair. The emperor had hired hundreds of craftsmen, landscapers, and artists to restore the buildings and grounds to their former glory, and they’d already made a lot of progress. Tens of thousands of candles burned with many colored flames, giving the sprawling grounds a surreal, dreamlike beauty, while thousands of paper lanterns bathed the corridors in gentle light. Our second entry into the Forbidden Palace couldn’t have been more different to our first one. This time we were welcomed as heroes, and the feast the emperor laid out for us in his dining hall was fit for a king, with hundreds of exotic, delectable dishes.

      The Emperor and I exchanged pleasantries, and I told him about the battle with the Warlock. I also described the treasures and artworks we’d salvaged from the Warlock’s tower. As it turned out, many of the artworks and treasures we’d taken from the Warlock’s tower had been stolen from the Forbidden Palace by traitorous soldiers and servants who had deserted the Emperor. I offered to return them to him. He was pleased at the prospect of getting them back, but insisted I keep some as rewards. After this, our conversation turned to the topic of his request for aid.

      “Glorious Emperor, I appreciate the feast and the hero’s welcome and everything, but you know I’m on a very time-sensitive mission. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’d appreciate it if you don’t beat about the bush.”

      “I owe you my kingdom, God of Death, and I would never dream of asking anything more from you,” the Emperor said. He already looked far healthier than he had when Anna-Lucielle and I had exorcised the Warlock’s spirit from his body. The last few days seemed to have shaved twenty or thirty years off his appearance. “However, there is a situation in which you could be most helpful to me. The reward you gain from your effort will be of tremendous use to you in your campaign against the Blood God in Prand.”

      “What’s the situation, and what’s the reward?” I asked, trying not to grow impatient with the man’s vagueness.

      “Not what, but who,” the Emperor answered, clasping his hands together and smiling cryptically. “My head alchemist was kidnapped a few weeks ago, when I was helplessly ensnared in the Warlock’s trap, and he is being held to ransom by a renegade warlord.”

      “You have a large portion of your army back,” I said. “I don’t mean to sound flippant, but why do you need me? Can’t your own troops go get your alchemist back? Surely some minor warlord shouldn’t present too much of a challenge to the Imperial Army?”

      “It is because of my alchemist that this cursed warlord is proving to be such a thorn in my side,” the Emperor answered, clenching his bony hand into a fist. “He has forced the alchemist to create a new weapon with Yengish gray powder. I sent a division of my army against this warlord yesterday. They outnumbered the warlord’s troops three to one, but because of this new weapon, they were massacred. Only a handful of survivors, battered and bleeding, staggered back into the City of Jewels this morning. Warlords have sprung up all over Yeng in these times of anarchy and chaos, and now that I’m healthy and in control again, my Imperial Army will not have any trouble defeating and subduing most of them … but this warlord, who has my head alchemist, cannot be defeated by conventional means, not with this new super-weapon he has. This is why I am humbly asking you for your help, God of Death.”

      I took a long, slow sip of my wine as I considered everything the Emperor had just said to me.

      “I don’t mean to sound too mercenary,” I said eventually, “but what’s in it for me? What’s the reward?”

      “Whatever this super-weapon is, you can have it when you defeat the warlord,” the Emperor answered. “And, what is more, I will instruct my head alchemist to make as much gray powder for you as you can carry across the ocean. I will also order him to teach you the formula to make more.”

      Ji-Ko, who was sitting across from me at the table, whispered just loud enough for me to hear. “This is an unheard of honor, God of Death! The formula for gray powder is one of the most closely guarded secrets in all of Yeng! It has never been revealed to anyone outside the Emperor’s Dynasty and the head alchemists of the Forbidden Palace!”

      “That’s the powder that creates a mighty explosion when a flame or spark touches it, right?” I whispered back.

      “Yes! With enough of it, you can bring down the thickest and strongest city walls!”

      Well, that seemed to explain how so many of my ships had been destroyed. Someone must have had this gray powder. Because of the destruction of my navy, I needed an ace up my sleeve, and this Yengish secret weapon could be exactly that.

      “How far away is this warlord and his army dug in?” I asked.

      “Not far at all, God of Death,” the Emperor answered. “A day’s march for infantry troops, but only a few hours for fast cavalry.”

      “Well then, Glorious Emperor,” I said with a swift grin, “I think I’m in the mood to help.”
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      Morning fog, dense and milky, blanketed the undulating landscape of green hills and shallow valleys. The fog was so thick that visibility was limited to a dozen or so yards at the most, but I was able to navigate using Fang’s senses. The huge lizard could sense the warmth of living things, so my party and I raced confidently through the fog, knowing that there was no way that we’d be walking into any sort of ambush. The Emperor had given me command of a hundred of his cavalry troops, who were racing along behind my party on horseback. I’d enchanted their weapons with Death magic, and my party carried tower shields strengthened with the power of Death.

      I’d learned that the warlord’s name was Hengchun, and that he was a former general of the Imperial Army. He’d been one of the first people to swallow the Warlock’s Spirit of Prosperity bullshit, and he’d been stripped of his rank and kicked out of the Forbidden Palace. That had been before the Emperor fell under the Warlock’s spell, of course. It made sense that he had an axe to grind with the Emperor. I suspected that Hengchun had been involved in the sabotage of my ships in Gongxiong Harbor, since Yengish gray powder had been involved in that, and he was wielding weapons using this substance. Whether Hengchun was in league with the Blood God, though, was something I wasn’t entirely certain of. I’d find out soon enough.

      As we galloped through the fog, Elyse pulled up alongside me on her undead panther. A vivid memory flashed through my mind. I remembered how disgusted and frightened she’d been when I’d first resurrected Fang, and how much convincing it had taken for her to ride him. Now she was racing along like a veteran cavalry trooper on her own undead saber-toothed panther.

      “What are you chuckling about, Vance?” she asked, a sparkling smile brightening her angelic features.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I answered, grinning. “It’s just funny how some things change.”

      “Strange indeed, yes,” she answered. “I never could have pictured this, not in my wildest dreams. There is something I wanted to ask. Have you considered how to get your army across the ocean? As much of an adventure as we’ve had in Yeng, I yearn to return to Prand.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do have an idea. It’s a pretty simple one, and I know it’ll work, but the only problem with it will be the time it takes to get it done.”

      I was about to give her the details of the plan, but Fang’s heat sensors picked up the unmistakable signatures of a large number of living beings ahead. I called a halt to our march and told Elyse I’d explain the details of the plan to her later. I ordered everyone to wait while I sent Talon high up into the air to discern who and what we were up against. There were patches of cloud in the sky, so Talon was able to stay out of sight of the warlord’s troops on the ground.

      Hengchun and his forces were occupying the ruins of a stone fort on a hilltop about a mile from us. The morning fog was lifting, but thick, soup-like pools of it still lay in the many valleys surrounding the hills. If we kept to the valleys, we could get very close to the fort without being detected. The east side of the fort was weakest, and most actively defended, so I wasn’t about to launch an attack there. The west side was strongest, with the entire twelve-foot-high stone wall still intact. The entrance lay to the north, and the gates had been heavily reinforced. The south wall was intact, but with Talon’s sharp harpy eyes I saw that there were hairline cracks in the stone and masonry. One well-placed corpse explosion would bring the whole wall down. That was where I would launch my attack from.

      Captain Jengshen, the commander of the Imperial Army division, trotted over to me on his horse. He was a big man with a severe-looking face, with long mustaches that hung down to his chest. He was dressed in magnificent yellow and gold fluted armor and armed with a katana and a lance.

      “God of Death, may I humbly request that my men and I form the vanguard of the attack?” he asked. “My cousin was among those killed by Hengchun in the recent battle, and honor demands that I avenge his death.”

      “It’s an honor I’ll gladly grant you, Captain Jengshen,” I said. “Move your troops through the valleys under the cover of fog until you’re positioned as close to the south wall as you can get. I’ll distract Hengchun by launching a fake attack on the gate, then I’ll blow a hole through the south wall. The moment that wall comes down, you and your troops charge in.”

      “We will fight like cornered panthers, God of Death,” Captain Jengshen said, bowing in his saddle. “I will move my men now, and attack the instant the wall tumbles.”

      “Excellent. I know you need to avenge your dead cousin but remember that the Emperor’s alchemist is a priority here. He needs to come out of this alive.”

      “I understand, God of Death. My men and I will not disappoint you.”

      Captain Jengshen and his men galloped off into the fog. I needed to find a corpse to use for a corpse explosion. The easiest thing to do, of course, would be to create one. I harnessed Fang’s heat-seeking senses to search for enemy scouts nearby; Hengchun would surely have some scoping out the hills. I found one close enough to kill; he was two hundred yards away, skulking around a copse of trees.

      “Yumo-Rezu, could I borrow your bow for a second?” I asked.

      Yumo-Rezu rode up to me and handed me her Ice bow and a blue arrow.

      “Here you go,” she said, looking a little skeptical. “I’m not sure how you’re going to hit your target in this fog, but you’re welcome to try.”

      “I don’t need conventional eyes to slam an arrow through my enemy’s skull,” I said with a grin, reaching down to scratch Fang behind his ear holes. “Watch this.”

      I closed my eyes and focused intently on merging my senses with Fang’s. Through his senses, I was able to clearly see the outline of a human figure glowing red and orange in the distance. No fog or darkness could conceal the man from the giant lizard’s heat-seeking senses. I took aim at him and loosed the arrow. It streaked through the air, arcing up and then speeding downward with silent, deadly speed Two seconds later, Grave Oath buzzed in its sheath on my hip, signaling that I’d made the kill.

      “Done and dusted.” I handed the bow back to Yumo-Rezu.

      “You really killed him?” she gasped. “Just like that, without being able see a thing?”

      “Dead as one of my zombies, yes. But this motherfucker isn’t going to become one of my undead troops. Everyone, prepare for attack!”

      I explained to my party how we were going to fake an attack on the fort’s gate. Once the south wall had been blown apart, we’d veer around to that side and follow Captain Jengshen’s troops in.

      While me moved silently through the fog-shrouded valleys, I sent Talon to pick up the corpse of the scout I’d killed. When everyone was in place, I positioned Talon just above the clouds. Directly below the harpy was the foot of the south wall.

      I drew the Dragon Sword and swung it twice over my head, giving the signal to attack. Fang and I charged out of the fog, leading the attack on the fort, with my party on their various mounts hot on my heels. Hengchun’s archers and crossbowmen, who were on the walls above the gate, raised the alarm and loosed a storm of arrows and bolts at us. Most of the projectiles shattered harmlessly against the glossy black surface of the shields. A few thudded home into the panthers and Layna’s war spider, but the arrows had little effect on the undead beasts.

      In response, Yumo-Rezu picked men off in rapid succession with her Ice bow, the blue arrows shattering whatever soldier they hit into chunks of ice.

      Rami-Xayon blasted a series of tornados at the defenders. Each whirling creation plucked a handful of men from the walls and hurled them, screaming, hundreds of feet up into the air.

      Layna was firing webs from her hands, ensnaring soldiers in these sticky traps.

      Elyse, clad in her golden armor in the morning sunlight, was burning men to ashes with searing blasts of white light from her mace.

      Anna-Lucielle wasn’t much of a fighter, but she’d borrowed a nifty repeating crossbow from the Emperor’s armory, and was shooting from the rear, making every shot count.

      Friya transformed into her werewolf form and started scrambling up the wall, climbing the horizontal stone as easily as if it had been a ladder. At the sight of a ten-foot-tall werewolf scaling the walls, many of Hengchun’s troops simply threw down their weapons and ran, screaming in terror.

      Ji-Ko and his monks whipped fist-sized rocks through the air with powerful slings, taking aim via the sound of the enemy’s bowstrings, and each precise shot smacked an enemy soldier in the head and knocked him unconscious.

      As for me, I was having great fun racing parallel to the wall on Fang and picking off soldiers with my wrist-mounted Tree crossbow. The enemy troops screamed and writhed as leaves and branches burst through their skin.

      Then, just as I wheeled Fang around to do another run, I saw Hengchun himself on the walls. I knew it was him from the description the Emperor had given me: he was a rotund, bald man with a dense black beard and thick eyebrows. He was wearing an ornate suit of white and purple armor, displaying his loyalty to the dead Warlock. A large red spear was gripped in his hands, waves of magic rolling off it like steam.

      “Reinforcements!” he roared. “Everyone to the North Gate, now! Move, move! Ready the weapon; we’ll blast these foreign fools into the center of the earth!”

      Ah, the secret weapon that Hengchun had used to defeat the Emperor’s troops. I intended to approach the weapon with caution since it had been used to win a battle where they’d been outnumbered three to one.

      I ducked behind my tower shield just as a volley of arrows shattered against it. A few projectiles streaked past me, missing me by mere inches, and I flung my spirit into Talon. I summoned my Corpse Explosion spell and dropped the body from her claws, watching as it hurtled earthward. I needed to detonate the explosion at exactly the right moment to bring down the south wall. Just before the cadaver hit the ground, I blasted a charge of Death energy into it. With a loud boom, it exploded in a fireball and a green-tinged mushroom cloud. The south wall groaned for a few seconds before disintegrating into a tumble of rubble, accompanied by a billowing cloud of thick dust.

      “For the Glorious Emperor!” Captain Jengshen roared, spurring his horse into a charge. His men echoed this shout in a unified roar and charged in perfect formation behind him.

      Through Talon’s eyes, I watched as they raced up the hill. Inside the fort, I saw Hengchun’s men wheeling out a few large steel tubes, each about the size of a horse. They had been cast in the shape of a snarling wolf’s head with open jaws, and each was mounted on two wagon wheels. The soldiers operating them also wheeled out a small wagon, stacked with large red balls. The men poured gray powder into the mouths of the “wolves”, then rolled a red ball down after it. Hengchun jumped acrobatically off the battlements, landing in a pile of straw, and raced over to the war machines to operate them himself.

      “Come fools,” he growled as Captain Jengshen and his cavalrymen started pouring through the broken wall into the fort. “Come and meet your doom!”

      He pointed his spear at the first of the steel wolf heads. There was a titanic boom, like a thunderclap, and bright pink fire belched from the wolf’s jaws, while the head was hurled backward from the force of the explosion. Immediately, a series of similarly powerful explosions detonated. They proceeded in a perfectly straight line from the wolf’s mouth at intervals of a few yards, blowing a passage of carnage through Jengshen’s troops. Men were turned into splatters of blood, flying organs and red mist, and horses were similarly vaporized from the force of these explosions. It was both horrifying and darkly fascinating to watch.

      Hengchun grinned and pointed his spear at the second steel wolf’s head. Another massive thunderclap crashed through the fort, and another series of powerful explosions tore a brutal, perfectly linear passage through the ranks of Jengshen’s charging troops. Hengchun’s spear was no doubt some sort of Fire weapon, and he was using it to detonate the gray powder inside the wolf’s head weapons. I could see now why he had so easily defeated the Emperor’s much larger force.

      “Take the fort!” I roared to my party.

      We launched one more volley of arrows, stones, and crossbow bolts at the defenders on the walls, then we veered off, racing around the perimeter of the fort to get to the smashed-out south wall. I needed to get inside and take on Hengchun right away before he could wreak much more havoc with his secret weapons.

      While the others charged to give support to Captain Jengshen and his troops, I reined in Fang and sprang out of the saddle, running down his scaly back until I was balanced on his tail. With a single swipe of his powerful tail he could pulverize men to mincemeat and fling their battered bodies well over thirty yards.

      “Flick that tail of yours, Fang!” I yelled.

      Fang gave his tail a sharp lash, and the force hurled me up over the wall. I turned my impromptu flight into a graceful somersault, tumbling through the air, and I landed with a smooth forward roll inside the fort. The instant I came up from the roll, I began whirling in a tornado of precision-directed fury with the Dragon Sword. The enchanted greatsword lopped off limbs and heads, and dozens of soldiers fell in seconds before my vicious hacks and slashes.

      Hengchun saw me carving a passage of death through the ranks of his troops and roared with fury.

      “Welcome, God of Nothing, to your final resting place! Now you die!”

      He shoved the nearest soldier aside and wheeled the trooper’s wolf’s head weapon around. I’d seen the wolf’s head in action, and knew that if the power of that weapon was unleashed on me I’d be turned into dogfood as quickly as Jengshen’s men had been. While Henchun prepared to aim the weapon at me, I fought off the hordes of soldiers attacking me from all sides. I jumped back to give myself some room and pulled Death energy from my distant army to empower my assassin’s armor and tower shield until they were at bursting point.

      Hengchun pointed his spear at the wolf’s head and fired. Thunder crashed and pink flame blasted from the mouth of the war machine, and a force just as potent as the strongest of the Warlock’s lightning bolts smashed into my shield. I was flung backward with such force that my flying body pulverized dozens of men behind me. I was hurled through the air in a gory spray of blood and flying limbs. I slammed into the far wall of the fort, and all the air was driven from my lungs. I bounced off it and rolled in the dirt, gasping for breath.

      The immense Death magic in my shield and armor had saved me, but this energy had been completely depleted by just one shot from Hengchun’s weapon. Indeed, nothing was left of the shield at all.

      Hengchun was already at the next wolf’s head, screaming at the soldiers who were manning the weapon to aim it at me. I couldn’t afford to let them take another shot at me, because I certainly wouldn’t survive one more.

      Groaning, I struggled to my feet and drew Grave Oath. I flung the dagger across the courtyard, and it passed a hundred of Hengchun’s and Jengshen’s troops as they engaged my party in battle. My dagger cut through the air, avoiding the many fighting soldiers, and slammed into the eyeball of one of the troops manning the final wolf’s head. I dispatched the other with a shot of my wrist crossbow, and he gasped as roots sprung from the wound and strangled him from the inside out.

      Hengchun was now forced to turn the heavy weapon around by himself.. With my strength returning rapidly, I charged toward Hengchun. Cursing and swearing, he struggled to turn the heavy steel wolf’s head around, but as I bore down on him, cutting down any troop who dared stand in my way, he saw that he wouldn’t make it.

      When I came within twenty yards of him, he ceased trying to move the weapon. He growled and shifted into a combat stance, and his red spear lit up. With a deep whoosh, flame encapsulated the weapon, burning brightest at its tip. Skidding to a halt, I snatched up a shield from a dead soldier and empowered it with a quick boost of Death energy from the dead soldiers nearby. With a snarl, Hengchun unleashed the Fire Spear’s magic, and a torrent of roaring flame blasted toward me.

      I crouched behind the Death-enhanced shield as flame crashed in a tsunami against it. It was only due to the Death magic that the shield didn’t melt in a second or two, but there wasn’t enough Death magic to hold it together much longer. Once it melted away, I’d be toast, literally.

      What I needed was a distraction. With a snap of my fingers, I raised a dozen dead soldiers near Hengchun as zombies, and had them all swarm him at once. He had no choice but to cut off his stream of fire and fight off the attacking zombies.

      I dropped the red-hot shield, and it turned into a lump of molten goo the moment I pulled the Death magic out of it. Despite being well into middle age and heavy around the belly, Hengchun moved with astonishing speed and fought with a grandmaster’s flair. He was spinning and dodging, cutting down zombies left, right and center, stabbing his Fire spear through their eyeballs or tripping them up with its shaft, or whipping the blade edge of the spearhead around in fearsome cuts that took zombies’ heads off their shoulders. Within less than a minute, he’d killed every zombie around him.

      “Nice work Hengchun,” I said, spinning the Dragon Sword in my hands as I advanced on him. “But you’re going to have to do better than that against me.”

      “Foreign devil,” he snarled. “You will die as rapidly as your undead minions did!”

      We charged at each other and exchanged a flurry of blows. As quick as his lunges and cuts were, my ducks, dodges, and counterattacks were faster. Soon, I was beating him back, blow by savage blow. His Fire spear was a potent weapon; the Dragon Sword could not cut through its shaft. As powerful a weapon as the Fire spear was, its weakness was the man who wielded it. In one final, desperate attack, he hurled all his strength and momentum into a flying lunge at my throat. I ducked and flung myself forward in a knee slide, passing under Hengchun as he leaped over me. I hacked at him as he passed, and the Dragon Blade cleaved his body in half from his balls to his cranium.

      The two halves of Hengchun dropped in a bloody mess to either side of me.

      I stood and noticed the quietness of the battlefield, save for the groans of the dying and injured. My party and Jengshen’s troops had overwhelmed what remained of the resistance.

      After mopping up any surviving enemy troops, we searched the fort, and found the Emperor’s head alchemist locked up in a cage in a cellar. He was a tiny, rail-thin old man who looked like he was at least ninety years old, and his eyes were wide with terror. He took the note I handed him, stamped with the Emperor’s personal seal, with his skeletal, livers-potted hands trembling. After he’d read it, he beamed out a toothless smile and gave as low a bow as he could, his bent back creaking and his knees wobbling.

      “God of Death, I owe you my life,” he croaked. “I am Wenxing, Head Alchemist to the Glorious Emperor of Yeng. According to this note from the Emperor, I am to give you anything you ask of me. So, God of Death, simply ask, and it will be so.”

      “I need you to show me how to use those wolf’s head weapons,” I said. “And I need some of your gray powder.”

      “Of course,” he said. “How much would you like?”

      “All of it,” I answered with a grin.
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      Wenxing chuckled heartily and shook his head, smiling. “You are very eager, God of Death! It is a blessing that you came to Yeng when you did. In all my long years, nearly one hundred of them, I have never seen such a period of anarchy and chaos as this. Indeed, it seemed as if the Emperor’s dynasty itself was on the verge of collapse, something unheard of in the history of this land. For saving us, you shall have your reward: all the gray powder you can carry, and these new weapons, which I was forced to make for Hengchun.”

      Remembering that Hengchun had called me ‘God of Nothing’, I wanted to ask Wenxing a few questions about the warlord before we moved on to the weapons and powder.

      “You were Hengchun’s captive for a few weeks. Did you ever see him doing any strange rituals with blood? In his raids, did he ever capture and kill young women?” I asked.

      “He did capture many young women when he and his forces raided the countryside, yes,” Wenxing answered. “I don’t know what he did with them, though. He would take them away in the night, and I would never see them again. I shudder to think of what happened to those poor girls.”

      The old alchemist had suffered enough trauma; he didn’t need to hear about how Hengchun had likely been slitting the girls’ throats and draining them of their blood. My suspicions had been confirmed: Hengchun had been in league with the Blood God. Now there was only one more thing I wanted to find out about Hengchun.

      “Do you know if Hengchun recently sent any of his troops on a mission to Gongxiong Harbor?” I asked.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact he did, just a few days ago,” Wenxing answered. I don’t know what their orders were, but the troops disguised themselves as civilians and took a lot of gray powder with them.”

      I chuckled dryly and shook my head.

      “If I’d known a few minutes ago that it was Hengchun who’d sabotaged my ships, I would have made him die a lot more slowly and painfully,” I muttered.

      “Sabotaged your ships?” Wenxing asked.

      “Never mind. Come, show me how these wolf’s head weapons work.”

      Wenxing struggled up the stairs and shuffled across the courtyard, surveying the scene of the battle. He saw the two halves of Hengchun’s corpse and spat on the ground, snarling.

      “That evil creature should have suffered a far slower death than that,” he said. “But nonetheless, it is good that justice finally found him.” He shuffled over to the nearest wolf’s head and stroked the steel almost affectionately. “I hope that my creations did not kill too many of your troops, God of Death. At least now they will be used against evil men, not by them.”

      “They took out a good number of the Emperor’s troops, but none of mine,” I said. “So, how do these mighty weapons work?”

      “The principle is quite simple, but the secret to the weapons’ devastating power is in these red balls,” Wenxing answered. “Grey powder explodes inside the weapon, launching the red ball out. The explosion also sets off a reaction inside the ball, which consists of many layers. Each layer explodes in quick succession as the ball travels, creating a line of powerful explosions that can mow through a mass of troops. If it’s fired into something very solid like a thick stone wall, all the layers will explode together, creating an even more powerful explosion. To use the weapon, you pour a bag of gray powder in, then roll the ball down. After that a fuse is inserted, and the fuse lit to fire the weapon.”

      “Or I could just use this,” I said, picking up Hengchun’s Fire spear.

      “Yes, much faster than fiddling with fuses,” Wenxing said, nodding enthusiastically.

      Yumo-Rezu walked up to us and gave Wenxing a polite bow.

      “Wenxing, this is Yumo-Rezu, the Dragon Goddess.”

      “It is I who should be bowing to you, Dragon Goddess,” Wenxing said, giving her as low a bow as his geriatric body would permit. “Truly, these are strange times when one of the ancient goddesses walks the earth again!”

      “Speaking of ancient deities,” Yumo-Rezu said to me, “that’s the Fire God’s spear. It’s been lost for thousands of years, but Hengchun must have found it in one of his raids. It’s an extremely powerful weapon.”

      “I discovered that firsthand,” I said, pointing at the twisted lump of molten metal on the ground that used to be a shield.

      I talked more to Wenxing about the wolf’s head weapons, the red balls and gray powder, and he said he’d hand over all the gray powder in the Forbidden Palace to me, and show me how to make more. He also agreed to make a lot more red balls for me before I left Yeng. I raised the dead soldiers in and around the fort as zombies and then we headed back to the Forbidden Palace, which we reached just after nightfall. We were treated to another lavish feast, and the Emperor expressed his gratitude to me for rescuing the alchemist and defeating Hengchun. That night the alchemist showed me the formula for gray powder and ordered palace servants to bring out a few hundred barrels of the stuff from the cellars.

      My army arrived the next morning, and everyone in the Forbidden Palace marveled over the dragon bones. We loaded the gray powder into our wagons, gave the Emperor a number of the looted art and treasure we’d salvaged from the Warlock’s tower, and then said our farewells.

      Once more my mounted party traveled ahead of the main army. We reached Gongxiong the next morning and I went straight to the harbor, while Yumo-Rezu and Rami-Xayon sought out their aunt, Tong-Tong. I sensed a large amount of death here; many people had burned to death, but others had been killed by violence. Many of the buildings had been burned to the ground, and all but a handful of ships had been sunk. Thankfully, one of my warships was still afloat and undamaged, and I found Percy and his pirates on the deck drinking rum.

      “Captain Chauzec!” Percy exclaimed, jumping to his feet when he saw me, with a massive grin smeared across his face. The other pirates all gave a cheer and rushed over to greet me. They all had plenty of cuts and bruises, and many were limping. None had been killed, though.

      “What the hell happened here?” I asked.

      “All hell broke loose a few days ago,” Percy answered. “It happened at about the same time as we saw a massive lightning storm raging in the far distance.”

      “That would have been the battle I fought against the Warlock, whose ass I kicked.”

      “Good thing, Captain Chauzec. But while you were fighting that bastard, some of his friends came ‘ere and set fire to every bloody ship in the harbor. They were using some sort of fire magic, I believe; no natural fire burns that hot or spreads that fast.”

      “It was Yengish gray powder, I’m pretty sure of that. I’ve got a few hundred barrels of it to load onto this ship in two days.”

      “Nasty bloody stuff it, it was,” Percy said, shaking his head. “Once me and my boys saw what was happening, we got our crossbows and cutlasses out and let the landlubber firestarters have it, but there were too many of ‘em. We fought hard, and we eventually killed all of ‘em, but not before they’d torched almost every last ship in the bloody harbor. And once those fires started on a ship, there was no putting ‘em out, not with water, sand or anything else you threw on ‘em. The fires quickly spread, and as you can see, half the bloody town burned down.”

      “At least you and your men managed to save this war ship, though. At least we have this vessel to take us back to Prand,” I said.

      “But what about your army, Captain Chauzec?” Percy asked, his face falling. “I feel like me and my boys have let you down terribly. We did everything we could to stop ‘em, you know. Fought like sharks in a feedin’ frenzy, we did.”

      “I can see that. Don’t worry Percy, you saved one ship and that’s enough. I have a plan for getting my army across the ocean. It’ll take a while, but I’m sure it’ll work.”

      “How do you propose to do that, Captain Chauzec?”

      A smile spread slowly across my face. “The undead, Percy, are impervious to a lot of things that would kill the living. Cold doesn’t bother them, and they can’t starve to death or die of thirst. As you’ve seen, it takes a hell of a lot of damage from conventional weapons to take a zombie or skeleton down too. Now, what’s one more thing that the living must have to sustain life, but the undead can do without?”

      Percy scratched his chin and scrunched up his face.

      “Whores?” he answered uncertainly. “Not that it’s a life or death need, but it’s close! When my boys have been out at sea for months and they haven’t had their hands on a pair of tits or fine female ass, they lose their bloody minds, they do!”

      I had to laugh at this, but after I finished chuckling, I shook my head. “Good guess, Percy, but you’re pretty far off the mark. The answer is air. The undead don’t need to breathe.”

      A knowing smile slowly spread across Percy’s face as he realized what I was getting at. “Captain Chauzec, this is almost as unbelievable an idea as your plan to kill a kraken, but just like that crazy plot, it’ll work! Aye, but it’ll take a while to march an undead army across the seabed, under the waves.”

      At that moment a new idea popped into my head, and my grin broadened substantially. “Percy, did you ever ride in a sled when you were a kid?”

      “On snow, like?”

      “On snow, on grass, anywhere.”

      “No, but I’ve heard that some of the Northern Barbarians travel great distances across the ice and snow of the wastes by sled, pulled by teams of tamed direwolves.”

      “Exactly. I don’t have a team of direwolves to pull a sled, but I do have an immensely powerful undead kraken and whale. And if we can build a large enough sled to pack an army onto…”

      “Arr Captain Chauzec, arr! We can salvage all the anchor chains from the sunken ships in the harbor, and whatever metal sheets are on ‘em too. We can make a series of sleds for your troops, all linked together in a long chain, that your whale and kraken can drag across the seabed. Why, with the kraken being as strong as it is, the army might only take a week or so longer to get across the ocean that us in the ship.”

      “For added speed I can get my troops to push barge poles into the seabed as they move, propelling them forward,” I said.

      “As long as you can get the materials out of the harbor, my boys and I can put this contraption together,” Percy said. “We’ve had a good rest from our skirmish the other night, and even though we’re still hurtin’ some, we’re ready to work, and I’ll set sail as soon as you want me to.”

      “As soon as the underwater sleds are ready, we’ll set sail.”

      I shot my spirit into the kraken, which was lurking in the depths of the harbor. I experienced the gentle tug of the undersea currents as if they were caressing my own flesh, and sensed the presence of all sorts of aquatic lifeforms, near and far. With my enormous kraken eyes, sensitive to even the weakest light, I could see with exceptional clarity through the murky gloom of the harbor water. The seabed was littered with hundreds of wrecks, some of them old and encrusted with barnacles, but most new, charred and black from the saboteurs’ fires that had sunk them. I glided through the water to the nearest wreck and tore it apart as easily as if it had been made of wet parchment. I ripped out the anchor chain and pulled out the cargo, searching for anything made of metal that could be turned into an underwater sled. There was a large amount of copper jewelry, which would be perfect for my needs. Now that the kraken knew what to do, I pulled my spirit out of it and let it get on with the task on its own. I took Percy and his crew around to all the local blacksmiths, who I paid handsomely to work the metal and chains that would be salvaged. They were all confident that the work would be complete in around two days.

      Now that that was taken care of, I went off to seek out the rest of my party. Rami-Xayon and Yumo-Rezu were overjoyed; Tong-Tong’s tavern hadn’t been damaged in the fires, and she was okay, if a little shaken up. Everyone else was also there, drinking ale. While enjoying a drink, I told them about my plan to get my army across the ocean, and everyone approved. I was in the mood to keep drinking, as were the rest of my party, except Ji-Ko and his monks, who excused themselves after just one drink. I also noticed that Layna seemed to be a little restless. I sensed that she wanted to get out of the tavern, and I figured I may as well get some fresh air and find out what was bothering her.

      She and I left the others to their ale and headed out into the streets of Gongxiong.

      “You seem to be a little on edge,” I said.

      “It’s the scent,” she replied, smiling eerily. “Can’t you smell it?”

      “All I smell is ash and smoke, and the salty whiff of the ocean.”

      “My Arachne sense of smell is finetuned to pick up other things, Vance. If you could smell the air the way I’m able to, you’d notice a delectable scent wafting around. It’s like well-done bacon, but sweeter…”

      I realized that what she was describing was the smell of the burnt corpses of the people who had died in the fires.

      “I can sense a great amount of death here, and many people died in the fires,” I said.

      “I know it would be wrong for me to devour their charred flesh,” Layna said, sighing wistfully. “But I cannot deny the intensity of hunger that this scent has awoken in me.” Then her eyes roved slowly over my body, and fiery desire crackled in them like freshly stoked coals. “Of course, there are other ways to satiate the hunger that is gnawing so relentlessly at my insides…”

      I knew exactly what she wanted, and I was happy to provide it. I’d been without it for a while too, and a great hunger was churning in my guts too, although it didn’t have anything to do with the presence of charred corpses around us.

      “I’m sure the inn we stayed at when we first arrived has plenty of rooms,” I said.

      “I’m sure it does,” Layna said, licking her lips slowly in anticipation. “Let’s go.”

      We got ourselves a room at the inn, and the moment I closed the door behind us Layna was all over me. She and I had both been waiting for this moment since we’d first met. Our lips locked, and our tongues danced with the pressure-cooked intensity of pent-up desire. She gripped my head and caressed my face with her human hands while we kissed, while her spider arms gripped my back and pulled my body closer to hers in a passionate embrace.

      After a few fiery moments we broke off our ravenous kiss, both panting, and the magma of a ferocious desire gushed through our veins. I tore my assassin’s gear off with eager haste, and Layna pulled a cord on her shimmering crimson dress. The dress slipped off her body and fell to the floor, and she stood naked before me. The sight of her nude form got hot blood gushing into my prick, which got hard in seconds with a frenetic throbbing.

      Her angular facial features looked even more strikingly beautiful than ever in the candlelight of the room, with her long dark hair tumbling around her shoulders like black rain. It wasn’t her gorgeous face I was staring at most, though. Her breasts were nigh on perfect; large and high, round and pert, with pale pink upward-facing nipples that were stiff with arousal. Below them was a smooth belly, and her broad hips gave way to a large, impossibly firm round ass at the rear and long, shapely legs below. At the meeting of her thighs was a tiny triangle of neatly trimmed hair, pointing me toward her heavenly cleft.

      “I’ve never mated with a human,” Layna said, licking her lips as she took in the sight of my huge, stiff prick. “Much less a god. But now that I’m able to see what I’ve been missing out on, I can’t believe I’ve waited so long…”

      She dropped to her knees and her tits gave a pleasing bounce, and she wrapped both hands around my shaft, staring with greedy hunger at my cock. Her spider arms caressed my back and my ass, and when she parted her lips her sharp teeth glinted in the light. For a second I thought about the fact that she regularly dined on human flesh, and a flutter of nervousness rushed through me.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t bite,” she purred, staring up at me as she began to stroke my cock. “Too hard, that is…”

      She swallowed the head of my prick and started sucking softly on it, moaning with pleasure. While she was blowing me and jerking my shaft, she reached around with her spider arms and started caressing my balls. I grinned as waves of bliss raced through me; it was like I was being serviced by two women instead of just one. Then with one of her spider arms she reached down to her dripping wet slit and started to rub her clit, while she used another of her spider arms to slowly finger-fuck herself.

      “Damn, you know how to put on a show,” I gasped, gripping two fistfuls of her silky hair in her hands and pulling her head onto my cock with an increased urgency.

      Her moans of pleasure, muted by my prick going halfway down her throat, grew louder and more protracted as she increased the vigor of her self-pleasure, while simultaneously bobbing her head faster on my cock. Suddenly, she shoved my dick as far down her throat as it would go, deep-throating me, and she screamed onto it as an orgasm tore through her, brought on by her deft spider arms and the sweet taste of my prick.

      After a few intense seconds of writhing and choking on my cock she popped it out of her mouth and stared up at me, raw desire splayed across her beautiful face.

      “Fuck me, Vance,” she begged. “Fuck me hard, fuck me like the mighty god you are.”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice. Sensing that Layna liked things a little rough, I kept a tight grip on a fistful of her hair and pulled her over to the bed. I threw her down onto it and she gasped with pleasure before she got down onto her hands and knees. She peered over her shoulder and smiled back at me, her fangs on show as she raised her ass in the air and splayed her legs apart. My body roared at the delectable view of her soaking-wet sex. As I guided myself into her, she let out a long moan and gripped the sheets tight with not only her human hands, but all her spider limbs too. I drove myself into her slowly, savoring her tightness, and once I’d filled her up completely, she sucked in a sharp breath and gripped the sheets even tighter.

      “I’ve never felt this full,” she gasped. “Don’t stop.”

      I complied, driving myself forcefully in and out of her, every thrust a powerful stroke that bottomed her out. I slapped her ass with sharp, hard blows as I fucked her, and every sharp slap made her gasp and squeal with pleasure. She writhed like an eel, grinding her hips against me as I took her sex with an almost frantic fury. Soon, a screaming orgasm tore through her, far more powerful than the one she’d given herself earlier.

      I didn’t let up, though, keeping the pace and intensity of my thrusting up, causing her to laugh with ecstasy and shiver madly with pleasure. With two of her spider arms, she reached around to my ass, pulling me in and encouraging me to fuck her even harder. Another potent orgasm ripped through her after another minute or two, and by then I was ready to blow too.

      “I know you’re hungry for human meat,” I gasped, pulling out of her and rolling her over onto her back. “But I’ve got something just as good you can swallow.”

      With intense bliss coursing through me, I blew my load all over her face and chest, blasting creamy ropes across her tits and lips. She giggled with glee as I sprayed my hot issue all over her, and she playfully licked it all up once I was done, making sure to not leave a drop behind.

      “That was even better than I imagined it would be.” She pulled me in for a sweaty embrace with both her human hands and her spider arms.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for that, and it was every bit as awesome as I expected,” I said with a grin.

      “So good that we should do it again as soon as possible, shouldn’t we?” she asked.

      My cock had barely deflated, but it was already starting to stiffen again.

      “Is right now soon enough?” I asked.

      She pulled me in closer and planted her lips on mine, kissing me with a fervent hunger.

      “That’s perfect,” she whispered. “Just perfect.”
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      The underwater sleds, linked by anchor chains, were completed within two days. The blacksmiths and the pirates worked around the clock to achieve this remarkable feat. One of the older blacksmiths, who knew the geography of the coast well, suggested that the best place to get my army onto the sleds and into the water would be a large stretch of sandy beach about forty miles south of Gongxiong.

      When my army arrived on the outskirts of Gongxiong, we said farewell to Tong-Tong and the blacksmiths and marched south to the beach. Percy and the pirates sailed my single remaining war ship out of the harbor and up the coast to meet us there. The vessel had been loaded up with the dragon skeleton, supplies and gold, and as many various undead creatures as we could fit in the hold. I directed my undead sea creatures to the beach as well. My party was complete once more, with Rollar and Drok joining us after having marched with the army.

      The beach was quite spectacular; it was a strip of white, powdery sand that stretched in a gentle arc for miles. A thick mass of palm trees fringed the sand, and the broad expanse of turquoise water was crystal clear, quite flat, and with barely any waves. I could see why the old blacksmith had recommended I come here to get my army into the sea.

      The warm sun on my face, the rich blue sky above clear of clouds, and the gentle sea breeze whispering through the swaying palms, I found myself somewhat contemplative. I thought that this would be a great place to come back to one day when the world wasn’t caught up in so much chaos. My mouth curved into a smile as I pictured my women frolicking naked in the water and waiting on me, bringing me drinks while I lay on the white sand and relaxed. Not today, but one day.

      Such images were pushed out of my mind by the magnificent sight of my army marching across the beach. With numbers bolstered by zombie troops raised from the Warlock’s army, the size of my undead army was now close to forty thousand troops. The biggest and strongest troops, the undead Jotunn, led the army, dragging the stacked-up sleds behind them. Behind them marched all of my cavalry units, then came the bulk of the army: the infantry units. They marched in perfect order, their movements synchronized with far more precision than that of any living troops.

      However, they would now perform a maneuver requiring more complex mass synchronization than anything I’d ever had to do before. If ever the individual troops of my army needed to work together like the cogs and wheels of some enormous, impossibly complex machine, it was now. Every single troop—those with hands, anyway—carried a spear, which would be used as an improvised bargepole. If these bargepoles weren’t driven into the seabed in perfect unison, with an absolutely precise rhythm, this whole mass movement operation would fall apart, and the army would be left floundering at the bottom of the ocean, barely able to move.

      To get this right, I would have to consciously control almost every single undead minion in my army simultaneously. This was something I’d never done before.

      Rollar, surveying the marching army with an admiring gaze, walked over to me.

      “Are you sure this is going to work, Lord Vance?” he asked.

      “It’s going to work, Rollar, trust me. It’ll take a bit of effort, but I’ll get them all moving as one. They’ll glide across the seabed as smoothly as my ship will sail above the waves.”

      At the shoreline, where the waves lapped gently at the powdery sand, the undead Jotunn unpacked and linked up all the chains and sleds. Each giant then took one of the many main chains and walked into the water, until they were deep enough for one of the kraken’s arms to grip. When the kraken’s arms were all full, the undead whale gripped the remaining few chains in its mouth. Once the kraken and the whale were holding all of these chains, the Jotunn took their places on the first of the metal sleds. I’d directed Each Frost Giant to chop down a pine tree and turn it into a huge bargepole; the Jotunn, the kraken and the whale would be the main force pulling the sleds. After this, I ordered the rest of the army to position themselves on the sleds, which stretched across the entire length of the beach.

      “Watch this, Rollar,” I said with a grin. Then I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, shutting out everything around me, all sounds and sensations and directions. Before trying to perfectly synchronize the movements of every single member of my army, I needed to visit the Gray Sentinel to fill myself with power.

      In the blink of an eye, I was on the Black Plane, and the towering Gray Sentinel loomed on the horizon.

      In one powerful leap, I cleared the mile that separated me from the tree. When I looked up, I saw a new skill glowing brightly at the very top of the tree. It was the final skill I’d attain, but now wasn’t the time to pluck that tempting fruit from the bough. As frustrating as it was, I would have to delay this particular gratification.

      For the first time since the beginning of my visits to the Gray Sentinel, I didn’t climb the tree to get myself a new ability. Instead, I drew Grave Oath and stepped up to its trunk. After the battle with the Warlock and the fight with Hengchun’s troops, it was crammed full of souls. I slammed the weapon into the trunk, and like a steel rod on a cathedral spire conducting a lightning strike, I felt the energy of the souls coursing through Grave Oath into me. The energy filled me with power. I felt like a dry rag dropped into a puddle, soaking up water. I kept pulling soul energy from the Gray Sentinel until I couldn’t hold any more.

      At the top of the tree, the glow of the new skill began to grow dimmer, and it seemed to shrivel up. Now it wouldn’t be ready for me to pluck until I’d refilled the tree with souls, but I wasn’t worried about that; plenty more lives would be taken in the name of the Temple of Necrosis in the days and weeks to come. Overflowing with power and feeling almost omnipotent, I jumped back into the physical present.

      “Lord Vance, you’ve … grown stronger, immensely so,” Rollar said to me when I opened my eyes. He was looking at me with an eerie mix of fear and awe on his face. “Now that I’m a Death Knight, I can sense your power, and it’s almost terrifying in its intensity.”

      “I need it for what I’m about to do, Rollar. Keep the others away from me for the next few minutes; I need to be able to concentrate deeply.”

      “Aye, I’ll do that, Lord Vance. You won’t hear a peep out of me, or them.”

      Once again, I closed my eyes and spread my arms out to my sides, the palms of my hands facing the sky. I filled my lungs with air, then looked at my army before me. I wasn’t looking at them with my human eyes, though; they were still closed. Rather, I was seeing them with my spirit eyes. Instead of seeing a mass of skeletons and rotting corpses covering the beach, I saw glowing beings, each a three-dimensional construct made of yellow-green light. I looked down at my body and saw that I too was composed of that same light, but my body was glowing far more brightly than that of my minions. Indeed, I shone with such intensity that my light was near blinding.

      I blasted out two ropes of black tendrils from my hands, and they snaked through the air at speed, unravelling into tens of thousands of individual fibers. Each fiber had a tiny black harpoon at its tip, and each of these harpoons slammed into the backs of the skulls of my minions. With each impact, a jolt buzzed in me. In the space of seconds, thousands of these jolts were jarring through my body. The fibers tore through the air, each writhing furiously until it slammed into its target. They kept snaking across the beach until every one had plunged into the head of a minion. Finally, every minion in my army was connected to me via the black ropes coming from my palms.

      Energy coursed through the fibers. Pulses of it raced out of my body and zapped the undead, causing their bodies to jerk and shudder, as if on the cusp of breaking into a mass seizure. As this was happening, the power drained slowly from my body, and my formerly blinding glow began to ebb, becoming dimmer and dimmer. Finally, when I had spent all the soul energy I’d drawn from the Gray Sentinel, my glow was the same as that of all my troops.

      I was now connected to each of them in a way I never before had been. They were me, and I was them. I was no longer a puppeteer controlling puppets. Instead, I was the army.

      To test this new sense of synchronized unison out, I pointed straight ahead of me with my right arm. There was no delay, not even for a fraction of a second. The moment I did this, so did every single one of the undead. I held up one finger and curled the others in. My minions did exactly the same thing in unison, the very moment I did it. I hopped on my left leg, and so did each of them.

      “Excellent,” I whispered. They all moaned out a soft, wordless groan with me.

      I gripped the Dragon Sword in my hand, holding it as if it was a spear. The undead all gripped their spears in the same way. I hadn’t linked myself in this way to my marine creatures, so I sent out a signal to them to begin pulling. With a mighty heave, the Kraken and the whale pulled the thousands of linked sleds, and my army began to move across the bottom of the sea. Now that some forward momentum had been attained, I began to do the motion of driving a bargepole into the sand in a slow, strong even rhythm. My troops followed suit, driving their spears into the seabed and pushing themselves forward, aiding the effort of the kraken and the whale.

      That was that; they were moving, and every undead soldier was moving in perfect, synchronized unison. I blasted a command along the network of black fibers to keep doing what they were doing until they reached Prand, and then I opened my eyes, taking myself back into the reality of the present.

      “It’s working Lord Vance, it’s working!” Rollar shook his head in disbelief as he watched row after row of undead troops slipping under the turquoise waters.

      “I told you it would,” I said. “Next time we see them, we’ll be back on Prandish soil.”

      “To tell you the truth, Lord Vance, while I can’t wait to get back home, I’m a little worried about what we might find. We’ve been in Yeng for a while now, and the ocean voyage will take around two weeks, even with Rami-Xayon’s winds pushing us. Elandriel—if he is indeed the Hooded Man—will have ramped things up. He’s not the kind of man who sits back and allows his enemies to build their strength. Now that he’s aware of the full extent of your powers, you can be sure that he’ll be preparing quite a welcome for us back in Prand. Especially since he longer has a navy. He’ll let us cross the ocean in peace, I’ll bet, by pulling all his resources into a land-based campaign and throwing everything he’s got into hitting us with a mighty blow once we land. At least, that’s what I’d do if I were him, and he’s a good deal smarter than I am, I believe.”

      “I know, Rollar. Don’t worry, I’m not about to underestimate him. When I fought him here, yeah, I kicked his ass, but I’m well aware that he was away from his main power base and not at the height of his strength. Back in Prand, he’s got the Blood Pyramid, with the full might of the Blood God and the Demogorgon behind him, and you can bet that he’s cutting as many throats as he can to prepare for the coming fight. I intend to approach this final battle with great caution. My undead army is stronger and larger than it’s ever been, but he can amass an army of Crusaders that’s at least twice as large in numbers, perhaps even three times as big. Strategy, not mere strength of numbers and brute force, will decide who emerges victorious in the coming fight.”

      “Based on how you handled the Warlock, Lord Vance, I’d say that you have an edge when it comes to strategy.”

      “Even so, I’m not about to get slack,” I said, curling my hand into a fist. “Elandriel is one sly, slippery motherfucker, and he’s devious as all hell. There’s no low he wouldn’t stoop to, no dirty trick he wouldn’t use guiltlessly. From the moment we set sail, we’re sleeping with one eye open, armored up and ready for whatever shit he throws our way, because I know for sure he’s gonna do his best to throw some bad shit at us.”

      Rollar looked surer of himself now, and his confidence had been bolstered by mine. “Aye, Lord Vance,” he said, his jaw tight with determination. “We’ll be ready for him.”

      I watched as the last of my troops vanished under the waves. The next time I’d see my army would be when they emerged from the ocean onto the Prandish shore. I could only hope that their journey across the seabed would get them there exactly when I needed them to arrive.

      The war ship was moored a few hundred yards out at sea, and Percy and his pirates had just arrived on the beach in rowing boats to take my party to the ship.

      “Say goodbye to Yeng!” I pointed my Dragon Sword in the direction of Prand. “Onward to Prand, where we destroy the Blood God and everything associated with that evil son of a bitch once and for all!”
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      Once we’d set sail, Rami-Xayon called up a strong wind. The gust filled our sails and propelled us across the ocean, its surface smooth as glass for the first day or two of the voyage. I knew that things wouldn’t be this easy for long, though, and I kept my guard up, sending Talon out on long scouting flights multiple times a day. If Elandriel had rebuilt any of his navy ships and was setting up an ambush for us out at sea, I’d find out about it and sink his vessels long before they even caught sight of my sails on the horizon.

      Of course, Elandriel’s slippery deviousness and sly cunning were his greatest assets, and I doubted he would be using something as straightforward as a naval battle to try to stop me. No, his welcome-back-to-Prand surprise would be just that: a surprise.

      I was standing at the prow of the ship late on the second night of the voyage. Thoughts swirled in my mind as I stared out at the black ocean and the enormous dome of the clear, starry sky above. I was quietly putting battle plans together in my head when a voice jolted me from this trance of thoughts.

      “At least the ocean is exactly how I remember it. Everything else has changed, but this is still the same.”

      “I guess there isn’t much that can change about the ocean, Yumo-Rezu, no matter how many centuries pass.” I turned to face the Dragon Goddess as she glided across the deck with the silent, deadly grace of an expert enjarta.

      “Mortals have no power here; this is the one realm they still fear and will always fear. They cannot tame and destroy it, like they have done with so many of the old, sacred places on land.”

      “And gods? Maybe men fear these waves and this endless expanse of water, but I don’t,” I said.

      She smirked, raising a playful, somewhat skeptical eyebrow. “You may be the God of Death, and the most powerful God of Death I’ve ever known, but for all your powers you cannot breathe underwater. Nor can you swim for hundreds of miles, fighting twenty foot swells and ocean currents, without becoming exhausted and slipping below the waves. You’re more capable than any mortal of surviving on your own out here, but you’re by no means immortal.”

      “No, but if this ship suddenly went down, I wouldn’t have to swim or breathe underwater. I have undead sea creatures to help me out with that. On that subject, what do dragons think about the ocean? Do they fear it?”

      Her gorgeous almond eyes narrowed, and a gleam of defiant pride sparkled in them. “Dragons fear nothing, Vance Chauzec, and you would do well to remember that if you wish to ride one. They are not horses, who can be tamed and broken. They do not submit to the will of any being, god or mortal, but themselves. You could be the most powerful god of all, and you could certainly be strong enough to kill a dragon, but you could never force it to obey you or capitulate to your demands. Only with the Dragon Gauntlets you possess will a dragon consider allying with you … but even then, they are beings of a strong and fiercely independent will, and they must be convinced to ally with you.”

      “I don’t think that’ll be much of a problem, considering that Friya will be becoming the dragon. She’s already on my side.”

      “She may change when she actually becomes the dragon, though … her human will may not be as strong and dominant as you—or she—thinks it will be.”

      “Well we’ve got you, the Dragon Goddess, to assist with any teething problems, as such.”

      Yumo-Rezu flashed me a beguiling smile and stepped closer to me. Beneath her skin-tight enjarta catsuit, her pert breasts shifted tantalizingly. She parted her full lips, showing me a teasing flicker of tongue. “Yes, you do, but like a dragon, this goddess cannot be tamed … at least not fully.”

      My cock stirred, throbbing with excitement, and Yumo-Rezu’s eyes were drawn inexorably to the swelling bulge in my crotch area

      . “I’m sure that no mortal man is able to come close to taming you, Yumo-Rezu, but I’m no mortal.”

      “Not even a god—” she began, but I cut her off with my mouth clamped onto hers, slipping one arm around her waist and the other behind her head, pulling her in for a slow, languid kiss.

      For a second, she tried to pull away and her body stiffened with resistance, but when my tongue danced with furious passion in her mouth, her muscles slackened, and she moaned slowly into my mouth with pleasure. With one hand, she grabbed the back of my head, tightening her fingers to grip a fistful of hair, and she slid her other hand down my pants and began to caress my stiffening cock.

      She broke off the hungry kiss, panting, and whispered into my ear, her breath hot and eager on the side of my neck. “Give me your seed, God of Death … I have hungered for it ever since I first laid eyes on you.”

      I briefly wondered whether this was Yumo speaking or Rezu. Or, perhaps, both of them shared this sentiment. Either way, I quickly realized that it didn’t matter. What did matter right now was that the Dragon Goddess wanted my seed, and spinning through my head were a thousand very pleasurable ways of giving it to her.

      I slid my hands down her back and grabbed her ass. She arched her back toward me, and I dug my fingers into her firm butt cheeks and pulled her in closer, so that she could feel my hard cock pressing against her crotch. Like her sister and fellow goddess Rami-Xayon, Yumo-Rezu had an exquisitely pert and firm round ass. Digging my fingers into it made my swollen cock even stiffer.

      Gasping and panting, her bosom heaving with excited arousal, Yumo-Rezu kissed and nibbled my neck before she moved steadily downward and unbuttoned my shirt with deft, eager fingers. She got my shirt open and started kissing my chest and sucking teasingly on my nipples, darting her tongue out to lick at my flesh as she moved ever lower.

      She reached my stomach and unbuckled my belt, but before she dropped my pants, she gazed up at me with hunger-filled eyes. “I cannot even begin to describe how intensely I have desired to feast on your cock,” she purred. “And now, finally, I get to sate this hunger.”

      “There’s plenty to fill your mouth with.” I stroked her silky black hair with one hand and brushed my fingertips along her cheek with my other.

      She took my fingers into her mouth and sucked on them, then pulled my pants down. My prick was already ferociously stiff, throbbing with intense arousal, and it sprang out with such force that it slapped her across her face. Its weight and size knocked her face to the side, and she gasped with surprise, staring with wonder and awe at it for a few seconds. “This truly is the cock of a powerful god,” she murmured, slowly reaching up to circle both hands around my shaft. “It’s more magnificent than I ever could have imagined.”

      Yumo-Rezu’s eyes locked onto my member. She darted out her tongue and dragged its tip across the head, lapping up the moisture that had gathered there. She closed her eyes and an expression of ecstasy came across her face … then something very unexpected happened.

      My feet were no longer on solid ground.

      “What the hell?” I stared at the deck of the ship, a few feet above which we were now hovering.

      “Dragons can fly, and so can the Dragon Goddess,” Yumo-Rezu said, smiling and slowly stroking my cock with both hands as we hovered in mid-air. “I do not only want your seed because I desire you in a romantic sense, Vance. You are the most powerful living god now, and your seed contains immense power too—power that I need to restore myself to my former glory. Ah, it does feel good to fly again, but this measly height is all I can manage until you give me more of your precious seed.”

      I grinned, grabbed two fistfuls of her hair, and directed her hungry mouth toward my throbbing prick. “If that little dribble got us three feet off the ground, what I’m gonna give you later will have you soaring among the stars.”

      “Let me take it then.” She stared with ravenous eyes at my cock before stretching her mouth open wide and doing her best to swallow as much of it as she could fit between those stunning rosebud lips.

      She started slowly bobbing her head back and forth, sucking and swirling her tongue while she caressed my jewels with gentle fingers. I closed my eyes, losing myself in bliss. I’d had the distinct pleasure of beautiful women feasting on my cock before, but this had been the first time in midair, levitating a few feet off the ground.

      While Yumo-Rezu consumed me, an idea popped into my head. “If my seed contains power,” I asked, between breathing hard and grunting with pleasure, “what about the juices of a female goddess? Would they have the same effect on me?”

      She paused and popped my cock out of her mouth. “It would give you a boost of power, yes.” She panted with hunger and continued to stroke me vigorously with both hands.

      “Then I guess I’ll have to make you gush,” I said, grinning.

      “You think you can?” she said teasingly.

      “I know I can.”

      “There’s only one way to find out, I suppose.” She grinned, reached up, and pulled on a hidden string on her enjarta suit. The entire garment slipped off her and dropped to the floor, exposing her jaw-droppingly beautiful body.

      I took a moment to appreciate the sight before my eyes. In the light of the full moon, her slim form shone with a pale bluish-silver glow, giving her the appearance of an ethereal being. Her breasts were full and round, not as large as Elyse’s, Isu’s or Friya’s, but certainly more than a handful. Each perky mound was crowned with a small, pale nipple, and both stood stiff with arousal. Her belly was silky smooth, as was her pubic mound, which was waxed and silky. Her cleft was glistening and wet, swollen with excitement, and her legs were beautifully long and athletic, muscular yet undeniably feminine.

      “Let’s put this levitation thing to good use,” I said before I flipped her upside down in the air so that we were hovering in a standing 69 position. I was strong enough to pull this off on the ground, but hovering weightlessly in the air made the position a lot easier. It meant that I was free to use my hands and fingers on Yumo-Rezu’s sex instead of having to use them only to support her weight.

      She took my cock back in her mouth, and when I dipped my tongue into her dripping wet cleft, she moaned with pleasure. While she was fellating me, I started to feast on her swollen sex.

      I slid two fingers into her, slowly feeding them in, and she shivered with pleasure as I did this. I explored her, seeking out her pleasure point with my fingertips while sucking with gentle, rhythmic pressure on her jewel. I found her pleasure point soon enough, and she freed my member from her mouth and arched her back to whimper with bliss, her whole body alternately stiffening and slackening as waves of ecstasy coursed through her.

      The juices of her arousal dribbled down my throat as I consumed her, and I found that what she’d told me was certainly true; it was like imbibing liquefied lightning. I could feel it energizing me and filling my muscles with fresh, vigorous strength.

      Down below, Yumo-Rezu intensified her action on my cock, sucking voraciously on it and bobbing her head back and forth at an almost manic pace. I groaned, and my muscles stiffened; the pleasure from her mouth was beyond euphoric and was quickly taking me to the point of no return.

      As much as I wanted to release my seed, I wanted her to gush and grant me a dose of power. I started working her with even more intensity and ramped up the pressure of my tongue, which got her moaning and shuddering frantically, grinding and bucking against my face.

      I wanted to make her climax first, though, to taste her liquid power before I gave her any of mine. The strength and endurance I possessed as a god went beyond anything any mortal man was capable of, and I used these to my full advantage, working her with unrelenting fury.

      It didn’t take more than a few seconds of this ramped up activity to bring her to an explosive, gushing orgasm. Crying out in mad bliss, her whole body stiffened up and began to spasm, and sure enough, she exploded into my mouth. Liquid power rushed through me, making me feel as if lightning was blasting through my limbs. With this sudden surge of immense strength, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. I erupted into Yumo-Rezu’s mouth, and she moaned with the same intense pleasure that was ripping through my entire system. She forced my entire length to the back of her throat as seed erupted from my cock.

      For a few moments, I kept my eyes closed. I couldn’t open them because the visions flashing through my mind were spectacular beyond belief. It was as if multicolored veins of lightning were shooting and flashing through my mind, as if an otherworldly storm was crashing through me. Colors and lights bloomed and exploded, and a dull roar howled in my ears, as if I was caught in the middle of a screaming hurricane.

      Then, finally, the sensations faded and the high passed. I opened my eyes and was greeted by a surprising and unexpected sight, for Yumo-Rezu and I were no longer hovering a mere three feet above the deck of the warship. Now, the ship was a mere dot on the black ocean hundreds of feet below us, and we were surrounded on all sides by a bright and starry sky. Despite our altitude, I wasn’t feeling even the slightest bit cold.

      “I guess I gave you a pretty decent boost of power there, huh?” I said. I’d been up this high before on Talon, and of course I’d visited the Sea of Stars in spirit form, so I was used to great heights, but it was still a little disconcerting just floating up in the heavens like this.

      Yumo-Rezu slowly turned around in the air so that we were face-to-face again. She licked her lips, a look of utter contentment and satisfaction on her stunning face. “Oh yes, Vance,” she said, softly stroking my deflating cock and caressing my balls, “you gave me everything I desired, and more … but there’s a long way to go before the full power of my divinity is restored.”

      “Let’s not waste any more time in getting you there, then,” I said with a grin, and clamped my mouth over hers in a passionate kiss that left her gasping and limp in my arms. “I’m ready for round two whenever you are…”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, a storm hit us. I knew that it was no ordinary storm either; it was Elandriel, trying to do what he’d done to us on the mountain. I wasn’t surprised that he would take advantage of our vulnerable position as a lone ship in the middle of the ocean. If ever there was a place where he could get rid of us once and for all, without expending the lives of thousands of his soldiers, it was here.

      Even though Rollar had thought that Elandriel would wait until we were back in Prand to spring a trap, I knew otherwise. For this reason, I was prepared. After Yumo-Rezu and I had made love a few more times the previous evening, she’d finally staggered off to sleep, exhausted. She was by no means a strong enough deity yet to go without sleep, as I was able to.

      As for me, I’d stayed up through the night, as I always did now, putting together a plan for when Elandriel would surely turn the weather against me. I’d figured out that he was setting something up on the first day we’d set sail. The ocean had been unnaturally calm for two days, and I was sure that it was Elandriel’s doing. Not only did he want to allow us to make rapid progress, which meant that we’d quickly get far away from the safety of any land masses, I was sure that he was trying to lull us into a false sense of security.

      Thus, when I saw black clouds on the horizon and felt the first rustlings of hurricane winds rippling my cloak, I was by no means surprised.

      “All hands on deck!” I yelled as soon as I caught wind of the brewing storm in the distance.

      The pirates, the monks, and my party all hurried up onto the deck of the warship.

      “Shiver me fuckin’ timbers, that’s one hell of a storm coming” Percy stared in horror at the thick black clouds on the horizon. Shears of lightning were already flickering through their bulbous masses.

      “Should we try to go around it?” Elyse asked, looking worried.

      “Impossible,” Percy answered grimly. “Look across that way,” he continued, pointing right, “and there,” he said, pointing left. “It’s unlike any storm I’ve ever seen. It’s coming at us from all sides, like an army that’s surrounded us completely.”

      “That’s because this is no natural storm,” I said. “This is Elandriel’s doing.”

      “How seaworthy is this ship?” Friya asked Percy.

      Percy shrugged, and there was a bleak look of dread on his round, ruddy face. “She’s as sturdy a vessel as any, this warship; the Church of Light Navy may be a bunch a’ yellow-bellied cowards, but they know how to build ships well. But I can’t think of any ship I’ve ever seen that could survive a tempest like the one over yonder.”

      “We’re going to have to work together to get through the storm in one piece,” I said. “Everyone who has some sort of magical power is going to have to chip in.”

      Even Rami-Xayon looked worried. “Vance, that storm is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Even if we combine all our powers, and you draw on the full Death strength of your undead army, I don’t think I can create a wind strong enough to blow against a monstrous hurricane like that.”

      I smiled. “Don’t worry, we’re not going to have to fight against the power of that storm.”

      “We can’t outrun it, and we don’t have any shelter from it,” Rami-Xayon said. “We’re surrounded on all sides; I don’t see how we could possibly get through it.”

      “We don’t need to try to outrun it or go through it, because there’s a much easier way to deal with it,” I said.

      “How?” she asked.

      “Simple,” I said. “We go under it.”

      “Er, Lord Vance,” Rollar said, “I know that you have many powers that are beyond the comprehension of mere mortals, even Fated ones such as myself, but I hope you haven’t forgotten that the rest of us cannot breathe underwater.”

      “I’m capable of many things, Rollar, but breathing underwater isn’t one of them,” I said. “But under the waves I’m going to be breathing air, just like you are. It’s going to take some effort, and it’ll be a bumpy ride, but I’m pretty sure that my plan will get us through this hurricane unscathed.”

      “Pretty sure?” Isu said, raising a skeptical eyebrow and folding her arms defiantly across her voluminous bosom. “And if your plan doesn’t work?”

      “Then we’ll all drown—that or be crushed to death inside the ship when it implodes,” I answered, grinning cheerfully.

      A look of sudden comprehension flickered to life across Rami-Xayon’s beautiful face. “You’re going to use a reversed tornado to suck air down from the surface into the hold of the ship, aren’t you?” she asked. “That’s how you’ll give us air to breathe, and keep the inside of the ship from being flooded, right? I understand that part, but how are you going to get the ship under the water? Having air inside it is what keeps it afloat, and if you start pulling air in via a tornado, it’s guaranteed to keep it up on the surface, and then it’ll get battered to pieces by the forces of the storm.”

      “I realize that, and that’s why I’m going to use an equally powerful force to keep the ship underwater.”

      “Cap’n Chauzec, if I could uh, present the opinion of a veteran seafarer at this point?” Percy asked nervously.

      “Go ahead Percy,” I said.

      “I mean no disrespect, but you can’t simply pull a ship like this below the waves with air inside it and expect it to stay intact. The water pressure alone will crush it.”

      “And that’s why I’m going to fortify the whole ship with Death magic. I’ll make these timbers stronger than steel. I’ve got my entire army down there on the ocean floor. There’s enough strength to draw on to fortify a whole naval fleet. Trust me, the water pressure won’t break the ship once I’ve fortified it.”

      “What about getting it under the waves in the first place?” Rami-Xayon said. “You said you’re going to use a great force to do that, but if you’re using the Death power to fortify the body of the ship, what are you going to use to get the ship underwater?”

      “Have you forgotten about one very special, very powerful undead creature of mine?” I asked. “What’s one thing krakens are notorious for? Why don’t you tell us, Percy?”

      “Um, pulling ships under the…” he trailed off, and his frown of consternation became a gleeful grin. “Cap’n Chauzec, you’ve done it again! You’re going to use the ol’ kraken to pull and hold the ship under, fortify the timbers against the water pressure with Death magic, and then use a reverse tornado to stop water flooding in, and keep us breathin’ air instead of suckin’ water into our lungs! But uh, I do have one more question…”

      “Go ahead.”

      “With a tornado raging in the hold, how are we going to avoid being flung around like dry leaves in a gale, and stop our heads getting pounded to bloody pulp against the walls and pillars?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan for that too,” I said. “But the wind’s picking up fast and the whole sky is turning black, so let’s get on with things while we still have time. Percy, get your crew to take the sails down. Ji-Ko, get your monks to take everything that’s out here below deck. Rollar, Drok, you two help with the heaviest items that need to be moved. We have maybe twenty minutes before this storm hits us with the force of a hundred thousand Jotunn warriors; move your asses!”

      “What do you want the rest of us to do?” Isu asked.

      “Everyone else except Rami-Xayon and Layna needs to get below deck.”

      “What do you need me for?” Layna asked while everyone hurried to get below deck. “I’m as eager to help as everyone else is, but I doubt I’ll be of any use against a gigantic storm like this.”

      “How fast can you produce spider silk?” I asked.

      “I can wrap up a man in a full cocoon in less than five minutes,” she answered with a wicked glint sparkling in her eyes.

      “Well you’re not going to need to wrap anyone up in cocoons, but you’ll need to use that spider silk on the people below deck.”

      I explained to her what I needed her to do, and she smiled and assured me that it could be done.

      With the sky growing blacker than the darkest night above us and the wind now howling in a gale, Layna dashed below deck.

      I drew my Dragon Sword and prepared to battle the most monstrous storm I’d ever laid eyes on.
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      “Elandriel!” I yelled at the sea of pitch-black clouds above. “Show me what you’ve got, asshole!”

      As if Elandriel had heard my challenge, an ear-splitting clap of thunder pealed across the tumultuous ocean. Its crashing boom shook the timbers of the ship below my feet and rumbled my very bowels. A jagged shear of lightning flashed across the clouds, briefly painting their bulbous forms in hues of bright violet and pink.

      Before I began my magic-blending, I sent Talon up through the mass of storm clouds. She would fly high above the storm and would provide a view of the surface. With the harpy as my eye-in-the-sky, I would know when we’d breached the tempest and could bring the ship up from under the waves.

      Closing my eyes, I hurled my spirit into Talon’s undead form so that I could see and experience the storm from her perspective. When I opened my eyes, I saw and felt the world via the harpy’s senses. Soaring through the storm clouds, I was able to experience a precursor to just how violent and brutal the hurricane was. Furious winds battered Talon’s body and wings as she raced upward, and I could feel the hammering as if it were my own body being kicked around by winds so powerful that they felt as irresistible as surging tsunami waves.

      For one sickening second, I felt Talon’s flesh starting to rip. I hastily shot part of my spirit down to the ocean floor, grabbed some Death power from my undead army, and flung it into Talon’s body before the forces of the storm could literally tear her limb from limb. Even so, the raging hurricane winds were tossing the mighty undead harpy around like cats playing with a helpless mouse. I needed some help to get Talon above the storm.

      I also needed to do this quickly, because the ocean was already heaving and rolling. The former choppiness was morphing into increasingly massive swells. The ship was lurching and rolling, diving down at nearly forty-five degrees one second, then hurtling up the slope of a wave the next. The vessel was tossed around like a toy boat in the bathtub of some petulant brat throwing a tantrum. Percy’s pirates were hurled around like ragdolls, as were Ji-Ko’s monks, who, despite their legendary agility and acrobatic grace, crashed to the floor and flew across the deck by the chaotic motion of the ship.

      “Hurry up and get below deck now! All of you!” I shouted at the monks and pirates, my voice barely audible above the vicious roar of the wind. “It’s only a matter of time before someone gets swept overboard!”

      As if to drive home this point, a heavy wave crashed over the deck, sweeping a number of men across the deck and slamming them into the railing on the other side. Thankfully, nobody was swept overbroad, but with the increasing potency of the waves, I was sure that next time they wouldn’t be so lucky.

      “Move it, get below deck now before I kill you all myself!” I roared at them.

      They didn’t need to be told twice. They scampered away, abandoning any loose objects to the storm; they’d taken the main sails and the bulk of the supplies below deck anyway. Now, I need to help Talon before she got turned into shredded harpy in the storm winds above.

      Rami-Xayon was fully focused on conjuring up a mighty tornado and therefore couldn’t help me out, but that didn’t mean I was completely cut off from any access to Wind magic. I pulled my consciousness out of Talon and yanked it back into myself. With my free hand, I drew my kusarigama; there was enough Wind magic in this weapon to do what I needed to do.

      Gripping the Dragon Sword in one hand and the kusarigama in the other, I called on the magic of the Dragon Sword. Two glowing icons appeared before me: the white tornado representing Wind power, and the gray skull of my Death magic. Using the alchemic abilities of the Dragon Sword, I fused the two together, creating a madly whirling Death tornado. The spinning tunnel of black, foul air, its stench like grave rot, would function as a shield for my undead creature, cocooning around Talon like one of Layna’s webs and protecting her from the battering forces of the storm winds.

      I launched the Death tornado upward, and it stayed connected with a black thread of magic to my undead army below the ocean surface. Using the necrotic magic of my army, the tornado hurtled up, blasting a furious passage through the raging storm like one of the red balls blasted from the Yengish wolf’s head weapons.

      The Death tornado sucked Talon in and formed a protective shield around her, carrying her safely up through the howling hurricane. I hurled my spirit back into the harpy and observed the scene from her eyes. I stayed with her until I finally saw blue sky around me. Now that Talon had broken through the clouds and was above the storm, I destroyed the Death tornado. It disintegrated in a flurry of dissolving black threads that melted in a mere second into the calm, icy air. I let Talon take the reins, flying in a straight and steady line above the hurricane.

      Talon now safe, I yanked my spirit fully back into myself, preparing for my own battle against Elandriel’s hurricane. I held the Dragon Sword aloft, gripping it in both hands, and closed my eyes. On my wrist was my mini crossbow, imbued with the magic of the Tree God.

      A bolt of lightning crashed into the ocean mere yards from the ship, breaking my concentration. The ship lurched violently to the side, flung with such brutal force that it almost capsized. For a few moments, the deck turned almost vertical, and I was hurled through the air. I only just managed to stab the Dragon Sword into the deck as I fell, using it like an ice pick. Seeing Rami-Xayon falling with a scream toward the hungry ocean below, I lashed out with the chain end of the kusarigama. Her hand only just caught the chain before she would have been swallowed up by a massive wave.

      “I don’t know if I can do it, Vance!” Rami-Xayon screamed over the shrieking wind, swinging on the end of the kusarigama chain like a pendulum weight. “I can’t concentrate hard enough with this hurricane raging like this!”

      “You have to!” I yelled back. I clenched my jaw and contracted my muscles, using all my strength to swing her across to a section of rigging, onto which she could grab and hold tight. “Without the air from that reversed tornado, we’ll all drown!”

      Another bolt of lightning smashed into the ocean next to us. A clap of thunder boomed so loudly that my head felt as if it had been split in half and left a shrill whine ringing in my ears. Whatever powers of weather control the Warlock of Yeng had possessed, Elandriel seemed to have not only mastered but doubled in potency.

      “Hold tight!” I yelled to Rami-Xayon. “I’ll come to you.”

      The ship pitched and lurched again, but this time I used the motion of the heaving deck to my advantage. I rolled down the steep slope of the deck, coming out of the roll with a spinning leap. I landed on the rigging and extended a hand to Rami-Xayon. Just as her fingers curled around mine a massive wave crashed over the deck, and if we hadn’t been holding onto the rigging, we would both have been swept overboard.

      “Get to the main mast!” I yelled. “I’ll hold you safe there. You have to get that tornado conjured up. We’re running out of time!”

      As if the ship itself was trying to emphasize this point, the timbers groaned ominously beneath us, and the mast began to bend. The warship was strong and well-built, but this vicious super-hurricane was pushing it to its limits. I didn’t think the vessel could take much more of this without being smashed to splinters, but I couldn’t get my kraken to drag it underwater until Rami-Xayon’s reverse tornado was sucking air in.

      A huge wave launched the entire ship into the air, and for a few terrifying seconds, we were airborne. Then the ship came down with a booming crash and a mighty splash onto the slope of the back of the wave, only barely holding fast. The impact jarred us so hard that Rami-Xayon was flung out of the rigging. She hit the deck hard and rolled limply like a ragdoll, knocked unconscious. From somewhere deep below the decks came the dreaded sound of wood cracking and splintering.

      One more incident like this would obliterate the ship.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “This is not good!”

      I dived off the rigging, somersaulted in mid-air, and landed on the deck. With the ship heaving and rolling, I picked up the unconscious Wind Goddess and used the chain of my kusarigama to lash us both to the mast. Then, gripping the kusarigama in one hand and the Dragon Sword in the other, I called up the powers of Death and Tree magic to fortify the ship. Tornado or not, I was going to send us under the waves. If I didn’t, the ship would be destroyed and we’d end up at the bottom of the ocean anyway.

      “Rami-Xayon, wake up!” I roared into her ear as I brought up the glowing images of the skull and the tree. “Wake up, dammit, wake up!”

      Her head lolled limply on her shoulders, and she showed no signs of any sort of response; she was still completely out cold. I growled out a wordless curse. The plan had seemed simple enough, but Elandriel’s hurricane had come on far faster and far more furiously than I’d anticipated. Now, he was on the verge of crushing me, but if I was going to end up meeting my end in the ocean depths, it was going to be on my terms, not his.

      I pointed the Dragon Sword defiantly at the raging storm. “We’re going under, ready or not.”

      Drawing on the brute strength of my tens of thousands of undead minions, I poured fortifying power into the creaking timbers of the warship. In the same way that I’d strengthened shields, armor, and weapons, the deck started to turn from rough, dull brown to shiny black. A smell wafted through the air, a stench that not even the howling hurricane winds could dissipate: the stink of grave rot. I grinned, despite the precariousness of my situation, for finally, my ship was no longer merely flying the flag of Death.

      Now, it truly was a Death Ship.

      My kraken had released the sleds pulling my troops across the ocean floor and was now swimming along under the ship. Shadowing the vessel, the sea monster was ready to wrap its arms around the ship and pull it under the water as soon as I gave the command. I would have to jump into the kraken’s consciousness and control it myself for this, because even with the ship now strengthened with my Death magic, the kraken’s tremendous strength could easily crush the ship to splinters.

      To counteract this and to give myself a little leeway, I injected a dose of Tree magic into the ship’s timbers. This gave them the bendy flexibility of a living tree and made them a lot harder to snap and splinter. They would now be able to bend a great deal before breaking.

      With the ship prepared, it was time to go under.

      I gave Rami-Xayon a slight slap on her cheek, but her head just flopped around. She was still out cold, and there would be no giant reverse tornado. That couldn’t be helped now; we had to go under. I unwrapped the kusarigama chain from around the mast, freeing both of us, then I slung Rami-Xayon over my shoulder and made a dash for the stairs that led down to the interior of the ship. Just as a gigantic wave broke over the deck, I dived down the stairs.

      Down below, Layna was finishing strapping herself to one of the wooden pillars with spider silk, after she’d used it to strap everyone else to pillars and posts. She was looking utterly drained and exhausted after having had to produce so much spider silk in such a short space of time. But when she saw me, she smiled proudly, for she’d done it. Everyone was secure and nobody would get flung around the room and battered to a bloody pulp by a tornado raging in here.

      Except now I wasn’t even sure that there would be a tornado.

      I used the kusarigama chain to lash myself and Rami-Xayon to a post.

      “We’re all ready, Lord Vance!” Rollar yelled. “Bring on the tornado!”

      “There’s a little problem with the whole tornado thing,” I said. “but don’t worry, I’ll figure something out. For now, everyone, hold your breath!”

      “What?!” Isu shouted. “You’re sending us under the ocean with no air supply?!”

      “Nobody’s drowning in here.” I gritted my teeth with determination. “Not on my watch. Get ready, we’re going under in three... two... one!”

      In the blink of an eye, I was seeing the world through the enormous eyes of the kraken. I felt the press of the ocean all around my massive form. Up above, a storm was raging with crazed fury, but down here below the waves, all was calm and serene. A hundred yards above me was the Death ship.

      I now had to control my many limbs with both strength and finesse, like a mighty warrior handling a delicate sparrow’s egg.

      I shot my kraken limbs up, and they burst out of the rolling waves like a hundred angry sea serpents, writhing and eager. I grabbed the ship, wrapping my tentacles around it. My suckers gripped the shiny black timber, then I pulled down while I swam into the black depths below. The ship creaked and groaned, and I could feel that even with the additional strength and flexibility provided by the Death and Tree magic, the structure of the vessel was taking immense strain. But still I pulled, exerting powerful pressure, just enough to drag it under the waves, but not quite enough to break it.

      And then the ship was underwater. I dragged it down just deep enough that it was below the vicious turbulence of the humongous waves. This part of the plan completed, I jumped back into my own body, allowing the kraken to move autonomously.

      Back inside the ship, the scene was one of chaos. Water was gushing into the ship, filling up the interior with alarming rapidity. The whole interior would be completely filled with water in half a minute, I guessed, or perhaps less. Rami-Xayon was still unconscious.

      I had to take care of this situation myself.

      I was able to create small tornadoes with the Wind magic of my kusarigama, but even if I enhanced them with all the Death magic of my undead army, they wouldn’t be big enough to fill the interior with air.

      However, I had another idea, one that was prompted by my romantic liaisons with Yumo-Rezu the previous night. Divine power was present in the bodily fluids of gods and goddesses, and I had the Dragon Sword, which was capable of wielding any form of magic, so therefore it stood to reason that I should be able to use the Dragon Sword to commandeer Rami-Xayon’s mastery over Wind magic, and create a huge tornado myself. And, I remembered, the Blood God’s servants had been fanatical about wanting to sacrifice a goddess to gain the power that was in her blood. I was sure this would work. The only question was whether I could get it done in time.

      I reached over and dragged the razor-sharp edge of the Dragon Sword across Rami-Xayon’s arm, opening up a shallow cut from which blood oozed. I then nicked my palm with the blade’s edge and put my bleeding palm onto her open cut.

      Immediately, a surge of immense power electrified the entirety of my being. It was like the previous night with Yumo-Rezu, but far more overwhelming, so much so that I almost blacked out with the intensity of it all. My blood felt as if it was boiling in my veins, my muscles like lightning were being blasted through them, and my mind as if it could see the entire universe at once.

      The feeling was beyond intoxicating, but I fought through the euphoria and forced myself to think rationally through the giddying high. The water was up to our chests now and rising rapidly. I pointed the Dragon Sword at the stairs, where the water was gushing down, and called up my Wind magic, which usually came from my kusarigama. Now, however, I could feel the Wind power within me. It was connected to my spirit in the same way that Death power was, as though I’d fused my soul to Rami-Xayon’s and sucked up all her Wind power.

      Creating a gigantic tornado, previously completely beyond my ability, was now as easy as raising a basic skeleton from a corpse. I didn’t understand how I was doing it; I just knew on an instinctive level how to create a monster of a tornado.

      With a flick of the Dragon Sword blade, a tremendous howl roared through the interior of the ship. A funnel of madly spinning air blasted down the stairs, immediately stemming the flow of water and filling the remaining space with air. The pressure of the howling tornado was incredible. Even with the kusarigama chain securing me to the post, I could feel its force tugging at my body like the hands of a greedy Jotunn. Without being secured like we were, everyone in here would be flying around and smashed to bloody piles of meat pulp in seconds.

      It was difficult to breathe but at least it was air coming through our mouths and noses into our lungs and not seawater. With everything taken care of, I closed my eyes and flung part of my spirit into the kraken and another segment into Talon, who was soaring high above the storm. Viewing the world simultaneously through the harpy’s eyes and the kraken’s was quite a trip, but I had long since learned to handle the mentally taxing task of viewing completely different things simultaneously.

      Using the two undead creatures, I guided the ship underwater, navigating out of the swirling madness of the super-storm. Once we’d gotten out of it and back into calmer weather, I released the ship and allowed it to float to the surface. After it surfaced, everyone breathed out a sigh of relief, but I held up a hand to silence them before anyone said anything. We weren’t off the hook just yet.

      “I have to get the water out of here!” I said. “Hold tight!”

      Rami-Xayon was finally coming to, but she was groggy and disoriented, so I used the power of her blood to create another tornado. This tornado was a regular one, sucking air rather than pumping it in, and I used it to suck all of the water out of the ship. Then, and only then, I unwrapped the kusarigama chain, freeing myself and Rami-Xayon. Everyone else was still secured to the pillars by spider silk threads, so I went around and cut them all free.

      They were groggy and weak, for they’d all taken a beating from the forces of the tornado and had struggled to breathe. None were injured, though, but they needed rest. Now that we were out of danger, they could recuperate. One of them, however, was feeling far weaker and more drained than the others.

      “What happened back there?” Rami-Xayon groaned. Her face looked deathly pale, and she couldn’t stand upright. “The last thing I remember … was falling from the rigging … then … nothing … until I woke up. But I dreamed a terrible dream … that a vampire … was draining my blood.”

      I flashed her a guilty smile. “I’ll explain later, but let’s get you to a bunk where you can lie down and rest.”

      “That would be good,” she murmured, still looking terribly disoriented and confused.

      I picked her up and carried her to one of the cabins, where I laid her down on a bed so she could sleep and recover. When I turned to leave the cabin, however, I saw Isu standing in the doorway. She stared at me, an eerie smile on her luscious lips and a dark gleam in her eyes.

      “I saw what you did back there with the tornado,” she said. “As powerful a god as you are, Vance, only the Wind Goddess could create a tornado like that. Yet the whole time we were underwater, she was unconscious. There’s only one way you could have achieved what you did … you have tasted Blood magic, haven’t you?”

      “It was the only way to create a strong enough tornado to prevent us all from drowning. I did what I had to do,” I said.

      “And you liked it, didn’t you?” she whispered, shifting her hourglass-shaped figure seductively.

      I nodded slowly. “Taking Rami-Xayon’s power like that was a rush like nothing else,” I admitted. “But I only did it because it was that, or death for all of us. As incredible as it felt, I’ll never do it again. I hate to say it, but now, on some level, I understand the Blood God and his insatiable appetite for blood, especially the blood of gods and goddesses. And now I have an even greater understanding of why he has to be stopped at all costs.”

      “The rush of power, taken from someone else’s blood, is terribly addictive,” Isu said. “And now, after tasting it, I’m sure you can see just how easily it can turn men into monsters. Is it any wonder that your uncle Rodrick, the Warlock, and Elandriel became such evil creatures after experiencing such power?”

      “I can see how it turned them into what they became,” I said, “but there was greed and evil within all of them anyway. The Blood magic only fed and amplified what was already there.”

      “Indeed,” she said. “But beware, Vance … once you have tasted this forbidden fruit, its flavor will always linger somewhere at the back of your throat. And that flavor will always beg for more. Always.”

      She chuckled softly and humorlessly. For a few seconds, a glow entered her eyes, and she looked like the powerful Death goddess who’d given me my first taste of Death power, way back when I was still just an assassin. The glow faded, though, and once more she looked like the gorgeous, mortal necromancer she now was.

      “Be cautious, Vance, that’s all I’m saying. When fighting monsters, we must be careful not to become monsters ourselves.” Then, with a swish of her skirts, she turned around and glided like a phantom out into the dark hallway, leaving me alone with the sleeping Wind Goddess and dark thoughts about the final battle to come.
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      The next week of sailing was relatively smooth; Elandriel had likely exhausted himself calling up that titan of a storm and would need time to recover before launching any more attacks on us. After two or three days of rest, Rami-Xayon recovered. I disclosed to her that I’d had to make use of her powers while she’d been unconscious, and she was understanding, given that it had been a life and death situation. When her powers returned, she called up a powerful wind to propel us forward in our journey, and we made excellent time, covering a great distance at speed.

      Below us, on the floor of the ocean, my army struggled onward. We left them far behind, greatly outstripping them with our superior speed. I only hoped that it wouldn’t take them too long to reach Prand; the timing of their arrival would be crucial in terms of determining whether I could defeat Elandriel and crush the Blood God once and for all, or whether the outcome of the final battle would be much less favorable to me.

      A few days before we got within sight of the Prandish continent, I was scouting ahead via Talon’s eyes high in the sky when I caught sight of a pirate ship a few miles in the distance. It looked as if they were heading in the direction of Yeng. Figuring that they would probably have some information on the current state of affairs in Prand, I decided to adjust our course so that we could intercept them.

      Percy steered the Death ship their way, and late in the afternoon we saw their ship on the horizon. They spotted us too, and turned to sail toward us. They had surely seen that this was a warship, but the sight of a gray skull on the black sails rather than the insignia of the Church of Light Navy must have told them that this was no ordinary vessel.

      I didn’t want a fight—we would obliterate them in battle, of course, but that wasn’t the point. I wanted information from these pirates, and loosening their tongues with a bit of gold, which I had more than enough of, would surely yield me more honest information, given more readily, than beating it out of them … which wasn’t entirely off the table if they decided to act like assholes.

      One we got within a nautical mile of the pirate ship, I suited myself up in my full set of black plate armor, which was always a good look when it came to impressing and intimidating people, and filled a sack with gold coins. I got Percy and his pirate crew to load and aim the Death-enhanced ballistae at the pirate ship and punch their hull full of holes if they didn’t cooperate. Then, I commanded Talon to lift me up and fly me over to the pirate ship.

      The pirates gathered on deck to watch me as I approached, and their scarred faces were twisted into expressions of wonder, awe, and more than a little fear; it wasn’t every day that these ratty seafarers got to see a harpy transporting a fully armored knight through the air.

      All of the pirates had bows, crossbows and spears, and they aimed them as us as we approached. Their captain, an obese pirate with a huge red beard, twisted into beaded plaits, climbed up onto the prow. He pointed his cutlass at me and yelled. “Who are you, ye strange winged bastard?! Come any closer and my boys’ll turn ye both into pincushions, we will!”

      I pulled out a handful of gold coins from the sack and flung them onto the deck of the ship. They bounced around, and when the pirates saw what they were, they scrambled eagerly to snatch them up, fighting and shoving each other out of the way in their haste and greed to grab a coin.

      “All I want from you is some information!” I yelled back. “Tell me what I want to know, and this whole sack of gold coins is yours!”

      “Arr, fair enough, fair enough,” the captain replied, a glint of greed glistening in his eyes, “but you still haven’t told us who you are! Give me that courtesy, stranger, an’ then I’ll decide if I want to wag me jaw with ye! I am Captain Thegramm, by the way,”

      “I am Vance Chauzec, God of Death!”

      A look of awe and disbelief came across the captain’s face. “You’re … real!” he gasped. “The legend is true! The God of Death lives! Come aboard, God of Death, come aboard! Lay down your weapons, ye scurvy dogs! Make space for the God of Death to come aboard, go on, make some room!”

      The pirates moved to the edge of the deck, leaving a space in the middle for me to land. Controlling Talon with expert finesse, I got her to hover a few feet above the deck and then drop me there. I landed with acrobatic grace, and then tossed the sack of gold at Captain Thegramm’s feet. “All I want is some information, Thegramm, so answer my questions honestly and you can keep everything that’s in that sack.”

      He slashed his cutlass across the side of the sack, and when a pile of gold coins poured out of the cut a gasp of surprise rippled through the crowd of pirates. I could almost taste the greed and lust for gold hovering in the air.

      “Aye, I’ll answer your questions, God of Death,” he said. “Tis more gold than we’ve seen for many a week, and there be precious few ships to plunder now, not with all the cursed new rules in Prand.”

      “So, you’ve come from Prand then?”

      “Aye, we have, and we won’t be going back for a while, no bloody way, not with how things are back there.”

      “I’m guessing this has something to do with the Church of Light,” I said dryly.

      “Damn right it does! That Elandriel’s a real bastard, he is!” Captain Thegramm said, scowling. “He’s got every bloody port in Prand in lockdown. It’s almost like he’s expecting an invasion from the sea or some bloody thing. Every ship that comes within a mile of Prand has to wait in the open water and be inspected by Church of Light officials. They’ve got hundreds of ballistae set up around every port, and plenty of eagle-eyed snipers to man ‘em. One signal from a Church official that anything’s suspicious about a ship and the bastards sink it.”

      “So, there’s no way to get onto the Prandish continent without getting past the Church of Light officials?” I asked.

      Captain Thegramm shook his head grimly. “They’ve got every port sealed up tight. Nobody leaves or enters without the permission of the Church. They’ve even set up ballistae squads by our secret pirate coves! I don’t know how they found out where they were, I suppose those landlubber whoresons tortured the information out of some pirates they captured. Either way, we won’t be going back to Prand any time soon. There’s nothing for us there … and, dare I say, nothing for you either, God of Death, from what I’ve heard about what’s going on further inland.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Well, I’m sure you must know how popular the Temple of Necrosis has become back in Prand,” he said. “After all, it’s you they bloody worship, isn’t it?” He paused here to let out a boomy belly laugh.

      “I’ve felt my power growing from my many worshipers, yes,” I said.

      “And that’s something old Elandriel has not been happy about, not at all!” Thegramm exclaimed. “He’s doing his bloody best to purge the Temple of Necrosis from Prand completely. That rotten eel, he’s made it a crime punishable by death to worship at the Temple of Necrosis, and all the priests of the Temple have been arrested. Rumor was that he intended to burn down Brakith, which is the main stronghold of the temple in all of Prand, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “Yes, seeing as I’m the Lord of Brakith,” I muttered.

      “I hope you’ve got a mighty force of defenders there, then, God of Death,” Thegramm said, “because I heard that a massive Church army was marching there with express orders to raze the city. Elandriel has conscripted soldiers from all over Prand to swell the ranks of the Church army. By all accounts that have reached these here jug handles,” he continued, tapping his hairy ears, “the Church of Light army is bigger than it’s ever been. And I don’t know if Elandriel’s losing his damn mind, or if he’s lost it already, but there’s been talk of strange things happening in Luminescent Spires. People disappearing, murders taking place every night, corpses found in back alleys drained of blood. As far as I’m concerned, the whole of Prand is about to go up in flames. The entire cursed continent is about to become a bloodbath, and I’m not taking any chances by being anywhere near anything like that, no bloody way!”

      “Bloodbath is definitely the right word to use, all things considered,” I muttered darkly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind. What else can you tell me about the current state of Prand?”

      He laughed loudly, slapping his barrel-sized paunch. “Haven’t you heard enough, God of Death? Prand’s gone down the latrine, and Elandriel and his Church of light army are shitting all over it as we speak. I’ve heard tales of your mighty powers, don’t get me wrong, but nothing short of a bloody miracle can save Prand now.”

      “Fair enough. I have one more thing to ask you before I go,” I said.

      “You’ve given us enough gold to sit and wag our jaws for the next few days without stopping, so go right ahead and ask whatever questions you want!”

      “If you absolutely had to get yourself onto Prandish soil right now, how would you go about getting past all the blockades and traps the Church has set up along the coast.”

      Thegramm flashed me a sly, yellow-toothed smile. “Ah, so despite everything I’ve told you, you’re still going to try, aren’t you? Well, as it so happens, there is a way to get back into Prand that I’m bloody sure Elandriel doesn’t know about … and even if he does, he’s not likely to have posted any guards there, given the fact that they’d all get eaten if they stuck around after dark.”

      “Go on…”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, God of Death. Many smugglers and outlaws have tried the Black Passage, but only one pirate—one of the greatest sea captains in the history of the high seas, Captain Redbard—ever made it through the passage alive.”

      “That sounds like exactly the sort of challenge I’d dive right into,” I said, grinning.

      Captain Thegramm chuckled. “Dive is the right term to use, God of Death. You see, around fifty miles up the coast north of Lough Harbor there’s a network of underwater caves. You’ll know exactly where to find ‘em, because there’s a small island there. It’s nothing more than a lifeless jumble of boulders really, about the size of an average castle, jutting out of the water two miles from land. In fact, that’s what it’s called: Castle Island, because it bloody well looks like one. There’s a cave on the island, and if you go down into it, you’ll find that it branches out into a maze of underground tunnels and caverns. This is the Black Passage. There are three challenges involved in getting into the black passage and coming out the other side alive. The first is finding your way in the maze of tunnels. Most who dare to attempt a crossing of the Black Passage end up getting hopelessly lost in there, and slowly succumb to madness and starvation in the pitch black; there’s not a bloody jot of light down there, and waves come rushing suddenly through the tunnels; once your torch gets extinguished, that’s it; you’re stuck in the blackest darkness you’ve ever seen.”

      “All right, and what’s the second challenge?” I asked.

      “Arr, well, you only get to take on the second challenge if you make it to the final sections of the tunnels. That last section you have to navigate underwater. If you can hold your breath for five minutes, and you get the route right the first time, you have a chance of making it. That’s a big bloody if, though; one wrong turn and you drown in the darkness.”

      “I like those odds,” I said cheerfully. “And the third challenge?”

      Captain Thegramm roared with booming belly laughter. “Arr, I can see why you have so many bloody followers, God of Death! You’ve at least got a sense of humor, you do, unlike the bloody Lord of Light with that warship mast shoved so far up his arse he’s got splinters in the roof of his mouth! Ha! The third challenge is perhaps easier than the previous two, but then again, if you’re exhausted and disoriented from overcoming the previous two challenges, you might be too spent to fight ‘em off … and they’ll eat you then. Especially if it’s after dark.”

      “What will eat me?”

      He pointed at Talon. “Those bloody things. Harpies. The underwater tunnel comes out in on Prandish soil in a cave at the base of a series of mighty vertical cliffs. And those cliffs are full of harpies. It’s one thing trying to scale sheer vertical rock walls almost a mile high even on a good day; try doing it with those horrid things swooping around and trying to pluck you off the cliff like a ripe grape for their dinner. I don’t know how you tamed this one, but they’re vicious, bloodthirsty beasts, they are.”

      “Oh, she’s not tame, she’s undead.”

      Thegramm cocked his head and raised an eyebrow with surprise. “An undead harpy, you say … blimey, you see something wondrous every day on the High Seas!”

      I thanked Thegramm for his help and bade him and his crew farewell; he’d told me all I needed to know. I flew back to the Death Ship and explained to my party what Thegramm had told me.

      “I can’t say I’m surprised about what Elandriel’s doing,” Rollar said. “He’s nothing if not thorough, and he seems to be doing his utmost to make sure you can’t get back onto Prandish soil, and even if you do eventually manage it, that by that time it’ll be too late, with Brakith razed to the ground and the Temple of Necrosis outlawed and destroyed.”

      “I know, he’s doing all he can to stop me, but like Thegramm said, there is a way.”

      Percy frowned and shook his head. “Cap’n Chauzec, I know you’re capable of great things—I mean, you did get us and the ship through the most brutal storm I’ve ever seen at sea—but the Black Passage is another challenge altogether, and not one to be taken lightly.”

      “It’s our only way onto Prandish soil,” I said resolutely. “I’m not going to float out here on the ocean like a lost turd in a river while Elandriel destroys my temple, burns my home to the ground, enslaves my people and becomes the living incarnation of the Blood God. I’ll do whatever the hell it takes to take Elandriel and the Blood God down, and save Brakith and its people.”

      “So we’re definitely going through the Black Passage then?” Percy asked.

      “You’re damn right we are,” I said. “Rami-Xayon, call up your wind and fill these sails! Percy, steer us toward Castle Island! We’re going cave diving…”
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      We saw the harpies long before we saw Castle Island. After my encounter with Captain Thegramm the rest of the voyage took us less than a week, thanks to a relatively smooth ocean, clear weather, and the potent, constant wind in our sails courtesy of Rami-Xayon. Before we even got within sight of the Prandish continent, though, we saw flocks of huge flying creatures, far bigger than any bird, darkening the horizon. A quick scouting flight with Talon confirmed that what we were looking at were harpies—hundreds of them.

      “I wonder how long it’s been since that pirate captain was anywhere near this island,” Rollar muttered, staring with narrowed eyes and a grim expression on his face at the swirling black clouds of harpies. “He seemed to think that the harpies would be the least deadly of the challenges, but perhaps there were far fewer when he was last there. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen so many of the damn things in one place before. And one of ‘em is hard enough to kill, never mind a few hundred. I don’t like the look of that flock of hellspawn, Lord Vance, I don’t like it at all.”

      “I like it, Rollar, I like it a lot,” I said, a smile slowly breaking across my face as I stared at the ominous sight of the flock of harpies. “The past few days I’ve been racking my brain on how to handle two simultaneous situations that are hundreds of miles apart, and now I think I have my answer.”

      “Wait, you’re not going to…” Rollar murmured, his eyes widening with surprise.

      I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Rollar, you’re a Death Knight now, and you need to start thinking like a necromancer. That flock of vicious harpies in the distance doesn’t represent a threat. Well, okay, they do in the immediate sense of the word. But more than that, they represent an opportunity. Every time we encounter a large body of enemies, I don’t just see men, beasts, or monsters we have to fight and kill. I see future members of my all-conquering undead army. Look how much use I’ve had out of one undead harpy,” I continued, pointing at Talon, who was flying so high above the ship she looked like a mere speck of black among the clouds. “Now imagine having an entire battalion of harpies in my undead army.”

      Rollar had to chuckle softly and shake his head. “Nobody I’ve ever met is quite as talented as you, Lord Vance, when it comes to turning a disaster into an opportunity. It’s still going to be one hell of a battle to kill so many of ‘em, though.”

      “I didn’t say it would be easy, Rollar, but great achievements rarely are. The beasts are far away for now, and I’ll come up with a solid battle plan before we get close enough for them to attack, which, considering their nature, they surely will.”

      “I trust you, Lord Vance, and if you think we can take those vile things on and win, I believe we can. I’m going to armor up; just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      Rollar headed below deck to his cabin to put his battle armor on, while I remained on deck, watching the flock of harpies and trying to figure out how best to take them on. I vividly remembered the day I’d fought and killed Talon. I had been a far weaker deity then, granted, but even now, as powerful as I was, I wasn’t about to underestimate the creatures.

      Aside from their ability to fly and their physical strength, the harpies’ main weapon was their ear-piercing screams, which was so intense that it could cause the bravest, fiercest warriors to break down in fear and piss their pants, and paralyze the most powerful Fated, making them unable to utter the simplest of spells. In order to effectively battle these creatures, I needed a way to nullify their ability to attack us with those debilitating screams. One of them screaming had been enough to almost paralyze my entire party, so with hundreds of them all shrieking at once, it would surely be a ferocious enough aural assault to make all of our heads explode—quite literally.

      “All right,” I muttered to myself, “given that having this deck littered with our headless corpses, splattered with our skull fragments and exploded brains is not an ideal result of the coming encounter, how do I neutralize the whole sound thing the harpies have got going?”

      The first answer that came to my head was as obvious as it was frustrating: the easiest thing to do would be to fight them at a distance with my undead troops, who were completely immune to harpy shrieks, and wouldn’t flinch even if you sawed out their eardrums with a rusty scalpel. Of course, there was no way for me to do this given the fact that my undead army was hundreds of miles away, being dragged across the floor of the ocean. The only undead creatures I had with me were Fang and Talon, and a few Jotunn in the bottom hold with the dragon skeleton, and while I knew that Fang would happily munch harpies like a cat catching low-flying birds, and the Jotunn would be able to swat a few from the sky like pesky flies, there were simply too many harpies for them to handle, and they wouldn’t be able to stop them from flying across the water to attack us on the ship. And here, if we were surrounded by even a third of that huge flock and attacked en-masse, we would all be in deep trouble, very quickly.

      I was sure that with our various powers and weapons, my party would be able to defeat the flock of harpies, as long as we were able to nullify the advantage of their terrible shrieks. The question was, of course, how I could do that.

      I felt a sudden grin curving my mouth upward; the answer had just come to me.

      “What are you so happy about?” Rami-Xayon asked, looking out over the sea at the flock of harpies with a look of consternation on her beautiful face. “It looks to me like we have a very dangerous enemy ahead. I don’t see how we’re going to be able to get within a mile of Castle Island without being attacked by those awful creatures.”

      “I do, and you’re exactly the goddess I wanted to speak about how to do just that,” I said.

      “Ah yes, of course!” she said, her face lighting up. “They’re flying creatures, and If I call up a hurricane, I can keep them away from us with a shield of powerful winds.”

      “I don’t just want to keep them at bay, though, Rami-Xayon,” I said. “I need to kill them. I want to add that flock of harpies to my undead army.”

      “That will be a much more difficult challenge than simply keeping them at bay, but I’m guessing you’ve already figured out a plan?”

      “I have.” I explained to Rami-Xayon what I needed her to do, and as I did her look of consternation turned to one of hope.

      “All right,” she said, grinning. “Let’s go harpy hunting.”

      As we got closer to Castle Island, I gathered everyone on deck to explain the plan. “Listen up everyone. We’re switching around the order of the challenges of the Black Passage. Instead of taking on the harpies last, after we’ve overcome the other two challenges, we’re going to handle those overgrown mosquito bitches first. Now, some of you have fought harpies before, and many of you haven’t, but what I’m about to say applies to those who have fought them as much as those who haven’t. Come on over and have a close look at Talon, everyone.”

      I commanded Talon to land on the deck, and got everyone to have a good, close up look at the undead harpy. Even Drok and Rollar looked like children next to Talon, and this drove home the point about how physically large and strong a harpy was.

      “Now, I realize that Talon is a little different from a living harpy, but the differences between her and one with a beating heart in its chest are minor. As you can see, she’s got a tough hide. Percy, your cutlass, please.”

      I needed an unenchanted weapon for this demonstration. Percy drew his cutlass and tossed it over to me. “As you can all see,” I said, hacking the cutlass against one of Talon’s scale-covered arms, “the harpy’s scales work pretty effectively as armor.” The sharp steel blade simply glanced off the scales, doing no damage. I repeated a similar cut on Talon’s scaled thigh, and her scaled head. “Their torsos are weaker, since they don’t have the armored scales there, but even so, their skin is as tough as cured leather,” I continued, driving a weak thrust into Talon’s abdomen. This half-hearted effort would have nonetheless been strong enough to gut a bare-chested man, but the blade didn’t pierce her flesh. I repeated the move, putting more power into it this time, and then the tip of the weapon did slide in.

      “Okay, so we hit harpy chest, kill harpy easy!” Drok said enthusiastically.

      “With your Death-enchanted weapons,” I said, “you’ll be able to take a harpy’s arm or leg off in one blow, regardless of their armored scales, but I don’t intend to let them get close enough for hand-to-hand combat. We’re going to pick them out of the sky with ranged weapons.”

      “What about their screams?” Elyse asked, looking doubtful. “I remember well this beast’s terrible shrieks,” she continued, wrinkling her nose with distaste as she stared at Talon. “They don’t have to get anywhere near us to cripple us with that sound.”

      “We’re not going to hear a damn thing, not with the enchanted helms Rami-Xayon and I are creating. You’ll see when you put ‘em on. Because of this, though, we’re going to have to communicate during the fight with colored flags. And Ji-Ko, you and your monks are going to have to sit this one out.”

      “Of course, God of Death,” Ji-Ko said humbly. “This is for the best, anyway. Because my monks and I have no eyes our sense of hearing is especially sensitive, and the screams of those horrible harpies would be even more debilitating to us than they are to you.”

      “Yes. So you guys will be down in the hold, Percy’s pirates will be manning the ballistae here on deck, and the rest of us will be in rowing boats in the water, with bows and crossbows—all enhanced with Death magic, of course. One well-placed Death arrow or crossbow bolt will knock a harpy right out of the sky.”

      “Why do we need to be out there on the water in flimsy little boats when we could all be much safer here on the warship?” Anna-Lucielle asked, looking worried.

      “To split their numbers up,” I answered. “If we’re all in one place, they’ll surround and swarm us, and even with our soundproof helms and enchanted weapons, it’ll be a dangerous situation for us. If they have to split their numbers to go for separate targets, they can’t concentrate a mass attack all in one spot.”

      I explained the rest of the strategy to my party, and then we prepared to fight. There was a lot of spare armor and helms left over from the Church of Light Navy, to whom this ship had previously belonged, so Rami-Xayon and I picked out enough full-face helms for every person on board, and then we got to work enchanting them. I’d previously only been able to enchant armor and weapons with Death magic, but now, with the Dragon Sword’s powers, I was able to enchant items with whatever forms of magic were available to me. Rami-Xayon provided a generous dose of Wind magic, and I blended it with Death magic to create some rather nifty looking helms. The steel turned from the burnished silver hue of standard Church of Light armor to a glossy black streaked with blueish white. The Death magic added strength to the steel, while the Wind magic provided something that would be perfect for fighting harpies.

      I tested out the first helm myself. I slipped it on, and the moment my head was enclosed in its stuffy confines, all I could hear was the roar of a furious hurricane wind in my ears.

      “Say something to me!” I yelled at Rami-Xayon. Not hearing my own voice was a little disconcerting at first, as well as hearing the monotonous roar of wind in my ears, despite not being able to feel even the slightest ripple of a breeze on my body.

      Rami-Xayon’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear a thing. I repeated my request, bellowing at full volume. From the movement of her lips, I could tell she was yelling, but I could still hear nothing but the howl of the wind in my ears. Grinning, I pulled the helm off, only to have my eardrums split by Rami-Xayon’s full-volume shriek.

      “I said I’m not deaf, Vance, stop yelling at me!” she screamed.

      “Okay, okay, the test is over and the results are in,” I said, chuckling. “These helms work perfectly. The harpy shrieks won’t sound like anything more than annoying flies buzzing around our heads.”

      Once everyone was outfitted with a Death-Wind helm and a Death enchanted bow or crossbow, we split up into small groups, with three people to a boat. Percy and his crew wished us luck as they lowered the boats down onto the choppy sea. The swirling cloud of harpies was closer now, and Castle Island was in view. I saw that plenty of harpies were perched on the rocks of Castle Island, and I realized that whether we wanted to or not, we would have had to fight the harpies to even get onto the island anyway.

      With me on my boat were Yumo-Rezu and Anna-Lucielle. Because of the whole sibling-goddess rivalry thing, Yumo-Rezu hadn’t wanted to be anywhere near Rami-Xayon. I still had to try and get to the bottom of this weird feud, but that would have to wait. As for Anna-Lucielle, she was the least competent member of the party in terms of combat, and she said she would only feel safe alongside me. I’d given her a Death-enchanted bow, and I knew the slim, jaw-droppingly beautiful Charm Goddess knew how to shoot, since she’d been an excellent shot with a bow back in her tomboy days, but I didn’t expect to her bring down any harpies.

      I was armed with my Death longbow, and had taken bets with both Yumo-Rezu and Rami-Xayon—who were excellent shots due to their enjarta training—on who would be able to bring down the most harpies.

      As we rowed our respective boats in the direction of Castle Island, we fanned out our formation. The more spread out we were, the more enticing we’d be as targets for the harpies, and the more they’d have to spread out when they inevitably attacked us.

      It didn’t take long for the harpies to notice our approach. They were perhaps a mile away when the first of them saw us, but even at that distance their terrible shrieks resounded across the water, and felt like sharp rapiers being stabbed through our ears into our brains.

      “It’s even worse than I imagined!” Anna-Lucielle gasped. “And they’re still so far away!”

      “One roar from a dragon would silence this whole flock of shrieking vermin,” Yumo-Rezu said scornfully. “These ugly beasts think they own the skies now, with the dragons’ demise, but the soul of dragons still burns its eternal fire in my heart, and I’m about to show these sky-rats that dragons are still the undisputed lords of the heavens!”

      “Helmets on,” I said grimly, “it’s all visual communication from this point on.”

      We all slipped our Death-Wind helms on, and immediately the distant shrieks, the lapping of the ocean waves at the sides of the boat, and all other sounds vanished, replaced by the deep, unending roar of a hurricane wind. Scores of harpies began wheeling away from the black mass of the flock and heading straight for us, but while their fanged mouths were wide open as they belted out their shrieks at us, I could hear nothing but the wind in my ears. I picked up a green flag and waved it, signaling to everyone in the other boats, and Percy and his pirates on deck, that the battle was starting.

      Everyone got their helms on, nocked arrows to bowstrings and loaded crossbows, and lined up their targets as the sky grew black with charging harpies. I got a harpy in the sights of my bow and pulled the string back, but before I could release the arrow, a streak of black, barely visible, zipped through the sky and punched a barrel sized hole through the harpy’s chest, from over half a mile away.

      As the dead harpy dropped into the ocean with a huge splash, I turned to look behind me at the ship. I saw Percy, at the controls of a ballista, punching a triumphant fist into the air; he’d made the first kill of the battle.

      Enraged to see one of their own killed, the harpies shrieked with fury and beat their huge wings, organizing themselves into aerial formations; it seemed that they were more intelligent and organized than perhaps we’d given them credit for.

      More ballista spears streaked through the air as Percy’s pirates started firing at the harpies, and more of them dropped out of the sky, plummeting into the ocean with massive holes blasted through their torsos. The beasts were not intimidated at all, though; if anything, the sight of our ballistae dropping them like flies enraged them and made them charge in with even greater fury.

      Eager to possess a large force of undead harpies, I started shooting out threads of black energy, resurrecting the harpies as my own undead minions as they fell from the sky. I soon started resurrecting them with such precision and rapidity that they were flying again as undead creatures before they even hit the water.

      A group of over two dozen screaming harpies made a beeline for our boat, arranging themselves into an arrowhead formation as they flew. As they approached, they flew higher and higher, staying frustratingly out of bowshot reach. I couldn’t hear what Yumo-Rezu was saying, but from the scowl on her face, it was plain to see that she was pissed that she wasn’t able to shoot down any harpies.

      Then, when they were directly overhead, right above our boat, I realized what they were hoping to do. They circled us in their arrowhead formation, so high above the boat that they were visible only as black specks in the sky. The lead harpy tucked her wings in and dived, dropping from the heavens like a boulder. The other harpies did the same thing, plummeting down toward us like meteors flung to earth from the stars.

      They picked up speed at an incredible rate, and I knew that if they hit our boat they would smash it to splinters, and pulverize us into a mash of blood and guts—and impact would be in a few short seconds. Yumo-Rezu and Anna-Lucielle began loosing arrows at the diving harpies, but even the enjarta was nowhere near rapid enough to take out enough of the beasts to prevent us being flattened. I had to act fast to save us, so I loosed my own arrow in a precise shot that skewered the lead harpy right through her skull, and then, the instant I turned her plummeting corpse into one of my undead creatures, I flung my spirit into it.

      Controlling the undead harpy with the expert finesse of a master puppeteer, I swooped in a broad arc, smashing the other diving harpies side-on and lowing through their formation and sending a number of them into a chaotic mid-air tumble. Realizing that one of their number had turned against them, the remaining half pulled up out of their dive to begin attacking the undead traitor. The others continued hurtling toward us, however, their course unwavering.

      Yumo-Rezu picked two out of the sky, which I hastily turned into undead creatures, and to my surprise Anna-Lucielle plugged a cool, well-timed arrow right into another harpy’s heart, while I shot down another three in quick succession. It was too late though, for the harpies’ dive was so fast that they looked like a blur of blue; gigantic crossbow bolts fired directly at us from the sky.

      “Abandon ship!” I roared, forgetting that neither of the goddesses could hear my voice over the roar of the Death-Wind helms.

      The order was unnecessary, though; both of them had seen that a catastrophic impact was imminent, and they leaped out of the boat into the ocean when I did, just in time to avoid being turned into splatters of tenderized meat and splintered bone by the immense momentum of the harpies.

      Now, floundering in the water, we were sitting ducks for the harpies, whose dive had taken them a few yards down underwater after plowing through our boat. I wasn’t about to let them take us, though, and gripping the bow in my left hand, I drew my Dragon Sword with my right. The moment one of the harpies’ heads broke the surface of the waves, I lopped it off. I swung around and decapitated another harpy as it tried to surface, and then waited for the others to come up so I could hack their heads off too.

      My sixth sense buzzed, however, telling me that something was up behind me, and I spun around just in time to see one of the surfacing harpies pluck Anna-Lucielle out of the water. The snarling beast beat her huge wings and raced upward, with Anna-Lucielle gripped firmly in her claws. Neither I nor Yumo-Rezu could shoot the harpy down, because we couldn’t use our bows while treading water.

      I’d heard that harpies often used a method similar to eagles when it came to killing larger prey—they would drop them from a great height onto rocks. The harpy holding Anna-Lucielle was flying higher and higher, and heading straight for the rock-strewn Castle Island, and a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach told me that this was exactly what the harpy intended to do with Anna-Lucielle.

      Nobody could take a shot at the harpy without risking hitting Anna-Lucielle either, so I knew it was up to me to save her, and to do this I would have to get up into the air to battle the beast. I called down Talon, who’d been fighting harpies in the skies, and she swooped down and plucked me out of the water. I sent another undead harpy to pick up Yumo-Rezu too.

      Now, gripped in Talon’s claws, while Yumo-Rezu was likewise gripped by her armored shoulders by an undead harpy, the two of us soared upward in pursuit of Anna-Lucielle, getting hundreds of feet above the ocean in mere seconds. As we flew through the sky, wheeling harpies screamed and dived at us, like eagles fighting in mid-flight, but we dropped them from the skies with well-placed arrows, and I used my growing force of undead harpies to fight them off as they dived at us with claws outstretched.

      Controlling Talon directly, I felt as if I was the one flying rather than her. I’d had plenty of practice with flight over the long time in which Talon had been one of my creatures, and ducking, rising, diving, and swooping came as naturally to me as jumping, ducking, vaulting, and rolling on a land-based obstacle course.

      Even so, racing through the huge flock of harpies in pursuit of Anna-Lucielle was unlike any battle I’d ever fought. Even in the most chaotic battles on land, you only had opponents coming at you from the sides—all sides, from 360 degrees sometimes, but from the sides nonetheless. Now, in this aerial battle, enemies were not only diving and charging me from all sides, they were coming from above and below too.

      Yumo-Rezu and me were both expert archers, and we could loose multiple arrows at multiple targets in a matter of seconds, but even so, the rate at which we were being attacked by the harpies was overwhelming. I shot left, then right, then would have to aim directly above my head the next second. Before that arrow even slammed into its target, I would be taking hasty aim at a shrieking harpy coming at me from directly below.

      I had to think fast, and keep the attacking harpies at bay with not only my arrows, but also other harpies; the instant I killed one I would turn it, sending it wheeling through the air to smash into one of the harpies on our tail and wrangle mid-air with its enemy in mortal combat. In addition to the harpies coming at us from all angles, arrows, crossbow bolts and ballista spears from below were streaking through the air in a reverse rain from below. My comrades were trying to keep their missiles from coming near us, but our erratic flight path and the speed at which we were tearing through the sky meant that often the friendly fire from below would zip dangerously close past us.

      Finally, we broke through the flock, and now it was just me and Yumo-Rezu pursuing the harpy that had Anna-Lucielle in its clutches. The ocean was racing by at a tremendous speed far below us, and the wind resistance was battering my body like a hurricane wind as I pushed Talon to her full flying speed.

      The harpy was climbing higher, and had almost reached Castle Island. The unyielding gray rocks seemed to cry out with silent hunger for a victim, and with the lead the harpy had on us, it looked like they were going to get one.

      The harpy circled the island once, easily two miles up in the air, and then, positioned directly over the most jagged rocks, released Anna-Lucielle from its claws. She dropped like a stone, and I knew that I had to dive at once to save her. Just as I’d seen the harpies do when they’d destroyed our boat, I tucked Talon’s wings in and crouched her body into a dive.

      The acceleration in this position was monstrous. In the blink of an eye, I was hurtling toward the rocks of Castle Island like a boulder flung from a trebuchet. The air rushing at me was pressing with such force against me that my helm and shoulder pauldrons started heating up. Breathing was impossible; I simply had to hold my breath.

      Anna-Lucielle was tumbling through the air, screaming—but I couldn’t hear those cries over the roar of the wind in my helm, both from the Wind enchantment and the rush of air from the tremendous speed at which I was traveling.

      “Come on, faster, faster!” I growled into the ceaseless roar, angling downward to try to increase my speed.

      Anna-Lucielle was a few hundred yards from the rocks and falling fast, while I was coming in at a steep angle. I didn’t know if I was going to make it before she hit the rocks, but I did know that I would never forgive myself if I allowed her to die like this—and die she certainly would when she hit them. I could bring her back if she was stabbed through the heart or something, but if her body literally exploded like a dropped egg then not even I could help her cheat that kind of gruesome death.

      I contracted all of the muscles in both my body and Talon’s, trying to tuck us both in more compactly, doing my utmost to gather even more speed. It was a matter of seconds now. She was tumbling closer to her doom—fifty yards, forty, thirty, twenty, ten, nine, eight…

      We collided a yard above the rough gray rocks of Castle Island, and I snatched her in mid-air from her fall of death. The moment she was in my arms, I threw out Talon’s wings, trying to brake in the air and pull up from the near-suicidal dive, but the speed we were traveling at was far too great. We carried on racing through the air at a trajectory that was slightly more downward than flat, and my knees and elbows clipped the surface of a couple rocks before we cleared the island, raced for a hundred or so yards across the ocean in the space of a mere second, skimming the waves, before plunging into the water in a heavy splash that knocked the wind out of me and made me feel as if I’d been dropkicked by a Jotunn.

      For a few chaotic seconds, I tumbled around, dazed and disoriented, under the water. I pulled a boost of Death magic into my body to enhance my strength and vitality, then I swam up to the surface, sucking in a greedy gulp of air when I finally broke through the water.

      I looked around for Anna-Lucielle, and saw her bobbing in the waves a few yards away, looking out of breath and somewhat bedraggled, but otherwise okay. Her helmet had come off, and I figured we were far away enough from the harpies that I could take mine off too. I pulled it off and swam over to her.

      “Vance,” she gasped, throwing her arms around me and covering me with kisses, “I was inches from death, literally! I’ve never been so terrified in my whole life! You saved me! I don’t know how you did it, but you saved me!”

      “It was one hell of a close shave,” I said, “but you’re okay. Wait, you are okay, right? No broken bones or anything?”

      “I feel like a couple cave trolls just used my body as a practice dummy,” she said, “but I’m sure nothing is broken.”

      I lifted up my arm, and showed her where my elbow had skimmed over the rock. A huge chunk of the steel armor had been sheared off.

      “Good thing that wasn’t your flesh,” she said, staring with horror at the twisted steel.

      “Like I said, it was really close. But since you’re okay, I need to get back to the battle.”

      To get a sense of what was going on, I hurled my spirit into one of the many undead harpies I’d created who were in the thick of the fighting. I was pleasantly surprised to find that, aside from a few fleeing stragglers, the battle was clearly won and most of the harpy flock was dead, or undead.

      I turned the remaining dead harpies into my own creatures, and then got Talon to carry me and Anna-Lucielle back to the ship, where I raised the gray flag of victory. Everyone took their helms off and cheered, and rowed their boats back to the warship.

      Nobody had taken any serious injuries, and while two of the boats had been destroyed by the harpies’ attacks, we didn’t exactly need them anymore, now that we were within sight of Prand.

      “Excellent work everyone!” I roared once my whole party was gathered on deck. “Now, on to Prand, where we smash the Blood God once and for all, demolish the Blood Pyramid and rip Elandriel’s filthy guts out! Let’s do this!”
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      “I suppose there’s no need to go through the Black Passage now that we’ve got an army of undead harpies, Lord Vance,” Rollar said, staring at the distant cliffs beyond Castle Island. Here, the continent of Prand looked as if it had been snapped in half by some planet-sized titan, with the missing half cast carelessly into the depths of the ocean. The jagged cliffs, jutting up almost a mile from the crashing ocean waves, presented a formidable barrier—one that we would now be able to overcome with ease thanks to my new undead flying division.

      “That was another reason I wanted to tackle the harpies before the other two challenges. Don’t get me wrong, part of me was very excited about navigating an underwater cave labyrinth with only one way through it—that was a challenge my old crypt-diving self would have absolutely relished—but flight is definitely a more efficient way to get my forces back onto Prandish soil.”

      I looked up at my flying army of harpies. I had them flying in formation in a slow circle, spinning lazily around the ship. It was a magnificent sight, and every few minutes they would block out the sun over the ship completely, throwing us into deep shadow.

      “What about the dragon bones?” Yumo-Rezu asked, looking somewhat anxious. Over the course of the voyage, she’d become very attached to the dragon skeleton, almost as if it was a living creature, and seemed to be very worried about being separated from the bones.

      “I’ll get a few harpies to pick up the bones one by one and fly them up onto land.”

      “These harpies are strong, I know, but are they able to carry something as heavy as dragon bones? Even your undead Jotunn had trouble carrying the heavier bones, and these harpies aren’t half as strong as the Frost Giants.”

      “I do have a few hundred harpies, Yumo-Rezu. I’m sure between all of them there’s enough strength to lift a few old bones.”

      A glint of anger flashed across her gorgeous face. “Those ‘old bones’ are the key to defeating the Blood God and his Demogorgon, Vance. Don’t take them for granted, because without a dragon, the Blood God wins, no matter how strong you are.”

      “I meant no disrespect, Yumo-Rezu,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’ll come up with a watertight plan to get the entire skeleton onto land from here.”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, Cap’n Vance,” Percy said, interrupting our conversation, “but may I present my opinion this topic?”

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      “Here, by Castle Island, you’re roughly halfway between Brakith and Luminescent Spires. Now, you’re going to need this dragon when you’re much closer to Luminescent Spires, are ye not? I expect that’s where the final battle with the Blood God will play out, seeing as that’s where the Blood Pyramid is. Even if you get the skeleton up onto the clifftops, how are ye going to get it to Luminescent Spires? I expect you’ll need your Jotunn to carry it, and they’re strong bastards, aye, but they stick out like a sore bloody thumb, don’t they, being twenty foot tall and all that?”

      “You’re right,” I said, seeing where Percy was going with this. “Elandriel’s got eyes up and down the entire length of the coast, and he’s surely got thousands of spies stationed all over Prand. He probably knows by now that I’ve got the Dragon Gauntlets, and he also knows that we took an intact dragon skeleton out of the mountains in Yeng. If he gets word that the skeleton is being transported across Prand toward Luminescent Spires, he’s going to do his damndest to either capture or destroy the skeleton. But on the other hand, if you keep the skeleton here on the ship, a few miles off the coast, and head quietly down to the region of Luminescent Spires…”

      “No!” Yumo-Rezu yelled. “We can’t just leave the skeleton behind! It’s the key to everything!”

      “Last I checked, Yumo-Rezu,” I said coolly, “it wasn’t you who was in charge.”

      Anger continued to simmer in her eyes, but she backed down. “I apologize for that uncalled-for outburst,” she murmured, staring sullenly at the ground.

      “I know that you don’t want to be separated from the dragon skeleton, and believe me, I know how important it is for my quest, but I think it’ll be safer out here on the ship than it would be if we tried to transport it across land, where Elandriel has eyes and ears everywhere. The sea, on the other hand, has been virtually depopulated of ships. If Percy takes the ship in a wide arc across the open sea to the region of Luminescent Spires, the dragon skeleton will be right there when I need it, and Elandriel, who no longer has a navy, won’t be able to get his greasy hands on it.”

      Yumo-Rezu’s shoulders slumped, and she looked like was on the verge of tears, but she nonetheless acquiesced to what I’d proposed. “Fine,” she muttered, her eyes still locked on the ground in a forlorn gaze. “Keep it here … but if anything happens to those bones,” she snarled, spinning on her heel to face Percy with a look of icy fury on her face, “I’ll peel your ugly face off your skull, pirate. Slowly.”

      “Don’t you worry, Dragon Goddess, I’ll guard them bones with my life, you have my word on that,” Percy said, grinning nervously.

      “I’ll leave a harpy with the ship,” I said to Yumo-Rezu to offer her some reassurance. “Perched right up there on top of the mast. I’ll have eyes on the ship at all times, and you know how fast and far these creatures can fly. If I even catch a hint of a speck of an enemy presence on the horizon, I’ll be able to take action.”

      She folded her arms across her chest and scowled. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you if anything happens to the skeleton,” she muttered before spinning on her heel and storming off in a huff.

      Percy shook his head and chuckled. “Women eh, Cap’n Chauzec? From the lowliest tavern whore to this Dragon Goddess, sometimes ye just can’t reason with ‘em.”

      “Nod and smile, Percy, nod and smile,” I said, grinning. “Sometimes that’s all you can do.”

      I didn’t have time to stand around idly chatting to Percy about the problems we so often encountered with the opposite sex, though. At this very moment an enormous Church army, perhaps the largest ever assembled on Prand, could be laying siege to Brakith, while on the other side of the continent, Elandriel was probably slitting virgins’ throats and conjuring up something truly hellish in the bowels of the Blood Pyramid which would, if I let him go on with this madness unchecked, present the greatest existential threat to all life in the world since the birth of the first ancient gods.

      I needed to get on with things, and the first order of business was to scout over the tops of the cliffs and see what the lay of the land was beyond this mile-high barrier of rock that stretched as far across the horizon as my eyes could see.

      Scouting, of course, would be an easy enough task. There was no reason to wait, so I flung my spirit into the nearest harpy and set off for the cliffs, climbing higher into the sky as I flew. I expected to find the land above the cliffs empty, for there were no settlements, not even villages, anywhere nearby; the land in this area was dry and arid, and the plague of harpies had no doubt doubly convinced any peasants looking to set up a farm anywhere around here to look elsewhere.

      The tops of the cliffs were shrouded in either fog or clouds, making it impossible to see what lay beyond them without getting really close. As I passed Castle Island and got closer to the Prandish shores, however, I saw the glint of what had to be steel on the clifftops. I flew higher to get a better look, getting to within a few hundred yards of the land on top of the cliffs … and that was when the ballista spear smashed through my harpy’s chest. I felt the impact as if the missile had punched into my own chest, but no pain accompanied the thump, seeing as my undead creatures were incapable of feeling this sensation.

      Despite punching a skull-sized hole straight through the harpy’s torso, the ballista didn’t kill my undead creature, but it certainly would have put an immediate end to the life of a living one, and he force of the impact did send my harpy into a tailspin, plummeting toward the crashing waves below.

      I recovered, pulling the harpy back into flight before it plunged into the waves, but before I could soar upward, another ballista spear smacked into the harpy. This one took my undead creature’s head off, and that was it. The undead harpy was officially dead, and the section of my spirit I’d had in it was jolted forcefully back into my body.

      “Shit,” I muttered, staring at the distant cliffs. “We’ve got company up there.”

      “What did you see, Cap’n Vance?” Percy asked.

      “Someone’s up there,” I said, pointing at the fog-shrouded clifftops. “And they’re ready for harpies.”

      “Church of Light bastards?”

      “I don’t know, but most likely, yeah,” I answered. “This is going to make flying my party up onto the clifftops a little more of a challenge than I was hoping for.”

      “Arr, those scurvy dogs really have got the whole bloody coast covered, don’t they?” Percy growled. “I suppose we could go another fifty miles up the coast, there’s another smuggler’s spot I know of where you may be able to sneak ashore.”

      I shook my head. “No, that would just add further delay to my plans, and I can’t afford to lose any more time. I’m just gonna cut the fuckers down and fly my troops up there. With a mass harpy attack I can take out whatever troops are guarding those cliffs. I’ll lose a few dozen harpies, probably, but I’ll be able to get my party onto Prandish soil within an hour or two.”

      “There may be a way to get into Prand without losing any of your harpies, Cap’n Vance,” Percy said. “If you dare to take the Black Passage.”

      “I thought the Black Passage came out at the base of the cliffs, and you had to scale them?” I asked.

      “Aye, it does,” Percy answered. “One part of it, anyway. The part that Cap’n Redbard took. But according to legend, there’s another section of the Black Passage, if you keep going past the exit by the bottom o’ the cliffs. One that goes deeper into the earth, into a series of ancient caverns. The caverns are supposed to be connected to an abandoned silver mine, where … arr, no, forget I even suggested this idea. Perhaps it’d be best to do what you first said, and sacrifice a few harpies to clear out whoever’s on top o’ those cliffs. Far less risky to the living members o’ your party, even if you lose forty or fifty harpies.”

      I was intrigued; if there was a stealthy way to get my party into Prand, I wanted to hear more about it; the risky aspect only piqued my curiosity and stirred a sense of excitement and anticipation within me. “Tell me a little more about this, Percy,” I said.

      “Arr, I shouldn’t have mentioned it,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I should have known you’d be chomping at the bit to tackle it at the slightest mention of risk. Cap’n Vance, I think you should just sacrifice a few harpies and take the clifftops from the Church troops. I’m a fool for even thinking of mentioning the Black Passage.”

      “Tell me about the dangers involved, Percy,” I said, smiling. “Come on, whet an old crypt diver’s appetite.”

      Percy sighed and rolled his eyes. “Sometimes it does as much good trying to talk some sense into you, Cap’n Vance, as it does to those goddesses o’ yours. All right, all right, I’ll tell you, but for the record, I think it’s a far too risky endeavor to even consider, let alone set off on.” As he said this a trace of real fear entered his voice, and I knew that if this battle-scarred old pirate was anxious about something, it had to be more than your garden variety of evil. This, of course, only made me more eager to discover what was in these ancient caverns.

      “There’s a very good reason those mines were abandoned when the shafts broke through into the ancient caverns,” Percy said. “Arr, and only one o’ the miners actually made it out alive, to tell the truth o’ the matter. And he, mind you, was no milksop—he was a mine warrior, and he’d fought his fair share of goblins and cave trolls and all manner of evil subterranean things.”

      “I’ve fought plenty of monsters too, Percy. If cave trolls are all we have to worry about down there, I’m not too concerned.”

      Percy chuckled darkly. “It’s not cave trolls at all, Cap’n Vance. It’s something that eats cave trolls, swallows ‘em whole, like. Something that gives cave trolls nightmares.”

      I realized what he had to be talking about, and when I understood, a broad grin brightened my face. “Wyrms...”

      “Aye, bloody wyrms,” Percy said. “Now that you know what you’re up against, I’m going to assume that you’ll forget that silly idea and just launch a mass harpy attack against the cliff defenders … right?”

      “And miss out on the chance to add an undead wyrm or two to my undead army? I thought by now you’d have gotten to know me better than that, Percy.”

      “Like I said, I should have known,” he said, shaking his head. “I suppose I should go call your party members and get ‘em to assemble on deck?”

      “Perhaps you do know me better than I thought,” I said, flashing him a cheeky grin.

      A few minutes later, all my party members were standing before me. I explained the situation with the clifftops being covered by ballista-wielding defenders, and said that to avoid losing a large number of harpies, I had decided to take the Black Passage. The harpy army would be sent on a journey parallel to the coast, where they’d stay out of ballista range, seeking out a place to fly ashore that wasn’t defended by ballistae and Church troops. It could take hours, but most likely it would take days. I explained that the danger of the Black Passage was not simply limited to the inky black labyrinth, or the maze-like passage through underwater caves. When I told them that we might have to face a wyrm or two in the ancient caverns, more than a few eyebrows were raised. One or two of my party members hadn’t heard of wyrms, though, so I had to explain exactly what we might be up against.

      “While the two words sound the same, ‘worms’ and ‘wyrms’ are two very different things, although they do bear a few similarities,” I said. “They both have long, limbless bodies, and they both live underground. One, however, lives in your garden and is as small and limp as Elandriel’s cock, while the other is a monster with armored scales covering its body, ten-foot teeth that can slice through steel and rock like they were made of butter, and the ability to swallow a cave troll whole.”

      Drok, predictably, was the most excited of all of them about this. “We fight wyrm!” he exclaimed gleefully, practically jumping up and down with joy. “Drok cannot wait! Drok people will sing songs about Drok killing wyrm! Drok be hero of legend!”

      “You’re already a great hero, my barbarian brother,” Rollar said, grinning at his fellow barbarian’s infectious enthusiasm. “But we must approach such a foe with caution. Wyrms are some of the deadliest monsters in all the world, almost on par with dragons when it comes to ferocity and difficulty of killing.”

      “Nothing comes even vaguely close to being as tough and fierce as a dragon, you hairy, ignorant ape,” Yumo-Rezu said haughtily, glaring at Rollar with venom in her gorgeous almond eyes. I had to suppress a chortle; nobody could say anything that could be even tangentially construed as diminishing to or critical of dragons without the Dragon Goddess chiming in, especially when her already feisty personality was enhanced by Yumo’s fiery temper and mercurial temperament.

      “All right, Yumo-Rezu, I’m sure Rollar didn’t mean to offend any dragons or dragon goddesses with that statement,” I said. “Did you, Rollar?”

      “No, no, of course not,” he grumbled, nevertheless shooting Yumo-Rezu a withering glare.

      I picked up the conversation before an argument could erupt in earnest. “The point is, wyrms are huge, deadly, and very difficult to kill, which makes them ideal additions to my undead army,” I said. “And, what’s more, they’re capable of tunneling dozens of miles underground in a day, perhaps even as much as a hundred miles according to legend. If I can kill and resurrect a wyrm—or, even better, a few wyrms—I’d have a devastating new weapon to use against Elandriel, one that I could move in secret across Prand, and have it strike out of nowhere. The harpies are brilliant, but for all their maneuverability and ability to fly over great distances in a straight line, they’re far from invisible, and Elandriel’s troops will see a giant flock of harpies from a mile away. With wyrms, though, the huge beasts could be right under the army’s feet and they wouldn’t have a fucking clue, not until the earth opens up under them and entire divisions are literally being swallowed whole from below.”

      To my surprise, the most enthusiastic supporter of this plan turned out to be Elyse. She’d come a long way from being disgusted by my zombies and freaked out by Fang. “That’s brilliant, Vance!” she said, delight sparkling in her stunning blue eyes. “A weapon like these loathsome wyrms would be unimaginably effective against Elandriel’s vile followers. It would be a trap unlike any other for the unsuspecting fools.”

      I suspected that at least some of her eagerness to capture and deploy wyrms against Elandriel and his Church of Light troops came from a part of her that desired revenge against the Church authorities who had stripped her of her rank and title, excommunicated her and declared her a heretic.

      “Such beasts would make for mighty undead warriors,” Isu said, her pale eyes gleaming with dark delight. “You have my support for this bold plan.”

      “They would indeed make for a potent weapon,” Ji-Ko said, and his monks murmured their own support for this plan.

      Everyone else voiced their agreement too; as intimidating a prospect as it was to have to navigate the Black Passage and then fight and kill wyrms in the ancient subterranean caverns beyond it, the advantage such creatures would give me in battle was undeniable. Even though they were still recovering from the battle against the harpies, my party was ready to give their all to the quest.

      “You guys make a Death God proud,” I said to them, meaning every word I said, “and I’m honored to serve with every one of you. Percy, steer us to Castle Island. We’re going through the Black Passage, and then we’re gonna kill some wyrms!”
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      Castle Island was a bleak and inhospitable place. The monstrous jumble of boulders that gave the island its name were gray, the only color variation being the black, white, and green streaks of harpy shit. Since the ballistae had been installed on the cliffs, the harpies seemed to have been roosting here, out of ballista range.

      Percy dropped anchor as close as he could get to the isle, then my party and I set off in rowboats for the rocky shores. Percy said to us that the entrance to the Black Passage could be found at the highest point on Castle Island. Beyond that, he had no further advice to give. He wished us luck and said he’d see us at the final battle, which he was eager to dive into. Like all those under my command, he couldn’t wait to slit a few Church soldiers’ throats. He promised to keep the dragon bones safe—a promise I had insurance on, with one of my undead harpies now a permanent resident on the ship’s mast—and then wished us farewell.

      Standing on the rocky shore of Castle Island, we watched the warship turn around and sail away, while the flock of harpies, like a mass of black storm clouds, flew off over the ocean in the opposite direction. Aside from Fang, Talon, and Rollar’s undead direbear, there were no undead creatures with us. It was just me and my party.

      I felt strangely alone and almost naked without being surrounded by my undead troops. They were not simply inanimate pawns I could use in my battles. Instead, I had discovered they were a part of me, extensions of my spirit, and physical manifestations of my power. Without the undead, I may have still been a god, but I would forever be an incomplete deity in the absence of their presence.

      “I hope this passage is big enough for your lizard and my bear,” Rollar said, looking a little worried.

      Fang and the direbear were not only coming along because they were our mounts. In addition, they were serving as improvised pack mules. The direbear was carrying the heavy steel wolf’s head weapons from Yeng, which used the Emperor’s alchemists’ explosive gray powder to launch the red balls that detonated immensely powerful fireballs. The powder and red balls had been stored in waterproofed barrels strapped to Fang’s flanks. I hoped that these weapons could be used against the wyrms, as long as we were able to get them into the caverns, of course.

      “If it’s not, those two are going to have a very long swim—well, a walk along the ocean floor—ahead of them,” I said. “But we might as well try. Come on, let’s see if we can find the entrance to the passage.”

      We explored the isle and found the entrance to the Black Passage in a few minutes. It was a large cave, located between two Jotunn-sized boulders that formed the peak of the fortress-sized isle. This part was large enough for both Fang and Rollar’s undead direbear to fit into, and I hoped that would be the case for the rest of the passage.

      “How are we going to find our way through the dark down there?” Friya looked uncharacteristically uncertain. “This part of the journey has not been in my dreams, so we are truly heading into unknown territory.”

      “We can’t use torches,” Layna said, “because of the swells of water that periodically flood the labyrinth with the tides and waves, according to what the pirates said.”

      “And I can’t use my Light powers because there’s no sunlight, starlight, or moonlight down there,” Elyse said.

      “Ah, but I can, with the Dragon Sword,” I said. “Call upon your Light powers now, Elyse, and I’ll use the alchemy of the Dragon Sword to fuse the light magic to some Death energy. We’ve got enough of it to keep a bright light burning for years with Fang and Rollar’s direbear.”

      Standing on the highest boulder of the isle, Elyse raised her mace to the sun. A shaft of brilliant light beamed down on her, enveloping her in dazzling luminescence. In an instant, she transformed, covered in gleaming golden armor, with her mace doubling in size. I held out the Dragon Sword and drew on the Death energy of Fang and the direbear. My vision was filled with the glowing gray skull of Death magic and the shining yellow sun of Light magic, both hovering like phantoms in the air in front of me.

      I pulled the Light energy into the Death magic, keeping the idea of constant, inextinguishable light in my mind while blending them. I asked my party for an unenchanted weapon, which I could imbue with this new power. Layna was eager to volunteer one of her prized weapons for the task: a beautifully crafted dagger with a long, wavy-shaped blade.

      I poured the new power into the dagger, and the blade turned from a polished silver hue into gleaming metallic purple. The weapon now glowed with a bright violet glow. I climbed down to the shore with it and dipped it beneath the lapping waves. It continued to glow underwater, its brightness not dimmed at all.

      “I’ll give it back to you when we’re back above ground in Prand,” I said to Layna. For now though, I needed to keep it as I would be leading the expedition through the Black Passage.

      I took one last look at the ocean and open sky, wondering whether it would be day or night when we emerged on the other side. Steeling my resolve, I clambered down the rocky slope that led into the heart of the caves. The usefulness of the dagger became immediately apparent as soon as we got a few yards into the tunnel. Past the entrance, where some sunlight still filtered down from above, the labyrinth was pitch-black. When I sheathed the dagger just to see how intense the darkness was, I couldn’t see my finger an inch from my eyes. I pulled the dagger out again, and the cave was flooded with brilliant violet light, easily enough to read by even a good few yards from the dagger.

      We walked down the passage for half an hour, seeing no signs of any other passages or routes, although we did hear the muted roar of waves and the gurgle of water rushing through some parts of the cave system. The cave remained large enough that Fang and the direbear were easily able to fit through them. The ceiling was fifteen feet high at least, and the width was always a few yards across. Eventually, we came to a section where the cave forked into three different tunnels.

      “All right,” Friya said, “now we have light down here at least, but how are we going to figure out which way to go from here?”

      “I’ll follow my nose,” I answered.

      “I’m a werewolf, Vance, and I dare say I have a better sense of smell than anyone here,” Friya said. “All I can smell down here is damp rock, saltwater, and rotting seaweed. What can you smell that I can’t?”

      “I’m following a scent that no mortal nose can pick up,” I said. “The stink of death. Old death.”

      “This entire area must be saturated with it!” Friya exclaimed. “We’re under the ocean, and there have to be trillions of dead sea creatures everywhere.”

      “No, I’m looking for a very specific death scent,” I countered. “I’m able to pick ‘em out now, like a human bloodhound. Well, a bloodhound god. You know what I mean.”

      “And what scent is that?”

      “Dead cave trolls. Cave trolls are the wyrms’ preferred snack, I’ve heard, so where there are a lot of dead cave trolls, we’re gonna find wyrms. And the caverns where the wyrms are won’t be under the ocean. It’ll be under Prand. If I can find the wyrms’ lair, I can find the way out of these tunnels.”

      “Understood,” Friya said, nodding. “It seems there are things even a werewolf’s nose cannot detect.”

      Anna-Lucielle stepped forward, looking nervous. “There’s, uh, one thing I’m worried about, Vance,” she said. “Percy mentioned that the last section is all underwater, and that you’d have to be able to hold your breath for five minutes while swimming through it—and that’s if you get the route right the first time. I, uh, I really don’t think I can hold my breath for even two minutes, much less five.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan for that when we get there,” I said. “Nobody will have to hold their breath for longer than maybe a minute, ninety seconds tops.”

      “You’re the God of Death, not the God of the Sea, Vance,” Isu said drily. “You’re not immune from drowning, and you don’t have the power to make others breathe underwater, much less yourself. And if you’re thinking of drowning us all and then resurrecting us when you’ve dragged us out of the water…”

      “I definitely wasn’t thinking of doing that,” I said with a chuckle. “Trust me, there’s a way we can get through the underwater caves. You’ll see when we get there. For now, I’m going to do some scouting.”

      I closed my eyes and fine-tuned my senses, sifting through all the ancient death that hovered and drifted here. It was astonishing how much there was. The oceans, it seemed, had held life for far longer than the land had.

      When I’d first started out as an inexperienced, weak deity, I’d been able sense death only in the most crude and indistinct manner. I had known it was there, but I hadn’t been able to distinguish individual deaths among the great mass of it all.

      Now, I realized that in those early days, I’d been seeing it all like an old, near-blind geriatric with thick cataracts over his eyes. These cataracts had slowly dissolved and fallen away as my power had grown. Now, they were gone completely. My death vision felt as sharp and crisp as any eagle’s, my nose as potent as a bloodhound’s when it came to sniffing out individual deaths.

      Here, there were a great many dead marine creatures, and I could see them all—if seeing was even the right word to use for the process of detection I was using—but marine creatures weren’t what I was looking for. I concentrated more deeply, sifting through the immense mass of death scents, looking for the needle in this haystack. It was there, somewhere, I could sense it, incredibly faintly, like the hint of a smell of rain on a clear and cloudless day.

      I pulled more Death power into myself, amplifying the potency of my senses. Then, finally, I got it—or, rather, it grabbed me: the faint but undeniably distinct death scent of dead cave trolls. I honed in on it, focusing all of my thoughts and concentration on this singular scent. In my mind’s eye, an ethereal trail of black light came into being in front of me, like a long thread of wool, floating in mid-air, guiding us through this dark labyrinth.

      “Got it,” I said triumphantly. “Let’s go.”

      “Are you sure?” Elyse asked.

      “Does Elandriel eat goblin shit and fuck goats? Hells yes I’m sure. I’ve picked up the scent of dead cave trolls, and not just a handful of them, hundreds of the smelly bastards. And unless there’s some sort of underwater cave troll graveyard around here, or a bunch of cave trolls did the lemming thing over the cliffs into the sea, then I’m pretty damn sure I’ve found us a way out of here. The only reason there’d be so many dead cave trolls in the same place is because they’ve been shat out by wyrms in their lair.”

      I led my party through the fork, taking the tunnel to the left; this was where the black thread connected to the smell of dead cave trolls was leading me. Just after we took a few steps into it, I sensed the air pressure in the tunnel changing.

      “Hang on everyone!” I said, getting the feeling that something big was coming.

      Everyone dug their heels in and gripped onto each other. Drok and Rollar gripped onto Fang and the direbear, anchoring themselves to the massive undead beasts. Each of the barbarians held one of my shoulders, while I held fast to my women.

      Then it came … a deep, whooshing roar, and a rush of air against our faces. With that sudden gust of wind came a black wave of water, smashing against us in the dark with cold force. Had we not all been braced for impact, it would have scattered us and thrown us around the tunnel like a gust of wind picking up dry leaves and flinging them around. For two or three seconds, we were underwater, then with a great, heaving suck, the water withdrew, leaving us drenched but safe.

      “Now I see why regular torches wouldn’t have been any use down here,” Layna remarked.

      “And I can see why only one man ever made it through this black hell alive,” Rollar muttered darkly. “If I’d have been down here myself, that wave would have bowled me over, extinguished my torch, and left me totally disoriented in this inky darkness. It’s only by sheer luck that a man could get himself out of this horrid maze alive.”

      “Good luck, or a good nose for dead cave trolls,” I said. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

      We arrived at yet another fork. Again, I followed the ethereal black scent of the dead cave trolls to pick a tunnel. Once more, shortly after entering the new tunnel, I sensed an ocean wave rushing in. We braced ourselves, using the heavy undead beasts as anchors, and again we were drenched but safe.

      After almost two hours of wandering through endless forks in the tunnels and their oncoming waves, we reached what seemed the end of the labyrinth: a large cavern with a black pool of water in the center. We walked into the cavern, relieved to be out of the maze of tunnels, and came to stand around the edge of the pool. With the cavern illuminated by the bright violet glow of the enchanted dagger, the pool looked like a giant vat of ink. There was no way to tell how deep it was, how many tunnels branched off it, or how far one would have to swim to reach the end of it.

      “How the hell are we going to get through this, Lord Vance?” Rollar asked, staring at the pool with anxious eyes.

      “Relax, Rollar,” I replied. “It’s all under control.”

      “You said you had a way for us to get through this five-minute underwater section in a minute.” Layna raised one of her finely arched eyebrows in a skeptical manner. “Perhaps it’s time to tell us exactly how you plan to do this. I, for one, absolutely hate swimming.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re not going to have to do any swimming,” I said. “All you’ll have to do is hang on.”

      “Hang on to what?” Layna asked.

      I snapped my fingers, and a number of shark fins slipped up out of the black water. My undead sharks had been with the ship this whole time, and while we’d been navigating our way through the labyrinth, I’d sent out a signal to them to seek me out. When I called out to my undead creatures, they would cross oceans, deserts, impassable mountain ranges, and hell itself to get to me. My undead sharks had navigated the underwater caves, drawn irresistibly to me like iron filings to a lodestone.

      “Ah!” Rollar beamed out a delighted grin. “I’d forgotten about these creatures! How are we to hang on to them underwater, though, Lord Vance?”

      “Just stab ‘em with your daggers and hang on to the dagger hilts,” I said. “Oh, and hold your breath too. I’ll go first, since I have to find the way. Once I’ve done that, my sharks will know the way. They’ll pull you through the underwater tunnel as fast as arrows shot from a huntsman’s bow.”

      I would have preferred to send a shark on its own to scout a way through the underwater caves, but that was impossible. While their sense of smell was extraordinary when it came to detecting scents underwater, they couldn’t pick up on any scents outside of the water. Only personally was I able to follow the ghostly black trail that led to the dead cave trolls. I hadn’t tried holding my breath for a long time. Could I hold it long enough for my shark to swim its way to the end of the route? There was only one way to find out.

      “I’m heading under,” I said to my party members. “Here, take this.” I handed the glowing purple dagger to Rollar; he and the party needed to keep it so that they would have a light source. I, meanwhile, would be continuing the rest of the journey in complete darkness.

      “When will we know when you’ve reached the end, and when your sharks are ready to take us?” Friya asked.

      I snapped my fingers again, and all but one of the sharks slipped down under the water. “When the sharks’ fins break the surface again, you’ll know that I’ve made it and that it’s time for you all to go. Watch how it’s done now … and I’ll see you on the other side.”

      I drew Grave Oath, held the blade between my teeth, and then jumped into the water and swam over to the remaining shark.

      “Here goes nothing,” I whispered to myself.

      Then, focusing my spirit on the ethereal black trail of the scent of dead cave trolls, I filled my lungs with air, dived under the shark, and slammed Grave Oath into its underbelly. The blade did little damage to the undead beast. Anchored to its body in this manner, I was ready to set off.

      I linked my senses to the shark’s own senses. They were wondrously accurate when it came to detecting underwater obstacles. The impenetrable darkness would have rendered my senses blind.

      While the shark dragged me along, I used the creature’s inbuilt navigation system to create markers of where we’d gone in the underwater caves. The undersea cave system was just as complex and treacherous as the labyrinth we’d come through. As we went on through the pitch-black water, I found that I had to admire Captain Redbard. He had to have been either the luckiest or ballsiest pirate captain in history to have taken this on without any supernatural aid and made it out the other side alive.

      I had always been a strong swimmer, but the strongest human swimmer in all the world couldn’t have come close to matching the shark for swiftness and agility underwater. What was more, with the undead beast’s magnificent navigation system working in tandem with my senses, avoiding underwater obstacles became effortless. I could anticipate their presence well in advance and swoop gracefully around them.

      Less than a minute after diving under the shark and sticking Grave Oath into its belly, we broke the surface. I found myself in a pool in a huge cavern. There was a large exit leading to the base of the cliffs, against which I could see fierce waves crashing. A smaller, darker tunnel led out of the cavern into another system of tunnels, deep below the earth. This was where the dead cave troll scent was tugging me.

      Now that I’d done the route and imprinted the memory of it into my shark’s senses, I was able to transfer this memory into the minds of the other sharks. They would now be able to pull my party members through the underwater caves swiftly and smoothly, without any hassle.

      I sent a command to the sharks to surface, wait to feel daggers being jammed into their underbellies, then to swim over here as quickly as possible. I also sent the instructions into the minds of Fang and the direbear; they were too big to hitch an underwater ride with the sharks, but since they didn’t need to breathe, they could simply walk through the underground caves.

      After I’d done all of that, I found a comfortable-looking dry boulder and sat down and waited.

      I saw them coming long before they surfaced. In the depths of the black pool, a violet glow began to become visible. Sure enough, the glow grew steadily stronger, and my party emerged coughing and spluttering from the water a few moments later.

      “I guess you guys don’t quite have the lung capacity I do, huh?” I joked when they all came staggering out of the water, gasping for breath—all except Drok, who was beaming out his usual idiot’s grin. The long swim had washed some of his usual stink off, which was a welcome change for everyone except him. He sniffed at his semi-clean body, and his grin drooped into a frown.

      “Ugh,” Layna growled, grimacing. “I hate swimming!” I had to wonder whether this was a personal thing for her, or whether all Arachne hated being in water. It made sense. I couldn’t think of a single kind of spider that voluntarily went anywhere near bodies of water.

      “Elyse, do me a favor and step into that shaft of sunlight there,” I said to Elyse, pointing at a pillar of sunlight that was coming into the cavern from the exit near the cliffs. “And Rami-Xayon, could you pull up a stiff breeze for us?”

      “I’m soaked to the bone and freezing cold!” Rami-Xayon protested. “We all are! A strong wind will give us all frostbite now, save perhaps those of us who come from the frigid climate of the Northern Wastes.”

      Yumo-Rezu shot her sister a glare but didn’t say anything.

      “It’s not going to be a cold wind,” I said, drawing the Dragon Sword.

      A light of understanding came across Rami-Xayon’s face as she realized what I was about to do. She called up a wind. With the Dragon Sword, the glowing images of a white tornado, representing Wind magic, and the yellow sun, the image of Light power, materialized in front of me. I used the sword’s alchemical magic to blend both powers, adding heat from the Light power to the Wind magic, Thus, I created a hot, dry wind that rippled with pleasant warmth against our soaked armor and clothing, drying us all off in minutes.

      “All right everyone,” I said, “now that we’re all dry and ready, it’s about time to head into the caverns and find some wyrms.”

      “I hope you have a solid plan to deal with these monsters, Vance,” Isu said to me as we set off into the darkness. “I feel like you may be underestimating the deadly might of the wyrms.”

      “Of course, they are no equal to dragons,” Yumo-Rezu said, “but if any beasts could be such an equal, wyrms are it.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan,” I said. “And it should be coming out of the water … right about now.”

      I looked behind me and saw Fang and the direbear emerge. “Rollar, Drok, get the wolf’s head weapons out of the barrels, along with the gray powder and red balls. Make sure they’re dry and ready to fire. We’re going to be needing them before long.”

      “Will do, Lord Vance,” Rollar said. He and Drok got busy with the barrels on Fang and the direbear.

      Once they’d unloaded a few of the weapons and munitions, we headed off into the darkness of the tunnels. The glowing purple dagger lit our way, and the ghostly trail of the scent of dead cave trolls guided me through the darkness.

      The various scents of death were far more familiar to me here, now that I was back on—or, rather, under—Prandish soil, but this place had a strange and unearthly feel about it. The caverns were enormous. The initial maze of tunnels we traveled through was quite similar to the Black Passage. However, this soon opened out into eerie spaces that were almost cathedral-like in their vastness, full of strange looking stalactites and stalagmites. Soaring ceilings of rock that in some places were over a hundred feet high. It was almost like we had entered a secret world, one that had existed all along beneath our feet.

      “It’s good to be back in Prand,” Isu remarked.

      “It doesn’t really feel like we’re back, though,” Elyse said. “I feel like we’ve entered another world, one even more alien to me than Yeng.”

      “I quite like these caverns,” Layna said, looking up at the ceilings, which were riddled with stalactites of all sizes. “I could just picture cobwebs in all these corners. My war spiders would love it down here, and these stalactites would be perfect for hanging cocooned prey…”

      Elyse shuddered, and a look of disgust came across her face. She had learned to accept and tolerate a great many things during her time with me. Although she had never been able to get over the fact that the Arachne ate people after they wrapped them up in spider cocoons.

      “Aye, it’s quite eerie down here, isn’t it?” Rollar remarked, looking around. “If the ancient gods ever fashioned their own cathedrals, before men arrived in Prand and learned to construct buildings of stone and wood, I’d imagine they would look something like this.”

      “There is some sort of ancient power humming silently in these walls.” Friya stared around her in wonder. “I do not know what it is, but I feel as if I have visited this place in my dreams, long ago.”

      “And were they dreams … or were they nightmares?” Isu asked, a dark light glinting in her eyes.

      “Shh!” Anna-Lucielle hissed, stopping dead in her tracks. “Everyone, quiet! I think I heard something.”

      “What did you hear?” Elyse asked.

      “Something moving underground, a rumble beneath my feet.”

      “We’re already underground, in case you haven’t noticed,” Isu remarked drily.

      Anna-Lucielle flashed her a glare with daggers in her eyes. “I’m not an idiot, Isu.”

      While the women were arguing, my eyes drifted over to Drok. He had gotten down onto his hands and knees and had pressed his ear to the ground, and he was listening intently. His coarse-featured face was scrunched into an expression of intense concentration, but this gave way to a snarl of aggression after a few moments. He sprang back and whipped out his double-bladed battle ax, shifting into a combat stance.

      “What’s going on, Drok?” I asked.

      “Wyrm coming,” he growled.

      And then the floor of the cavern exploded upward in a gigantic plume of shattered rocks and billowing dust.
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      The wyrm was spectacular, in a terrifying way. We’d all talked about how huge and powerful these creatures were, but since none of us had ever seen one in the flesh, we had all had to imagine what they looked like. I didn’t think the pictures we conjured up in our imaginations came close to reality.

      I first got a good look at the wyrm a few seconds after the dust from the explosion had cleared. It was a brief look, however, since the monster moved way faster than anything that massive had a right to.

      The wyrm looked, in a way, like a living stone grain silo like the peasants in the fields of Brakith used, except with a monstrous spiky head on top. It had no eyes, ears or nose—just a huge, gaping mouth riddled with multiple jagged rows of the biggest fangs I’d ever seen. I’d known that the beast’s circular mouth had to be big since it snacked on cave trolls, but I was impressed, to say the least, to see that not only could it have effortlessly swallowed a cave troll whole, it could have gulped down a wine wagon without too much trouble. Illuminated by the bright violet glow of the enchanted dagger, it looked even more freakish and otherworldly.

      I guessed I’d been expecting it to look like a snake, or maybe something like a dragon, but it looked like neither. That was why the image of a grain silo popped into my head before either a snake or a dragon: the beast looked like a long stone cylinder—a flexible one, of course, since it was able to move like a snake even if it didn’t look like one. I’d pictured it as being a scaled beast, but its body was covered in what looked like armored stone.

      I didn’t have much time to really analyze how the wyrm looked, of course, since it came surging toward me at a terrifying speed.

      “Rollar, Drok, get the wolf’s heads ready!” I yelled. “I’ll distract it!” I jumped onto Fang’s saddle; I would need his speed and his ability to climb vertical walls to defeat the wyrm.

      Rami-Xayon and Yumi-Rezu, the enjarta sisters, were already loosing rapid-fire arrows at the wyrm. As powerful as their enchanted bows and arrows were, the projectiles shattered harmlessly against the wyrm’s stone-armored hide. In fact, the massive beast didn’t seem to even notice that it was being attacked by them.

      It was, instead, focused on me and Fang.

      We were racing along across the open floor of the cavern in a bid to get its attention, which we definitely seemed to be succeeding in doing.

      “I’m going up the walls!” I yelled. “Hit its underbelly with the wolf’s heads!”

      During our time at sea, my party had practiced with the Yengish wolf’s head weapons. They had all become quite proficient in their use. After much practice, they were able to shoot them with accuracy and reload them in quick time. I was hoping that the tremendous power of these weapons, with their explosive ammunition, would be enough to take down the wyrm. We would just have to score a few critical hits in its vulnerable areas.

      I urged Fang up a vertical wall, with the wyrm racing along behind me and gaining on us alarmingly quickly. When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that taking the beast out might prove more difficult than I had anticipated. I’d imagined it as a reptilian kind of creature, guessing that it had a weak underbelly. In reality, the stony armor of the wyrm’s underbelly looked just as tough as it was anywhere else on the creature’s body.

      Behind me, a series of deep, booming explosions rang out as my party fired the wolf’s heads. Accompanying them were thunderous fireball explosions along the wyrm’s side. The beast bellowed out an ear-shattering shriek, and chunks of stone and plumes of dust billowed out from where the red balls had struck its body and exploded. Where it should have been blown apart, it was by no means seriously damaged.

      When the smoke and dust cleared, I saw that the red balls had put some cracks in its stone armor and taken out a few chunks of rock—the wyrm’s armor was made of living rock, it seemed. No blood flowed from the wounds. If anything, the wyrm appeared to be far more angry than hurt.

      The massive monster ceased its pursuit of me, reared its head up like a cobra preparing to strike, and blasted out a deafening roar. The ear-splitting sound made my brain feel like it was about to boil, my skull as though it was going to shatter into splinters.

      “Aim at its mouth!” I yelled at my party. “Try to get a shot inside its mouth; it’s the wyrm’s only vulnerable spot!”

      Then the wyrm raced toward my party, who were desperately trying to reload the wolf’s head weapons. I whipped out my Death bow and loosed a few arrows at the charging wyrm, but they did nothing but chip some chunks out of its stone hide.

      Rami-Xayon dropped her bow and called up a mighty tornado, hurling its full force at the wyrm. The wind was powerful enough to have bowled over a division of Jotunn warriors, but it barely slowed the wyrm down. It did, however, give my party enough time to fire the wolf’s heads again. This time, they aimed the projectiles at the wyrm’s head, trying to place a shot inside its mouth, as I’d instructed them.

      A series of explosions rocked the walls of the huge cavern, and fireballs detonated all around the wyrm’s head, but none actually hit inside its mouth. The creature seemed to have no organs on its head except for its mouth, so the potent explosions of the red balls did nothing but take a bit of its armor off …

      And piss it off even more.

      With another ear-splitting bellow, it surged toward my party. There was no time for them to even think of reloading. Instead, they had to scatter and flee.

      Rami-Xayon and Isu worked together, combining their powers in an attempt to hurt or at least slow the wyrm down. Isu called up her corrosive acidic Death mist while Rami-Xayon summoned her Wind power to blow the cloud of acid mist directly into the wyrm’s mouth. The blind beast sucked in the noxious green cloud, and it did have some effect, buying us a little time.

      The wym roared and writhed, obviously experiencing some sort of pain and discomfort, but in a few seconds, it was back at full strength, roaring and aggressive as ever.

      I realized that short of a perfectly timed, perfectly aimed shot of a red ball, direct hits of even our most powerful weapons wouldn’t do much except piss it off more. The only location on the beast that might be susceptible to damage was through its open mouth and down its throat. Given how fast the creature moved and how much it writhed and snaked around, getting such a shot in with the wolf’s heads would be very unlikely.

      I had to attack the beast with a different strategy.

      Some of the stalactites on the ceiling were monstrously huge; conical rocks that were easily the size of houses that had to weigh hundreds of tons. An idea hit me like an assassin’s arrow out of the shadows: I could use the stalactites against the wyrm.

      Fang and I raced across the floor of the cavern, and I loosed a rapid-fire volley of arrows at the wyrm’s head as we ran.

      “Aim the wolf’s heads at the base of that stalactite!” I yelled, pointing to the biggest stalactite on the ceiling, a monstrous chunk of rock that was the size of a huge cathedral spire. “Fire ‘em all at once when I give the command!”

      I now needed to get the wyrm’s attention and lure it across the floor of the cavern to attack me. And to do that, I needed to hurt it—to cause monumentally more significant damage than anything we’d done to it thus far.

      I tossed my Death bow aside and drew the Dragon Sword. This enchanted blade was supposed to be strong and sharp enough to cut through any substance in existence, and I had to assume that that included wyrm armor.

      “All right Fang, let’s do this.” I spurred on Fang to charge straight at the wyrm’s side.

      My mighty lizard thundered across the cavern floor. As soon as he did, the wyrm spun its eyeless head around to face us. I’d been wondering how the beast knew where we were, seeing as it seemed to possess no sensory organs at all, being deaf, blind, and unable to smell. Now, though, I knew how it sensed where its prey was: through vibrations in the ground. It made perfect sense for a creature that lived underground where there was no light or sound and little air.

      With this realization in my mind, I pulled Fang up to a sudden stop. “Everyone, freeze!” I yelled. “Don’t move at all!”

      “Have you lost your mind?!” Yumo-Rezu yelled back.

      “Just do it, dammit!” I shouted back. “Nobody move a fucking muscle! Don’t even breathe!”

      As counterintuitive as it was, everyone obeyed me and froze up … and the moment we stopped moving, the wyrm skidded to a halt in the center of the cavern. It raised its huge head peering around—if one could say that an eyeless thing could peer—in what seemed to be confusion.

      The monster blasted out a thunderous, skull-cracking roar of anger and frustration before it lunged forward a few yards, snapping its drawbridge-sized mouth shut a few times in the hope of scoring a lucky hit. It ended up biting nothing but air, and I grinned triumphantly.

      My theory was correct. If we didn’t move, it couldn’t sense where we were.

      The wyrm wasn’t in position yet, not for what I wanted. I would have to move again to get it to come after me and set it up for my trap … if my trap even worked.

      I knew the wolf’s head weapons were powerful, but were they powerful enough to dislodge the enormous stalactite from the ceiling?

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Remember, you all need to fire those wolf’s heads at the base of the stalactite exactly when I tell you to,” I whispered to my party, hoping the vibrations caused by my talking weren’t strong enough for the wyrm to sense them. The monster didn’t move, so I figured I was right.

      Rollar took my lead and whispered in return, “We’re ready, Lord Vance. Just give us your signal and we’ll blast the hell out of that rock.”

      “It’s now or never,” I whispered to Fang. “Let’s take this big lump of living stone out with a big-ass chunk of dead fucking stone. Death always wins…”

      I commanded Fang to charge forward. The instant my huge undead lizard started to race across the cavern floor, the wyrm roared out in aggressive fury and surged forward in pursuit.

      I veered in a wide arc, keeping an eye on the wyrm as we raced our deadly race. With the monster in pursuit, I hastily performed a series of calculations in my mind. The numbers rattled in my head as I tried to figure out the timing, to get it just right.

      One second off, and the plan would fail. The timing had to be utterly perfect.

      As I’d predicted, the wyrm cut in a diagonal path across the cavern toward us, cutting its pursuit of us down to the shortest and most direct route.

      It was a ruthlessly efficient predator indeed. This was just what I wanted, of course, for its route of pursuit put it directly below the massive stalactite.

      It was gaining on us rapidly, closing in with magnificently brutal speed.

      Out here in the open, there was no way we could outrun it. If this gamble failed to pay off, me and Fang would be inside the wyrm’s jaws in seconds.

      Could I survive being swallowed up by fortifying my armor with Death power, and hack my way out of the beast from the inside?

      I figured it might be possible, but I didn’t want to have to find out.

      The wyrm plowed through barriers of stalagmites, which created rows of imposing walls that divided up the interior of the cavern like hedges across a field. The beast’s gigantic mouth and multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth simply obliterated the rocks, smashing them to dust as it pursued us with relentless speed.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I raced along. The wyrm was almost in position.

      I counted down in my mind, hastily making calculations of speed and distance.

      “All right,” I said to myself, watching the wyrm barreling toward us. “Three, two, one … fire!”

      With a collective boom that shook the walls and every stalactite and stalagmite in the cavern, my party fired all the wolf’s head weapons at once. Multiple explosions rocked the base of the gigantic stalactite as the wyrm surged beneath it, oblivious to the danger coming from above.

      The simultaneous impacts did their job, severing the stalactite’s connection to the ceiling of the cavern. With a mighty crack, the huge chunk of rock plummeted earthward, falling like an arrowhead shot down from the skies by a titan.

      My timing was perfect. Just as the wyrm’s head snaked forward, the house-sized chunk of rock smashed into it from above.

      I sensed the wyrm’s death before I saw it, for the stalactite exploded into a shower of rock fragments and a blooming cloud of dust upon impact. The dust billowed through the cavern, filling up the entire space. Soon, we were all coughing and choking on it.

      Rami-Xayon called up a strong wind to blow the dust away. When it finally cleared, we saw the huge wyrm lying dead on the cavern floor, its head buried beneath the enormous pile of boulders that used to be the stalactite.

      “You did it, Vance!” Yumo-Rezu exclaimed. “You killed the wyrm!”

      “We killed it,” I said. “If you all hadn’t fired those wolf’s heads exactly when I told you to, this ugly thing would be digesting me and Fang about now. It’s dead now, but it won’t be for long.”

      I closed my eyes and sent a portion of my life force into the wyrm’s limp corpse, seeking out the beast’s heart. Its organs were arranged in a simple and almost crude manner; this thing seemed to be a much more ancient and basic lifeform than any other I’d encountered.

      Resurrecting it took a decent chunk of my energy. But just as it had been when I’d resurrected the kraken, this massive beast was soon animated again, except with the energy of Death moving through its blood, not the spark of life.

      A brutal sense of raw power surged through me as I connected my spirit to the wyrm’s undead body. Like the kraken, this was a being of primal and monstrous strength. Also, just as it had been when I’d hurled my spirit into the undead sharks for the first time, I experienced my surroundings in a very different and alien manner than anything I’d previously known.

      I knew for sure now that my theory about the wyrm “seeing” through vibrations in the ground was correct. When members of my party walked across the cavern floor, I found that I could close my eyes yet know exactly where they were, as if their bodies were shining points of light in a sea of darkness.

      Controlling the undead wyrm, I shook the pile of boulders off it and reared its terrifying head up. There were no eyes that could shine with the familiar undead yellow-green glow. Instead, that subtle glimmer of luminescence shone around the jagged edges of its teeth.

      Rollar walked up to the wyrm, marveling at its size. He looked like a mouse in comparison to the huge thing. He tapped on the wyrm’s stony armor and chipped a chunk off it with his ax.

      “It’s rock, sure enough,” he said, examining the chip. “This is a creature of rock and flesh, somehow.”

      “It might be covered with stone, but it also eats boulders for breakfast,” I said, walking up to the wyrm’s mouth.

      Just as the caverns here seemed like the interior of a majestic cathedral, the wyrm’s open jaws and gaping mouth was a large enough chamber to fit a house into. The creature’s innards didn’t reek of rotten flesh the way the undead whale did.

      One reason, of course, was that we’d only just killed the wyrm and it was nowhere near rotting stage, but another was what it ate. I knew that it feasted on cave trolls from the scent I’d been following since we entered the Black Passage, but I suspected it ate anything it could clamp its jaws over, really. However, the way it digested things seemed unlike any other creature I’d encountered, for coming from its tunnel-like throat was the earthy smell of compost. Unlike being inside the undead whale, stepping inside the wyrm’s open jaws didn’t make you gag immediately.

      “Everyone, get in here,” I said. “We’re taking the wyrm express outta these caverns.”

      Everyone entered the wyrm’s open jaws. There was plenty of room for Fang, the direbear, and the wolf’s head weapons, along with the barrels of gray powder and red balls too.

      Along with the wyrm’s incredible sense of detection when it came to vibrations—which I could feel rippling through its body, coming from the surface of Prand a few hundred yards above us—I found that it possessed an innate map of sorts built into its body and brain. I knew right away which way was north, and which was east, west, and south. I could tell where rivers and lakes were, and towns. They were distant, but I knew they were there.

      The first order of business was to get up from underground onto Prandish soil. It would need to be somewhere remote and isolated, where we wouldn’t be spotted by the many pairs of unfriendly eyes scattered across Prand that were passing information to Elandriel.

      Now, with the wyrm’s abilities to detect moving creatures on the surface of the ground, and figure out their sizes and how many of them were in any given place, this task was a lot easier.

      I set off, driving the wyrm through the complex series of caverns and tunnels, of which there were hundreds. The wyrm had to have been living here for centuries, perhaps even longer. I sensed there were more wyrms around, but none were within dozens of miles. Creatures like these had to have huge individual ranges. I fancied my chances of being able to defeat another wyrm in a fight, but it would take too long to cross the vast distances necessary to hunt another one down.

      Time was of the essence right now.

      Contenting myself with this one undead wyrm I did have, I picked out a spot to surface. Using the wyrm’s fine-tuned sense of detecting the presence—or, rather the absence—of living things above ground, I found a location that seemed pretty deserted.

      “All right everyone, get to the very back of the wyrm’s throat,” I said. “We’re about to munch through some earth and rock. If you don’t stand back, you’re gonna get buried pretty fast.”

      We all went as far back down the wyrm’s throat as we could, then I sent it into the virgin earth.

      Its jaws started chomping at a manic rate, and its entire body undulated like a writhing serpent. We started to plow through the soil at a tremendous pace, chewing through the earth as if it was melting butter. The wyrm’s jaws were immensely efficient when it came to this task. It devoured earth with the front section while it sort of funneled the chewed-up earth and pulverized rocks out of the rear edges of its mouth instead of swallowing the dirt.

      “If miners could tame one of these things, they’d be able to tunnel through the earth a thousand times faster!” Rollar said.

      “Perhaps I’ll get into the mining industry once all this Blood God bullshit is over and done with,” I said.

      After fifteen minutes of tunneling, we smashed through the surface. Daylight flooded into the jaws and throat of the wyrm.

      Everyone gave a great cheer. It was wonderful to see blue sky, grass, and trees all around us after everything we’d been through since leaving Yeng.

      We jumped out of the wyrm’s jaws, grateful and happy to be back on Prandish soil again at last. Everyone was smiling and laughing.

      Except me. My mind was focused on a singular goal.

      “I’m back in Prand, Elandriel,” I whispered to the cold wind, blowing in from the north. “And I’m not stopping or slowing down until your head is on a fucking spike, and the Blood God is nothing but a bad memory.”
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      I had a big decision to make and couldn’t waste any time on making it. Even now, Elandriel, the Blood God and their Demogorgon—or multiple Demogorgons, if I ended up being really unlucky—were growing more powerful by the day.

      I had an ace in my pocket in the form of all the ingredients, bar one, needed to resurrect and control a dragon. The one thing that could demolish the Demogorgon. That final piece of the dragon puzzle was the Dragon Heart, locked away in the deepest and most secure vaults in Luminescent Spires. In the vault was also the last Tear of the Lord of Light: the one item that could destroy the Blood God forever. It was going to take one hell of a burglary to shift these two items, but I hoped that with my old assassin and crypt diver skills, I’d be able to pull it off.

      Then there was another problem to deal with. Thousands of miles away, across harsh and rugged terrain, lay Brakith. My city and my people were under siege by the biggest army ever assembled by the Church of Light. Of course, this was all going on hearsay, but it seemed like exactly what Elandriel would have done. After all, he’d called up a crusade against me before I left for Yeng. It only made sense that he would ramp up his efforts with his assumed victory so near. Furthermore, he was one sly, sneaky fucker. He knew that by assaulting Brakith, he would keep me away from Luminescent Spires since I’d be occupied there.

      Splitting my force would weaken us—something else that Elandriel could exploit. But if we focused all our strength on either relieving the Siege of Brakith or attacking the Blood Pyramid beneath Luminescent Spires, I would lose something big. If I went to Brakith, I would lose the opportunity to defeat the Blood God and the Demogorgon before they grew too powerful. If I went straight to Luminescent Spires with the entirety of my forces? Brakith would almost certainly be taken, and all my loyal subjects and friends there would die horrible deaths.

      There had to be another way.

      Elandriel no doubt thought he had me in checkmate. He might even be right. Was there some way I could solve both problems without suffering a massive loss in either area?

      Before I did anything drastic, though, I needed to ensure that the siege and the attack on Brakith was as dire as rumors had made it out to be.

      Thankfully, there was a way for me to do exactly that. I had just remembered that I’d given Cranton, the First Priest of the Temple of Necrosis, a few skeletons to use as bodyguards. Being a weedy, uncoordinated mouse of a man, he needed all the help he could get when it came to defending himself. All I had to do was seek out those skeletons and take a peek at the world through their eyes. My powers had increased exponentially since I’d first become a necromancer—and then a Death God—so I hoped I could reach Cranton’s undead minions wherever they may be found.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the black Death threads that connected me to all of my undead creature, from Sarge, the very first skeleton I’d created—who was being dragged across the bottom of the sea, along with the vast majority of my undead army—all the way to the wyrm, my most recent addition. There were tens of thousands of threads, but I found that by putting thoughts of Cranton into my head, I was able to pick out those of his skeleton bodyguards.

      Once I’d located these, I chose one skeleton and blasted a part of my spirit across time and space into its skull. I opened my eyes and peered around me, seeing the world through the undead minion’s eyes.

      I was across the continent, in Brakith, standing on the ramparts of the city walls. My bony hands gripped a recurve bow and aimed a strung arrow at a huge sea of Church of Light troops. They had completely surrounded the city. Hundreds of catapults and trebuchets were busy launching boulders and flaming projectiles at the fortified walls.

      Still in the skeleton’s body, I angrily loosed an arrow, skewering a fat Church soldier through his throat. Feeling at least a little satisfied, I turned around to look at the city of Brakith behind me.

      A stab of both anger and sadness was thrust through my belly as I took in the sight of the city. The buildings and the castle had taken a pounding from the barrage of the catapults and trebuchets. Brakith’s citizens were huddled behind walls in makeshift shelters, looking scared and thin; food was obviously running low. Many of my soldiers lay dead, piled up in hastily dug mass graves. The situation was even worse than I could have imagined, and I needed to send support there right away.

      However, I couldn’t delay my mission to Luminescent Spires; Elandriel, the Blood God and the Demogorgon were growing stronger by the day, possibly even by the hour, and every moment I gave them was a chance of ultimate victory I was taking from myself.

      I pulled my spirit from the skeleton and returned to my body. With this conundrum on my mind, I sat down and thought deeply. I wanted to lead the counterattack against the Church of Light army myself. I wanted to personally wipe the fuckers out, drive them from Brakith with such force that no Church army would ever be assembled again. But that would mean having to travel to Brakith.

      Everyone had taken a break to eat lunch soon after we had surfaced. They were still eating and resting, but Isu was done, so I took her aside to pick her brain.

      “You’re perturbed, Vance, I can see it in your eyes,” she said. “It’s not an expression I’m accustomed to seeing on that handsome face of yours.”

      “Elandriel has me on my back foot,” I said. “I need to figure a few things. Since you were the Goddess of Death for such a long time, I’m hoping you’re able to answer this question. Is it possible for me to control a living person the way I can control my undead creatures?”

      “As powerful as you are as the God of Death, Vance, you cannot control any living thing like a puppet,” she answered. “Not even a mouse. If you want that sort of control over a living creature, the only way to do it is to kill it, and resurrect its corpse as one of your undead creatures. There is no other way.”

      I frowned. “I was hoping there would be a way to do this without having to kill him…”

      “Kill who?”

      “The actor in Brakith, the one who worked for my uncle for a while,” I answered.

      A knowing smile came across Isu’s pale face, and her full lips curved upward, enhancing her dangerous beauty. “Ah yes, your doppelganger. I’m sorry, Vance, there’s no way to control him without killing him. And why not kill him? He assisted your foul uncle and perpetuated the filthy lie that you were a vampire, kidnapping and murdering young women from Brakith. If it had been me, I would have killed the fool long ago.”

      “He didn’t know how bad Rodrick was, and he didn’t know he was an accomplice to murder, let alone multiple murderers. He’s a limp-wristed milksop and a vain idiot, but he’s not malicious. And I gave him more than enough punishment with his months in jail and in the stocks. Killing him on top of all that seems a little extreme.”

      Isu shrugged. “Sometimes, to win a war, innocents must die. There’s no way around that unpleasant fact. If the fool actor must be sacrificed, then so be it. His worthless life can actually end up meaning something … by dying.”

      “Are you two talking about the actor back in Brakith, the one who looks like Vance’s slightly wimpier twin brother?”

      We turned around and saw Anna-Lucielle approaching us.

      “Yes, we are,” I said. “I need to control him like a puppet, the way I can with my zombies. The only thing is, I’ll have to kill him first. That does present another problem, though, in addition to the whole ethical thing about killing a relatively innocent man: he won’t be able to speak.”

      “How does this pose a problem?” Isu asked.

      “In order for him to convincingly fool the Church of Light troops and Elandriel’s spies, he needs to be able to talk. Which he can do as a living actor—he imitates me perfectly—but then he can’t fight. No amount of faking it will disguise his embarrassing lack of coordination.”

      Anna-Lucielle smiled. “He doesn’t need to die in order for you to do what you’re hoping to do with him. You’ve forgotten about this, haven’t you?” She took out the Beauty Mirror.

      I had to grin; I had indeed forgotten about the Beauty Mirror. “I think I know where you’re going with this,” I said.

      “I just need to give this to the actor, and he’ll be completely indistinguishable from you. And to control him…”

      “I’ll use the Dragon Sword,” I said, “blending your Charm magic with the Death powers I use to control my undead minions. So when he’s got the Beauty Mirror on him, he’ll essentially be a living zombie I can control like a puppet. That little milksop will suddenly be able to fight as furiously and savagely as a Northern barbarian berserker, because it’ll be me who’s actually doing the fighting.”

      “There’s only one problem with this plan of yours, Vance,” Isu said. “Everything would be perfect about it, except that you don’t currently have a connection to the actor. Not in the way you do to your undead creatures, who you can sense and communicate with over hundreds of miles. Nor do you have such a connection with Anna-Lucielle.” She flashed a somewhat catty smile at Anna-Lucielle as she delivered this thinly-veiled—but relevant—insult. “How will you take control of him when you cannot link your power directly to the Charm Goddess over such a vast distance.”

      Isu had taken to wearing her hair up in recent days, and her dark, silky tresses were held in place with a pair of sharp bones in place of hairpins. I stepped over to her and yanked one of the bones out, causing her hair to tumble down over her slim, pale shoulders.

      “What is the meaning of this, Vance?” she asked.

      “This will solve that little problem.” I twirled the sharp bone around my fingers and made it spin and dance as if it had a mind of its own. It was a cheap street magician’s trick I’d learned as a teenager to impress girls.

      “An old bone?” Anna-Lucielle asked.

      “Not just any bone,” I said, drawing the Dragon Sword. “Activate your Charm magic.”

      Anna-Lucielle called up her Charm magic, which appeared before me in the form of a glowing pink heart. Fitting, I supposed, but not exactly what I would choose for my own form of magic.

      I conjured up the gray skull of Death magic. It was about the most unlikely pairing of powers I could think of, but it would work perfectly for my intentions. Like a master alchemist, I combined both powers, visualizing in my mind exactly what I needed them to do. Then, I took the new, mixed magic, and imbued the bone with it. The bone turned from a dull yellowish hue of cream to glossy black, with a curious pink iridescence when held up to the light. I admired my handiwork for a few seconds, then handed the enchanted bone to Anna-Lucielle.

      “What do I do with it?” she asked.

      “Stab the actor with it,” I said. “Somewhere non-lethal of course, and it doesn’t have to be a deep wound; just enough to draw blood. With this bone—I’ll call it the Zombie Bone—I’ll be able to control whoever you stab as if they were one of my zombies. They’ll still have some will of their own, of course, being a living person instead of one of my undead minions, but I’ll give you a message to pass on to the actor. This message will ensure his cooperation.”

      “I assume it will have something to do with being killed if he doesn’t cooperate?” Anna-Lucielle asked.

      I smiled. “Something to that effect, yes. I’ll get nice and creative about the very slow, very painful manner in which he’ll meet his end if he refuses. He’ll cooperate.”

      Even Isu had to smile now. “A most cunning plan, Vance,” she said. “You are using the many advantages the Dragon Sword brings with great ingenuity, I must say.”

      “I’ll make sure that whiny little coward agrees to this,” Anna-Lucielle said, a wicked gleam sparkling in her eye. “And if he gives me any attitude about it, I’ll jab this bone straight into his eyeball.”

      “You’ll have to give him your plate armor and one of your signature weapons to complete the illusion,” Isu said. “Any shrewd commanders in the Church army will quickly realize something’s amiss if the fool is wearing your armor but using a regular lance or sword.”

      “That’s true,” I said, musing over this issue. “I can’t give up the Dragon Sword. Maybe Grave Oath? I don’t use it nearly as much as I used to. No, that won’t work. The enemy would find it suspicious if the actor was wearing my full plate armor, but was using a mere dagger as a primary weapon. Hmm … it’ll have to be the kusarigama. As much as I love the weapon, this illusion requires that I give it to the actor.”

      “If it’s any consolation, you’ll be wielding it in battle, just through someone else’s hands,” Anna-Lucielle said. “Even though it’ll look like the actor’s doing it, you’re the one who’s ultimately going to be in control.”

      “I know, it’s just a pity to hand over such a powerful weapon.” I sighed. “Still, nothing great is ever achieved without making sacrifices. This is the only way I can save Brakith and get to Elandriel and the Blood Pyramid before it’s too late.”

      “And speaking of lateness and time, you need to give everyone your orders soon, Vance,” Isu said.

      “I will. First, though, there’s a place I need to visit.”

      I went off to be alone for a while, but not to rest or think. Instead, I needed to visit a place no one in my party but Isu had access to. When I was by myself in the shadows of a grove of trees, I closed my eyes and launched my spirit into another dimension.

      When I opened my eyes again, I was on the Black Plane. Its perfectly flat, glassy black ground stretched outward in all directions from me, melting into the uniform darkness where it met the far horizons.

      After a running start, I jumped into a flying leap. My body soared through the still, unearthly air like a boulder launched from a trebuchet. I landed smoothly on the forgiving surface before I rolled acrobatically in a controlled tumble and came up near the base of the enormous Gray Sentinel.

      I’d surely accrued enough souls after the battle with the harpy flock to have gained access to a new skill. I was eager to pluck whatever magical fruit was waiting ripe and ready for me in the upper boughs of the tree.

      I clambered up the sentinel, jumping from branch to branch and scrambling up the trunk with eager haste. Sure enough, at the very top of the tree, a new skill was glowing with bright promise. All I had to do was reach the top and rip this succulent promise from the branch.

      As I climbed higher up the tree, I could discern the new skill more clearly. When it came into focus, something about it immediately struck me as odd.

      Up until now, every skill I’d taken from the Gray Sentinel had something to do with death and the undead. The representations of these skills were accompanied by appropriately obvious images: skulls, corpse explosions, corpse titans, and other such grisly visual motifs. This new skill, though, was nothing like these at all.

      Instead, it was a crown.

      A crown made of bone, studded all over with vividly colored jewels. I climbed higher, and when I got a closer look at the bone crown, I could see the details more clearly.

      The jewels embedded in the crown were not simply there for decoration—they were intricately carved into symbols. There was the pulsing heart of the Charm Goddess, the whirling tornado of the Wind Goddess, the emerald dragon of the Dragon Goddess, the mighty tree of the Tree God, the blazing sun of the Lord of Light, the crashing wave of the Water God, and many others.

      It was when I saw these symbols that I understood what this crown represented. This was not a new skill; I had obtained the pinnacle of Death magic with the Corpse Titan skill. Instead, this final fruit was something far bigger: it would make me the ruler of all the other gods and goddesses, giving me mastery of their powers.

      “Fuck yes, I’ll take that,” I said, scrambling eagerly up the final few branches.

      I reached the fruit and examined the glowing bone crown in detail, savoring this moment before I could finally pluck and consume the ultimate fruit. It was ripe and heavy, like a swollen apple ready to drop off the tree at the slightest hint of a breeze.

      All I had to do to claim ultimate power was take it.

      “All right, I’ve appreciated this thing’s beauty for long enough,” I said.

      And then I grabbed it.

      As ripe and heavy a piece of fruit as it looked, the crown simply wouldn’t budge. I wrapped my legs around the branch beneath me and grabbed it with both hands, then pulled as hard as I could. Still it refused to move.

      Growing annoyed and impatient, I drew Grave Oath, for the enchanted dagger always accompanied me to the Black Plane. I hacked at the stem that anchored the fruit to the branch, but as sharp as Grave Oath was, I may as well have been trying to cut thick plate armor with a blunt butter knife.

      The crown simply wouldn’t budge.

      Then, in a flash of inspiration, I understood. The bone crown was not like the other skills I’d taken from the Gray Sentinel. I could feed the tree any number of souls, but the crown still wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t just any soul this mystical tree needed before it would allow the crown to be plucked.

      It was the Blood God’s soul.

      Once I’d defeated him and taken his soul, the bone crown—which would make me ruler of all the other gods—would be mine.

      “You win today, Gray Sentinel,” I said, patting the rough gray bark softly and affectionately. “But I will return for this crown. I give you the Blood God’s soul, and you make me ruler of all the other gods. It’s a hefty price tag, but I’ll gladly pay it.”

      Now that I knew that there were no more skills for me to take but this one, whatever other souls I fed the tree would be irrelevant, at least in terms of skills. However, the tree could now serve me in a different capacity: it would be a bank for me, a bank of souls. In addition to the power I was able to draw from my undead troops, in moments of dire need I would be able to draw additional power from the Gray Sentinel here on the Black Plane.

      “I might as well take some right now,” I said, stabbing Grave Oath into the trunk. Like a lightning rod catching a bolt from a thunderstorm, liquid power jolted through the dagger and coursed through my body, and I could feel myself swelling with new strength and unadulterated power. The feeling was exhilarating and intense, a more potent high than any drug could give me. I drank of the power until, like a bloated tick, I felt as if I was on the verge of exploding.

      “All right,” I said, breathing hard from the intensity of it as I pulled Grave Oath out of the trunk. “Now I’m ready for the final battle.”

      Before I could leap to the ground, another thing came to my mind. The primary role of gods before me was to make Fated of the mortals in this world. I had done so with Rollar and Cranton, but I could also do it with others. These souls that filled the Gray Sentinel could be used for this purpose. I could make Fated warriors. And that was something I very much planned to do in my final battle.

      With a contented smile on my face, I swan-dived out of the tree and hurtling earthward. The split-second before I hit the ground, I was back in the physical world.

      Burning with ethereal fire and furious determination, I walked out of the trees toward my party, every stride imbued with purpose, ready to take on my mortal enemies in the mother of all battles.
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      I gazed into the crystalline pool near our camp and took a good look at my reflection. I was wearing the same gear I’d been wearing way back when I’d first set out on this journey: my trusty lightweight assassin’s armor. As it had been when I’d stepped into the crypt from which I’d freed Isu’s spirit, Grave Oath was in its sheath on my hip.

      The only visual differences now were the Tree God’s mini crossbow on my wrist, the Dragon Gauntlets on my hands, and the Dragon Sword strapped to my back. The rugged-featured face staring back at me from the mirror-like surface of the water was the same, but a new vigor and determination burned brightly in the eyes that stared back at me.

      I was going back to my roots for this final mission, but I would never be the same. How could I, now that I was not only the God of Death, but on the verge of becoming the ruler of all the other gods?

      “We’re ready to march, Lord Vance,” Rollar interrupted these thoughts of mine. “Well, fly.”

      “All right, Rollar,” I said. “I’ll be with you all shortly.”

      I bent down and took a long drink of the cool, clear water, then walked over to my party. The sun was setting, and its reflection burned like magma, shimmering in brilliant hues of orange and red on the surface of the mountain lake.

      I closed my eyes, but saw no darkness behind my eyelids. Instead, I saw the world through the eyes of Talon, leading my army of undead harpies. In their hundreds, the undead beasts swooped in an enormous loop, a circle that, from afar, would have looked like boiling storm clouds over the distant ocean. Now that the sun was setting and darkness would soon fall, I was ready to fly the army over harpies in from the sea and bring them onto land under cover of night.

      In preparation for the pickup, my party and I had hiked up into some nearby mountains. The harpies would pick up my party members and fly them through the night across the land. They would roost during the day, and my party would sleep, and keep flying every night until they reached Brakith, which would take a few days.

      I, on the other hand, would be heading off in another direction. Riding on Fang with me would be Friya and Yumo-Rezu, the only two members of my party who would be accompanying me on the mission to Luminescent Spires. We needed stealth and cunning to break into the deepest and most secure vaults of Luminescent Spires. I would have ventured there on my own if I hadn’t needed the pair of them to resurrect the dragon once I obtained the Dragon Heart.

      When I looked at the group of people assembled in front of me, my heart swelled with pride. These men and women had been with me through thick and thin. Not once had any of them ever given me any less than their very best. We’d fought battles, traveled across the length and breadth of the world, killed monsters, and defeated some of the mightiest opponents.

      “We’re about to part ways, my friends,” I said to them, making sure they could hear my pride in them with every syllable I uttered. “It’s been a hell of a ride so far, and we’re about to face a fiercer battle than any we’ve had to fight before. Even though we’re facing almost insurmountable odds against us, I know that I can count on each and every one of you to keep fighting and giving it your all until the very end. Before me, I see a collection of the bravest, fiercest, and most noble warriors ever assembled in Prand. Time and time again, you all have proved your worth, and I couldn’t think of a group of people I’d rather have fighting by my side in the coming battle, the outcome of which will forever change this world of ours. Make no mistake, in the coming fight, everything depends on us winning. Who the hell would have thought that the God of Death and his followers would be fighting for the fate of the living? It’s a sign of strange and uncertain times when the world has to look to Death for salvation from a threat to the existence of everything … but as crazy as everything is right now, I can’t think of a group of people I’d rather put the fate of the world in.”

      “We’ll keep fighting until we breathe our very last, Lord Vance!” Rollar roared, raising his war hammer to the sky. Everyone cheered their agreement.

      “Speaking of fate,” I said. “There are some of you who will become Fated tonight.” I reached for Grave Oath and unsheathed it. “Drok?”

      A look of awe and disbelief came across the massive barbarian’s face. For this potent but simple warrior, becoming Fated was something I suspected he’d never imagined for himself, not in his wildest dreams.

      “Lord Vance asked you a question, my Northern brother,” Rollar said to him, grinning. “What say you?!”

      “Me … Fated?!” Drok murmured, staring at me as if I’d just shifted into the form of a one-eyed goblin, or whatever passed for a beautiful woman in his twisted mind … or both.

      “Yes, you big dumb cave troll, Fated!” I said. “Last chance Drok, do you want to become Fated or not?”

      “Y-, yes, yes, yes!” he blurted out, jumping up and down and laughing with childlike glee. “Me become Fated, me become Fated!”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” I said.

      I needed a receptacle for acid, so I fetched my helm from my suit of plate armor. The Death-enchanted steel wouldn’t be eaten away by the corrosive substance.

      I scooped some water from the lake into the helm, then passed my hand over it, feeling a surge of power race through me. The water hissed and steamed, and soon tendrils of caustic mist were rising from the clear liquid, which had turned into powerful acid.

      The whiff of Drok’s stench almost knocked me to my feet when I stepped up to him, standing far closer than I usually did to the towering barbarian. I figured I needed to hold my breath for the rest of the ceremony.

      “You understand that with this gift comes great responsibility, right?” I said, trying not to gag from the stink. “I do not hand out such gifts half-heartedly. From the moment you become Fated, Drok, you will be bound to me. Not as a slave, of course; you will always have your own free will, and you will always be able to make your own decisions. However, I expect you to serve me with loyalty and honor, and to bring your axe to battle and war whenever it is needed. Do you swear to serve me faithfully, with honor and courage, from now until the end of your days?”

      “My axe and blood yours, until I die,” Drok said solemnly, holding his axe in front of me with both palms raised to the sky, in the tradition of his people when swearing fealty to a chief.

      He didn’t need to say anything else; his sincerity was written plainly across his face.

      “That is all I ask.” I tightened my grip on Grave Oath’s hilt and felt its Death magic coursing through me, turning my hands and fingers as hard as steel, and imbuing them with my dagger’s deadly sharpness. “Then, by the power of Death, I make you … Fated.”

      Before Drok could say anything else or even react in any way, I slammed my hand, which was flat and sharp, like a spear blade, through his huge chest and gripped his heart. His tiny, pig-like eyes bulged with shock and agony as I ripped his beating out of his chest. The bloody organ pumped between my fingers before I dropped it into the acid-filled helm. He gasped and staggered backward, stranded temporarily in the shadow realm between life and death, watching with terrified disbelief as the acid hissed and seethed around his beating heart.

      As soon as the heart had turned black, I pulled it out of the acid and shoved it back into the gaping, bloody cavity in Drok’s chest. He roared out an ear-shattering howl, but it was not simply a cry of pain or fear.

      It was a roar of new power.

      The wound in his chest started to close up, but it didn’t take long. The Death magic tearing through him healed the gash completely in a matter of seconds. The only trace of the damage my spear-like hand had done was a few blood splatters on his grubby skin.

      “Drok feel … stronger!” he roared, his eyes glowing with fresh vitality and potency.

      I chuckled and nodded. “Oh yes, my barbarian friend, you’re gonna feel stronger than you ever have in your life. And you’re not only stronger; now you have the ability to raise skeletons and zombies of your own. Not to mention every enemy you kill will make you stronger. And, what’s even better is that your kills will add to my power too.”

      “Drok get skeletons, Drok get zombies, Drok get skeletons, Drok get zombies!” Drok yelled gleefully, hopping up and down and waving his massive arms around with excitement.

      In the background, Isu was observing all of this with a tightly drawn face and a strange gleam in her eye. She had once been in my position. Long ago, she had plunged her hand into my chest, ripping out my heart and turning it black.

      The expression on Isu’s face presently was unreadable. Was she regretting that moment, which had steered her down a path, the end of which had lain the loss of her divinity? Or was she simply feeling some sort of bittersweet nostalgia for her days as Goddess of Death?

      There was, of course, another possibility.

      She was watching me with pride. After all, I had come further and grown more powerful than she could have ever imagined. Her eyes met mine, and her luscious lips curved into a subtle smile, making me suspect that this was indeed the case.

      I took a few steps away from Drok, who was still jumping around like an overstimulated child, and closed my eyes. With a flick of my will, my spirit transferred to the Black Plane.

      Sprouting from the glassy black surface of this mysterious place was a new gray tree, alongside those belonging to Isu, Cranton, and Rollar: Drok’s necromantic tree.

      I walked up to the Gray Sentinel with Grave Oath in my hand. The supernatural tree was still overflowing with power, so sticking my dagger into its trunk was unnecessary. As for me, making Drok Fated had barely made a dent in my energy and power. I’d come a long way since the first time I’d tried this, back when I’d made Cranton Fated, which had made me feel pretty drained.

      “All right,” I whispered to myself before launching my spirit back into my body in the physical realm. “Let’s add a few more Death warriors to my party…”

      “Ji-Ko!” I said. “You and your monks have served me faithfully, and although the men of your order do not serve out of any desire for a reward, I feel like you deserve one. What do you and your boys think of becoming Fated?”

      “Fated, God of Death?” Ji-Ko murmured, a look of disbelief coming across his face. “Such a thing would be a great honor, but we humble monks are not deserving of such power.”

      “Maybe you think so, but I don’t,” I said. “I want to make you all Fated. All that I ask is your loyalty.”

      “You already have that, God of Death; you are the prophesied one. The oath we all took when each of us blinded ourselves binds us to you. As long as our hearts beat within our chests, we serve you.”

      “Well, how about I make those loyal hearts of yours black, and give you more strength than you could have ever dreamed of? And, what’s more, doing this will restore your sight in a way. You’ll be able to use the eyes of your zombies and skeletons as your own. I realize that you and your monks took a vow of blindness, but this isn’t exactly breaking it, seeing as you won’t be seeing through your own eyes, technically speaking. So, what do you say?”

      “Your offer is most generous, God of Death,” Ji-Ko said. “And I mean no disrespect by not accepting immediately, but please, allow me to quickly discuss this matter with my brother monks.”

      “Go right ahead, Ji-Ko,” I said. “I understand that it isn’t a decision to be taken lightly.”

      Ji-Ko and his monks discussed the issue in the Yengish tongue, and while I could not understand the words they were saying, the looks on their faces gave their decision away. I knew that it was a resounding “yes” long before Ji-Ko came and gave me his answer.

      One by one, I made him and each of his monks Fated.

      Now, with Drok, Ji-Ko, and his monks made Fated warriors in service of yours truly, the God of Death, everyone in my party was now able to command a form of powerful magic. There was still Percy and his pirate crew who remained unenhanced mortals, of course, but I would make them Fated too when I saw them next. The God of Death could never have too many necromancers by his side.

      With this taken care of, it was time for us all to say our farewells before we went our separate ways.

      “Tonight you fly off to Brakith, to liberate my city and my people from those who besiege it. Me, Friya, and Yumo-Rezu will be heading off to Luminescent Spires. Together, we’ll steal the objects that will bring about a final end to the shitheaps that are Elandriel and the Blood God. The next time we’re all together again, I’ll be riding a living dragon, and we’ll be fighting the final battle against the Blood God’s legions. And his Demogorgon. Or Demogorgons if we’re really unlucky.”

      “I don’t care how many of those awful things the Blood God raises,” Elyse said, pride sparkling in her gorgeous blue eyes. “I’ll fight them alongside you until my heart ceases to beat.”

      Everyone else murmured in agreement.

      “I know you will. I know that all of you will,” I said. “So now, as darkness falls and my harpy army approaches, I will bid you all farewell. Good luck in the coming fight. You’re gonna kick some ass. Do it with heart, and do it with pride.”

      “Drok no need luck!” Drok growled, grinning. “Drok have new Death power!”

      “And body odor that could smite a cave troll at twenty paces,” Isu muttered.

      Everyone chuckled, and Drok smiled proudly.

      “We wish you luck as well, Vance,” Rami-Xayon said. “The world is depending on you.”

      “I may not be there personally, but I’ll be fighting alongside you all in the battle for Brakith.”

      “The forces of good are on your side, God of Death,” Ji-Ko said, bowing low. “And my monks and I are honored to fight in your service. And although we are dedicated to peace, if we must kill to save the world, then we will do so. These are desperate times we are living through, and we will all do whatever it takes to bring down the Blood God and his evil servants.”

      I said a bunch of individual farewells to my party members, then watched as my harpy army came flying in, blackening the starry night sky with their vast numbers. One by one, they swooped down from the sky and picked up one of my party members until finally they were all gone, and only Friya, Yumo-Rezu, and myself were left.

      “That’s it,” I said. “It’s just the three of us now. It’s a long journey to Luminescent Spires, so let’s get going.”

      “Finally, I will realize my destiny, to make the visions that have haunted my dreams ever since I was a little girl a reality,” Friya said excitedly. “I can feel the cord of destiny pulling me forward with an irresistible force, and you, Vance, are its instrument.”

      “And I cannot wait to see and feel a living, breathing dragon again,” Yumo-Rezu said. She was just as eager as Friya was. “For too long has this world been without the presence of these majestic, regal beings. Ever since you resurrected me, I have felt … incomplete. As if one of my limbs had been amputated, without the presence of dragons around me. But no longer. Soon, I will be whole again.”

      “And I can’t wait to ride one and use it to blow the Demogorgon all the way back to whatever hellish pit the Blood God dredged it up from,” I growled. “So let’s not waste any more time. Mount up, everyone.”

      We climbed onto Fang and set off.

      “I can’t believe this is the first time I’ve been to Prand,” Yumo-Rezu said after a while.

      “Is that you speaking, Yumo, or did you never get the chance to see this continent while you were alive, Rezu?” I asked. Sometimes it really was difficult telling which part of the goddess’s personality was talking.

      “I came here long ago,” she answered, and now I knew that it was the Dragon Goddess speaking, “but since my ancient memories have been merged with those of this mortal’s body, they have become much hazier. I came here many hundreds of years ago, I know that much, but I can’t remember any of it.”

      “You’ll have plenty of chances to do some sightseeing when this is all over,” I said, “so don’t be too disappointed.”

      She laughed drily and humorlessly. “If we make it out of this war alive,” she said. “Of all the deities, I remember most clearly just how powerful the Blood God was at his peak.”

      “I thought you said you could barely remember anything from back then?”

      “Most things, yes … but some things are not so easily forgotten. The world almost ended back then, Vance. All life would have been consumed by the Blood God’s insatiable appetite for blood had it not been for your ancestor Uger, this mortal’s ancestor Kemji, and my dragons. And even so, it was the most difficult battle ever fought in all the history of the world. We only barely managed to achieve victory, and only by the slimmest of margins, and with immense sacrifice and loss of life. This one will be harder.”

      These words caught me by surprise, I had to admit. Rarely had I ever heard Yumo-Rezu mention anything other than how nearly invincible her dragons were, yet now she was talking about being cautious. She had come to defeat last time she and her dragons had fought the Blood God. I knew that the Blood God was powerful, having faced his servants in various guises on a number of occasions, but did he have a greater chance of victory than I did?

      It didn’t matter. I didn’t fear him, no matter how strong he was, and I was about to hurl the full might of my armies at him. If it took the destruction of every last one of my undead troops to destroy him—even down to my beloved killer lizard, Fang—then that was a sacrifice I was fully prepared to make.

      “Hard, maybe, but not impossible.”

      I wondered if I should say anything about the bone crown that would make me ruler over all the other gods. Something told me that, of the deities I knew, Yumo-Rezu would probably be the least happy to hear about this, so I decided to hold my tongue for the moment. She would submit to me, of course—they all would—but her knees would bend with a lot more reluctance than those of other deities. Except for the Lord of Light. But if I gave that pompous ass the choice between bending the knee to me or having his severed head sit alongside Elandriel’s on the spikes above the gates of Brakith, I was pretty sure I knew which one he would choose.

      Since the Lord of Light was now in my thoughts, I found myself wondering just what the hell he was doing at this point. Because of the Purge, he’d found himself elevated to the position of the most powerful of the living gods—what few gods remained alive after the Purge, at any rate—and had certainly been the most powerful deity in Prand up until very recently. How far up his own ass did his head have to be to not see what was going on? How could he have allowed things with his own High Priest, the Seraphim Elandriel, to have gone this far? I could see how, for example, someone in an out-of-the-way bishopric like Bishop Nabu could have worshipped the Blood God in secret, but with Elandriel doing it in Luminescent Spires, this was right under the Lord of Light’s nose. Either he himself was in on it, or … damn, was he dead?

      This was a possibility I hadn’t even considered up until now. Yet it did, alarmingly, make sense. How else could Elandriel have become so powerful so quickly, and how else could he have gotten away with everything he’d done unless he’d already killed the Lord of Light and drunk his blood?

      “Shit,” I whispered, shaking my head.

      “What’s wrong?” Friya asked.

      I didn’t really want to share my suspicions about the Lord of Light’s possible fate with Friya and Yumo-Rezu, not yet. They had enough on their plates already.

      “Nothing, don’t worry about it,” I said.

      “You seem worried, though,” Friya said.

      “It’s nothing, really.” I wanted to change the subject before these questions turned into an interrogation. “Look, over there,” I said. “That’s quite the sight.” I pointed to my right as we came out of a thickly wooded section of the night forest to the edge of a mountain lake. The still, dark water mirrored the night sky above, and it was a shimmering sea of stars, broken occasionally by the ripple of a jumping fish.

      “It’s beautiful,” Friya murmured.

      “A stunning scene indeed,” Yumo-Rezu echoed. “It reminds me of the mountain lakes in Yeng. Having the heart of a dragon means I yearn always for mountains.”

      “It’s so damn peaceful and tranquil out here it’s easy to forget there’s a war on, and the world’s on the verge of ending,” I said.

      “Yes, easy to forget…” Friya murmured, lost in thought. Suddenly, she reached into her bag and pulled out a flask. “Come,” she said, flashing me a swift smile. “We might not have another quiet and peaceful night like this, not for a long time. Maybe ever. We don’t know who will survive the battle and who won’t. Some of us will surely die. As for me, I don’t have that much longer left in this human skin of mine. Soon, I will shed it forever, and live for the rest of my days in the body of a dragon. Drink with me tonight. Let us be merry, for it might be the last chance we get. You too, Yumo-Rezu,” she added, looking at the slim, athletic enjarta with a gleam of what looked like lust in her pale eyes.

      “You don’t need to ask me twice.” I grinned and took the flask from her. “What’s in here anyway?”

      Friya flashed me a mischievous wink. “Try some and find out.”

      I unscrewed the top of the flask and took a swig. The strong substance made me feel as if I’d sucked down a mouthful of liquid magma or molten steel. This stuff made the brandy old Grast the wagon driver was so fond of quaffing seem like a light ale.

      “Fuck me, what the hell was that?” I asked, feeling the liquid burning a scalding passage through my innards.

      Friya chuckled. “A special brew from my village. I brought it with me on this journey to remind me of home. This is the last of it, and I’ll never set foot in my village again—not with human feet, at least—so come; let’s finish it and enjoy the calm before the storm. Here, share this with us, Yumo-Rezu. You would honor me greatly by partaking, Dragon Goddess.” She took a sip of the fiery liquid, grinned, then handed the flask to Yumo-Rezu.

      Yumo-Rezu stared at the flask for a moment or two with a look that was pure contempt. Nevertheless, to avoid insulting Friya, she took a tentative sip of the liquor. Both Friya and I watched with bated breath like two children who had just pranked their friend, waiting to see how she would react.

      For a moment, the expression on her beautiful face was as cool and subtly disdainful as ever … and then her eyes almost popped out of their sockets, and she jumped up with such force that she almost toppled off of Fang’s back.

      “It tastes like, like liquefied dragon fire!” she gasped, coughing and spluttering.

      “Good huh?” I took the flask back from her and knocked back another hefty swig. “I gotta hand it to you Friya, your people know how to brew a stiff drink!”

      “We do take pride in our liquor,” Friya said, before taking the flask back and glugging down a helping of booze that put even my large sip to shame.

      “Let me try that dragon fire one more time before it’s all gone.” Yumo-Rezu grinned wickedly. Right now, I was pretty sure that the feisty enjarta section of her personality was dominating the mix. Yumo had always been one to seek thrills and push boundaries.

      “Hey, leave some for me, you two!” I said. We each had one more sip of the liquor, then it was all finished.

      We were by no means drunk, but the liquid packed a potent punch, so we were all buzzing a little. And ever since the three of us had set off on our own, I had noticed Yumo-Rezu and Friya subtly admiring each other. Now, after our little tipple, the checking out wasn’t so subtle anymore.

      “I appreciate the sacrifice you’re making, Friya,” Yumo-Rezu said. “Becoming a living dragon is going a lot farther than most mortals would be willing to go.”

      “I don’t see it as a sacrifice at all, Dragon Goddess,” Friya answered. “I see it as my destiny, my dream. I cannot wait for the transformation, truth be told. I have longed for it my whole life.”

      “The sacrifice I’m referring to isn’t about your feelings, specifically.” Yumo-Rezu smiled lasciviously. “It’s a sacrifice on the part of others, who will be deprived of your immense beauty once you’re gone.”

      Friya smiled, almost shyly, and batted her eyelids at the other woman. “Your beauty, Dragon Goddess, will be more than enough to fill whatever void is left by the passing of my physical body from this realm.”

      “You two need to get an inn room,” I joked.

      “I think a quiet, moonlit grove in the forest would suffice.” Yumo-Rezu shifted closer to Friya and traced her fingertips teasingly down the length of the wise woman’s tattooed arm. “But what I have in mind wouldn’t be half as much fun without you joining in, Vance.”

      Friya took Yumo-Rezu’s hand off her arm and softly kissed the Dragon Goddess’s hand before she turned it over and gently nibbled on her wrist. In response, Yumo-Rezu bit her lower lip and sighed softly with pleasure.

      “Yes Vance,” Friya said, “our desire for each other is incomplete without you. Please, join us. There’s only so much pleasure we can give each other. You, however, can take us to places we can only dream of.”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice, and I stopped Fang. We all dismounted and, with one woman on each arm, I wandered over to a soft, grassy spot in the moonlight. I sat down, with Yumo-Rezu on my right and Friya on my left.

      “Let’s start with a game,” I said, drawing Grave Oath from its sheath.

      “This game looks like it might involve a little danger.” Yumo-Rezu liked her full lips with anticipation. “And you know how much danger turns me on…”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but there’s not much danger involved,” I replied with a cool smile. “It’s more a game of chance. Watch. I’m going to ask Grave Oath a question, and the dagger’s going to tell me what to do.”

      Friya chuckled. “It sounds like the old spin the pinecone game we used to play as youngsters back in my village.”

      “Something like that.” I placed Grave Oath on my palm. “Grave Oath, who should I kiss first?” I then gave the dagger a quick spin on my palm.

      Friya and Yumo-Rezu both leaned in closer, watching the spinning dagger as its frantic whirring slowed to a more leisurely turnin. After it lost most of its momentum, they held their breath with anticipation.

      Grave Oath came to a stop with its point aimed at my left.

      “It’s your lucky night, Friya,” I said.

      Her eyes lit up with delight, and a salacious smile gave her face a seductive glow. I could almost taste the sexual hunger dripping off her, and the energy of her desire quickened the blood in my veins.

      I leaned in and planted my lips on hers. At once, her tongue was in my mouth, eager and voracious. I teased her, giving her a little tongue but then withdrawing it, making her desperate for more. Her hands were soon on my chest, and I reached up to caress her cheek and neck as we kissed. My hand quickly moved down her throat onto her chest, then I slipped my fingers inside her leather jerkin, sliding them over her full breast.

      To my right, Yumo-Rezu leaned in, slipping her hands onto my chest and thigh, which she stroked with a keen hunger. I could feel her jealousy. She was feeling left-out and was desperate for some of what I was giving Friya, but I wanted to tease her and draw this out. I broke off my passionate kiss and put Grave Oath on my palm again.

      “What’s next, Vance?” Yumo-Rezu whispered into my ear, before tracing a teasing finger down my chest and nibbling my earlobe and the side of my neck.

      “I like this game very much.” Friya caressed me on my left, breathing hard from her arousal.

      “Grave Oath, who should take her clothes off first?” Again, I spun the dagger in my palm.

      This time the tip of the weapon ended up pointing toward Yumo-Rezu. With an eager grin, she stood and pulled the secret thread in her enjarta suit. The garment slipped off her body and dropped to the floor. Both Friya and I marveled at the glory of her nude form in the moonlight. Her pert, perfectly shaped breasts with their two erect nipples, and the smooth, shaved cleft between her legs, glistening moistly with the first hint of her arousal.

      This time, the weapon would choose between me and Friya.

      “Now Grave Oath,” I said, getting ready to spin the dagger, “which of us gets to enjoy Yumo-Rezu’s body first?”

      Again, I gave Grave Oath a good spin in my palm. This time, the tip ended up pointing in Friya’s direction. She gave me a deep, hungry kiss, then slipped off her clothes.

      “Hey, Grave Oath didn’t tell you to do that,” I said with mock indignation. It was hard to pretend to be upset when confronted with the glorious sight of her naked, voluptuous body. Her breasts were magnificently buoyant and voluminous, her hips sensual and broad, her ass big and round.

      “I guess you’ll have to punish me for breaking the rules, Vance.” She gave me a wink and a playful giggle before stepping up to Yumo-Rezu and clamping her lips onto the Dragon Goddess’s mouth.

      The two women kissed passionately, moaning with sensual bliss into each other’s mouths as they explored each other’s bodies with their hands. I watched this beautiful display with my rapidly-swelling cock threatening to tear a hole through my pants and my blood running hot in my veins.

      I sheathed my dagger. “Grave Oath, I think you’ve done enough work tonight.”

      I removed my assassin’s armor and clothes while Friya and Yumo-Rezu continued to kiss with a passionate fire. When I was completely naked, I stepped up to the pair of them and bent down to cup their breasts, one in each hand, so I could alternate between their nipples, teasing each of their stiff, erect protuberances with a swirl of my tongue.

      While I licked and sucked on their nipples, I squeezed and slapped their asses, appreciating the difference in the feel of each—Yumo-Rezu’s athletic, almost muscular butt, and Friya’s larger, softer—but still firm and bouncy—behind.

      Eager to taste me, they broke off their passionate kiss to plant their lips on my mouth. Both beauties vied for my attention, one licking my neck and nibbling my throat and ears while I took turns kissing the other. My cock was fully erect now, and while they kissed me, sighing and gasping and moaning softly, each wrapped a hand around my shaft, slowly stroking and massaging it.

      “I think you can give it a little more attention than that, huh?” I teased between kisses.

      They took the hint, giggling with sexy delight, and slid slowly down onto their knees, darting their tongues across my torso as they went down. The sight of them kneeling before me, with their hungry eyes locked on my throbbing cock, made me even harder, so much so that it felt as if my dick was about to explode. Friya took the head of my prick in her mouth, maintaining smoldering eye contact with me while Yumo-Rezu licked my shaft and sucked my jewels.

      It was positively divine to have the two beautiful women slavering over my member as if it was the most exquisite dish on earth. I pushed my fingers through their silky hair—Friya’s wavy, white-blond tresses, and Yumo-Rezu’s straight, jet-black locks—and gripped a fistful of each as they worshiped my cock with their mouths. They took turns sucking on it, seeing how much of it they could swallow, filling their mouths and throats with its length and girth until they choked and gagged, each trying to outdo the other.

      It was beyond ecstasy, but I wanted more. Specifically, I wanted some of Yumo-Rezu’s goddess powers. As much as I wanted to let them keep going at my cock with their mouths, I gently pulled their faces away from it.

      “Let’s switch things up a little,” I said, taking their hands.

      I laid down on the cool grass and invited Friya to mount me. She squatted over me, moaning and shivering with delight as she lowered herself onto my huge member, gasping as every inch of it slowly filled her up and stretched her out.

      Yumo-Rezu lowered her hot, wet sex onto my eager mouth, facing Friya. When my tongue started working its magic on her, her body stiffened and her spine arched. She let out a long, blissful moan. Then, as Friya started to ride my cock and I consumed Yumo-Rezu, she and Friya locked lips and began kissing.

      The two moaned and cried out as Friya’s grinding and bucking grew increasingly feverish. Yumo-Rezu was brought ever closer to orgasm by the persistent, rhythmic action of my tongue. To enhance her pleasure, I reached up and cupped her breasts, massaging them and playing with her nipples. Her juices were dripping into my mouth and filling me with power, with which I was already overflowing after having filled myself to the limit from the Gray Sentinel.

      Friya’s riding became frenetic after a few more minutes, and I knew she was seconds away from a huge orgasm. The frantic action of her sex on my cock was so intense that I felt like I was seconds from filling her with my seed, but I managed to hold back. Not until both women had a series of orgasms would I unleash my own.

      On my face, Yumo-Rezu had lost all self-control and was whimpering and squealing, grinding herself onto my mouth as frantically as Friya was riding me. She arched her spine and let out a piercing cry. Her orgasm gushed into my mouth, energizing me with a jolt of raw power. Then, she flopped forward into Friya’s arms, panting and heaving and caught in the throes of bliss. With the other woman out of action for the moment, Friya drove herself onto me with all the force her hips could muster. Her head was thrown back as she screamed, her own orgasm hitting her like a rampaging berserker.

      I pulled out of her, then we switched positions. Now that I’d fucked Friya hard, it was time to give Yumo-Rezu what she’d been craving all night. I motioned for Friya to lie down on her back, then instructed Yumo-Rezu to climb on top of her, facing her in a 69 position, so they could consume while I pounded the Dragon Goddess’s opening.

      They both loved the idea of this, and busied themselves with each other right away. Yumo-Rezu started devouring Friya’s sex with the hunger of a ravenous wolf while Friya licked the Dragon Goddess’s clitoris. I knelt down behind Yumo-Rezu and slowly inserted my throbbing hardness into her from behind, grinning as I watched her entire body stiffen as my cock stretched her tight hole out, inch by inch.

      Soon, I’d filled her up, and she raised her head from her feast to gasp and whimper. When I started thrusting, her hands gripped fistfuls of grass so tight that she ripped out chunks of earth. I reached forward and grabbed a handful of her hair and pushed her face back down between Friya’s legs. I began thrusting faster and harder, slapping her tight ass as I drove myself in and out of her.

      Under her, Friya shivered and groaned with pleasure from the frenzied action of Yumo-Rezu’s mouth on her sex, but she kept up her lapping and licking of the Dragon Goddess’s clitoris. Both women were crying out and bucking like two wild things as they came ever closer to their second orgasms of the evening. Waves of euphoria coursed through my veins as the delectable tightness of Yumo-Rezu’s hole gripped my cock.

      After a few more minutes of this intensity, both women came again. Friya screamed out as Yumo-Rezu’s mouth made her cum hard. My powerful rhythmic thrusting brought on a full-body orgasm for the Dragon Goddess, who dug her fingers into the earth and let out a beast-like howl that made the trees shudder with its intensity.

      I had held back for long enough, so I removed my glistening member from Yumo-Rezu.

      “Get on your knees, both of you,” I instructed, and they immediately complied, still gasping and shuddering from the throes of their bliss.

      I stood up, and both gorgeous women waited obediently on their knees, their expectant mouths open wide and their hungry eyes on my cock. They took my throbbing member in their hands and vigorously stroked me to completion.

      Waves of intense pleasure ripped through me as I finally released my load. The power I’d drawn from the Gray Sentinel had given my already godly virility a major boost. Over and over again, I sprayed out my seed. Powerful ropes of it shot over each woman’s face and breasts while globs of my power spurted into their open mouths and down their throats.

      Finally, the shooting slowed to a dribbling, and I dropped onto my knees, panting. Yumo-Rezu and Friya sighed in post-orgasmic bliss. Their reprieve was only momentary, though, for they started making out with each other again, licking my seed off each other’s faces and breasts.

      The sight of it was an immediate turn-on, and I discovered that the injection of power from the Gray Sentinel had a very welcome effect. I didn’t lose an iota of hardness, even after such a heavy orgasm. I was still rock hard, ready to go, and filled with energy.

      “Looks like you lot aren’t the only ones who can have multiple orgasms anymore,” I said to them.

      Both women squealed their delight, and we returned with gusto to another lovemaking session. I had a feeling we’d have to travel at top speed the next day, because for the rest of the night, we definitely wouldn’t be going anywhere.
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      Yumo-Rezu, Friya, and I were busy for most of the rest of the night. When it got to about an hour before dawn, the two women were utterly exhausted. High on euphoria, but completely drained and unable to keep going. I, on the other hand, felt as if I had boundless energy, and could have continued without stopping until the next night, but we’d already wasted too many hours. We all washed off in the mountain lake, then we climbed back onto Fang and set off.

      I made Fang run at full tilt. Usually, the swaying motion of his running would have induced seasickness in anyone who wasn’t used to riding him—like Friya and Yumo-Rezu—but the two were so exhausted from our night of pleasure that they passed out.

      With Fang sprinting along at full speed for an hour or two, we managed to cover a good few miles. Finally, after the sun had completely cleared the eastern mountains and was bathing the land in light, I figured it was time to find shelter and lay low for the rest of the day. We were in a remote region, it was true, but Elandriel had eyes and ears everywhere, and whenever I was out in the open, he knew where I was. My entry into Luminescent Spires needed to be a complete secret, and I needed him to think I’d gone to fight his army at Brakith. As annoying as it was to have to wait and hide during the daylight hours, it had to be done.

      Yumo-Rezu and Friya were grateful for the long period of rest, at least. Unlike them, I needed neither rest nor sleep, and it was more frustrating for me than anything else. To pass the time during the day, I cast my spirit into various members of my undead army, just to keep an eye on things and to make sure everything was okay.

      First, I checked in with the harpy I’d perched on the mast of my warship. It was my lone harpy which I would use if I needed to fly at all while in Luminescent Spires. Percy and his pirate crew seemed to be handling everything smoothly. They had wisely taken the ship in a wide arc out to sea, many miles from land, so they wouldn’t be spotted by anyone on the coast or by fishing vessels in shallow waters.

      Then I examined the kraken and the whale, who were slowly dragging my undead army across the bottom of the ocean. As powerful as these two denizens of the deep were, they couldn’t go any faster, and it would still be a long time before my troops would emerge onto the shores of Prand. I could only hope that they would arrive in time for the final battle with the Blood God and Elandriel. Without my two most powerful undead monsters on the battlefield, I stood about as much chance as a gnat against a bull, even with all my newfound powers.

      Finally, I looked over my harpy army, who were flying the rest of my party members to Brakith. Hopefully, they would be arriving before the Church of Light army had beaten down the city’s defenders and breached the walls. I was pleased to see that my airborne army had made excellent time, and it looked as if they would arrive sooner than I had anticipated. I was also happy to see that my party members were in good spirits, and were all ready and psyched up for the coming battle.

      I would be there with them, in a way. All it would take was for Anna-Lucielle to stab the actor with the enchanted bone I had created. For now, though, they were on their own, under Rollar’s capable command. As a veteran of a number of sieges, on both sides of the castle walls, I could rely on him to boost the strength and morale of Brakith’s beleaguered defenders. Then, once Anna-Lucielle had readied the actor for the greatest “performance” of his life, I would be there to lead the counterattack against the Church army in spirit and body … almost.

      While Yumo-Rezu and Friya were sleeping, I found a pointed stick and began to draw in the dirt. When I had outlined my drawing, I gathered pinecones and rocks. When I was finished, I had constructed a crude model of Brakith and its defenses. I didn’t know where the Church army would be pressing their attacks the hardest, but I had a pretty good idea, so I collected a bunch of different colored pebbles to represent the Church troops and my troops. The pair of women continued to sleep after being awake most of the night, so I spent the day going over various strategies to use against my enemies.

      By the time night fell, I’d picked out two or three strategies that I felt would work best, and these I kept in the back of my mind. One thing all the strategies featured was a massive attack from under the ground. The Church Army would never expect it. By the time they noticed the ground rumbling with the approach of my undead wyrm, it would be far too late for them. Hell, with the immense strength of the wyrm, I might be able to turn the tide of the battle with it alone, no matter how many Church troops there were. I’d sent the massive creature racing toward Brakith, coursing through the vast network of subterranean tunnels deep below the soil of Prand.

      In the next few days, my harpies would fly over the mountains and get a good view of Brakith. Then, they would see exactly where the enemy troops were, and I would know which strategy to use in addition to the wyrm attack. I only hoped that they would get there in time, and that they wouldn’t arrive to find Brakith sacked, a smoldering ruin full of corpses.

      As much as these things weighed on my thoughts, dwelling on them wasn’t going to help. I also had my own mission to worry about, one that required a great deal of cunning and stealth, and it was just as important as defending Brakith. It had been many years since I’d visited Luminescent Spires. I’d been a very different person then, but I still had a pretty clear memory of the layout of the place, and the Holy Palace that stood on the summit of the huge hill … which, I now knew, just so happened to be the Blood Pyramid.

      Last time I’d set foot in that palace, I’d been set on becoming a Consecrated Knight. Elandriel had shot that dream down quite spectacularly, with his so-called prophecy. He told me that the next time I would set foot in Luminescent Spires, I would be nothing but a street beggar.

      “I guess you were wrong on that one, you wrinkled old goblin scrotum,” I growled under my breath. “Because I’m about to strut into your corrupt shithole of a city as a god.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Yumo-Rezu asked, yawning and stretching as she woke up.

      “Nobody, never mind,” I said gruffly. Just thinking about Elandriel put me in a bad mood, and I didn’t want to have to talk about him.

      “No man has ever done what you did to me—us—last night,” Yumo-Rezu said, flashing me a wicked grin, with naked lust smoldering in her dark eyes. “I can barely walk after that … not that I’m complaining.”

      That, at least, lifted my mood.

      I smiled at her. “I’d be happy to be of service again, but we did lose a lot of valuable time last night by, well, literally fucking around. We have a lot of distance to make up tonight, and a lot of ground to cover. Fang’s going to have to run at full speed from now until dawn, so I hope you and Friya have strong stomachs, because it’s going to feel like a twelve-hour hurricane at sea.”

      “I’m about to prepare some herbs that will help with that.” Friya emerged from the shadows with a bunch of weeds she had just picked from the forest. “Fang can run as fast as he wants, and Yumo-Rezu and I won’t feel even a smidgen of seasickness. You, on the other hand, are used to this giant lizard’s lurching movements, aren’t you?”

      “I could sleep like a baby on his back at full speed … if I needed to sleep, that is,” I said. “As for you two, Friya, you’d better get your herbs ready. We need to get moving.”

      As soon as Friya and Yumo-Rezu had taken the herbal concoction, we set off. I sent Fang barreling through the woods at full speed. His undead energy, which was boundless, drove us toward Luminescent Spires at a relentless pace.

      As the miles passed, the forests began to thin out into plains, and the mountains flattened out into hills. We found a cave in the hills where we hid and rested during the daylight hours, then when darkness fell again, Friya and Yumo-Rezu took their herbs, and once more I had Fang sprinting through the night. We kept clear of any signs of human settlement, and, thankfully, nature was on our side too, for it was a moonless night and the plains were thick with darkness.

      The next morning, as the sky grayed with the approach of dawn, we saw it on the horizon: the enormous city on the hill, Luminescent Spires. The plains had given way to farmland now, so we had to be careful about where we took shelter.

      We hid out during the day in a ruined farmhouse, on an abandoned farm overgrown with weeds. I kept watch during the day with the Tree God’s crossbow on my wrist cocked and ready to fire. Anyone who approached would be sprouting roots from their feet and boughs from their skull before they could open their mouths to raise any sort of alarm. Aside from a patrol of Church troops a good mile away, though, I saw no signs of any human activity in the area.

      When night fell, we mounted Fang for the last time. I wished I could take him with me into the city, but a gigantic man-eating lizard wasn’t exactly conducive to stealth and anonymity. We made our way across the farmland, and I noticed that almost two-thirds of the farms we came across had been abandoned. They’d been abandoned quite recently too, from the look of it; all signs pointed to ominous happenings in Luminescent Spires. Elandriel and the Blood God needed fuel in the form of human blood, and I suspected that the farms hadn’t been abandoned as such. Their former residents had probably met a grisly fate in the bowels of the city, sacrificed to the Blood God in the Blood Pyramid below Luminescent Spires.

      In the early hours of the morning, when we were within sight of the huge city walls that ringed Luminescent Spires, we dismounted from Fang. From this point on, I would have to leave Fang behind, and my faithful mount could only join me again when the time for battle was near. The ocean was a mile away, and this would be the perfect place for my undead lizard to hide out while we completed our mission of stealth and thieving inside the city. Then, when the time was right, he could emerge from the waves with the rest of my undead army … if they were able to make it here before it was too late.

      “I’m gonna miss you, boy.” I gave Fang a good scratch on the scales behind his ear holes.

      “It’s no dragon,” Yumo-Rezu scoffed. “It’s not even alive. It’s just a rotting corpse kept moving by your magic.”

      It was true; Fang wasn’t alive, not technically, but I had realized something about him and my other undead creatures. “No, he’s not technically alive,” I said, “but neither is he a mere lump of decaying matter. The force that pumps that green blood through his veins is the same force that keeps the blood pumping through mine. He—and all of my undead minions—are not mere things. They’re a part of me, an extension of my power and spirit. Insult him, and you insult me.”

      Fang rumbled out a low growl, as if to agree.

      “I … I see, yes, I’m sorry Vance, I didn’t mean to insult you like that,” Yumo-Rezu said, looking uncharacteristically sheepish.

      “Apologize to him too,” I said sternly, pointing to Fang. “He might not be a dragon, but he’s been the best damn mount a warrior could hope for, and he’s been by my side right from the beginning, and for far longer than you have.”

      “I’m … I’m sorry Fang,” she said.

      I gave a satisfied nod; Yumo-Rezu’s goddess side seemed a little haughty, and while I had bonded with her, she would have to understand that I wouldn’t allow her to treat me or my minions in that manner.

      I sent Fang off toward the ocean, then turned to face Luminescent Spires, which was looming before us, blotting out the gray sky like a vast mountain or volcano. We must have looked like three tiny ants, sent to infiltrate a gigantic enemy anthill.

      And infiltrate it we would.

      As we got closer, we were able to see more details. The city walls were a hundred feet tall. Archers and crossbowmen were stationed every few feet along the entirety of the fortifications. There would be no scaling those walls; any attempt to do so would get you turned into an arrow-riddled pincushion in seconds.

      The enormous oaken gates of the city were barred shut, and a huge press of commoners and peasants were waiting outside. Many had carts filled with produce from the nearby fields, but others looked like beggars.

      “The gates will open at dawn,” I said. “Let’s get up closer and observe for a while.”

      The city walls were surrounded by a broad, deep moat, and the only way across was the huge stone bridge in front of the gates, where the crowd of farmers, peasants, and beggars was waiting. Beyond the moat was open grassland. The only way to approach the city without looking suspicious was to join the throng of people on the broad dirt track that led from the farmland to the city gates.

      “We’re going to stick out like sore thumbs in that bunch,” Yumo-Rezu said.

      “We need to get closer,” Friya said, “but the moment we get within sight of the guards and the soldiers on the walls, they’ll raise the alarm.”

      I shook my head. “There’s no need for concern. I’ll be able to get right up to the gates without anyone knowing I’m there.”

      “How?” Friya asked.

      “Like this,” I answered, closing my eyes.

      I searched for the presence of death, and was immediately confronted by a vast amount of it, all concentrated in the center of Luminescent Spires. There were more fresh human corpses there than on a battlefield; the scale of the slaughter was scarcely comprehendible. I now knew without a doubt that the Blood Pyramid lay below the city, and that Elandriel had been keeping himself busy sacrificing people in their thousands while I’d been in Yeng. This did not bode well. He and the Blood God were stronger than I could have imagined, and it would take all of my power to defeat them.

      Human death, however, was not what I was looking for right now. No, the corpses I was seeking out were far smaller and more inconspicuous, and I quickly found exactly what I’d been looking for: a dead rat. There were plenty of them around, of course, but I picked one out that had died quite recently. This fresh corpse hadn’t yet begun to rot and stink in earnest. With a tiny spark of my life force, I resurrected the little creature. Its glazed-over eyes shone with a bright yellow-green glow while its stiff rigor mortis body softened and flexed with a new and unnatural vitality.

      I snapped my fingers, and it sprang to its feet, scuttling out from under the bush where it had died and zipping over to us. Yumo-Rezu saw it coming, shrieked, and jumped into my arms. I had to laugh; rats were the last thing I’d imagined the mighty Dragon Goddess would fear.

      “Get that filthy little thing away from me!” she yelled.

      Friya chuckled and knelt down, putting out her hand. I directed the undead rat to scuttle onto her palm, and she picked it up and stroked it, cooing over the tiny undead beast.

      Yumo-Rezu’s face wrinkled with disgust and loathing. “Ugh, that’s revolting!” she spat. “Just send it on its way and get it away from us!”

      “They are very intelligent creatures, and can be quite affectionate as pets,” Friya said. “I kept some as pets when I was little.”

      “This one isn’t a pet, though,” I said. With a simple mental command from me, the rat scurried down her arm, side, and leg onto the ground. “He’s a perfect little spy, my eyes and ears to find out what’s going on at the city gates. Look, they’re opening now; he’d best be on his way.”

      The red sun was just rising over the distant eastern hills. A mile away, the massive oaken city gates were groaning as teams of oxen within the city walls cranked the huge system of pulleys, gears, and wheels that opened the gates. People were now shoving and jostling in the crowd that were eager to get into the city.

      “Off you go, little buddy,” I said as I sent the rat scuttling on its way.

      There were plenty of live rats around, and the peasants and beggars were used to them, so nobody noticed or cared about one more rat on the road. If they’d looked a little closer at this one, they would have seen its unnaturally bright green eyes … but who ever took a moment to examine rats and their eyes? My undead rat soon arrived at the city gates, which were now open. I closed my eyes and flung part of my spirit into the rat, experiencing the world through its senses.

      Human beings now looked like Frost Giants, even little children, and I felt smaller and more vulnerable than I ever had in my life. One wrong step on the part of a careless person, and I’d be squished like a bug. However, my vision was sharp and my hearing and sense of smell were impressively accurate.

      I scuttled through the crowd and found a small shrub near the gate where I could hide out and observe the guards and the crowd, and not get trampled or run over by an ox cart. There were dozens of heavily-armored guards inside and outside the gates, while above the gates, crossbowmen lined people up in their sights, their fingers on the triggers of their crossbows. The guards were certainly expecting trouble, and were ready to react with lethal force at the slightest hint of it.

      Guards with spears formed a barrier in front of the crowd, and they were only letting a few people through at a time.

      “Farmers first!” the head guard yelled. “If you’re bringing produce for the market, get to the front. Everyone else, make way and let them through or you’ll get a good clobbering. Move, make way!”

      Through the rat’s eyes, I watched as a gnarled old peasant farmer pulling a handcart full of cabbages pushed his way through to the front of the crowd. The head guard interrogated him while two other guards got busy with stabbing their spears repeatedly through the load of cabbages in the cart. Anyone who might have been hoping to sneak into the city hiding under a pile of cabbages or tomatoes in a cart was going to end up skewered.

      They eventually let the old man and his cabbages through, then repeated the procedure with the next cart, which was filled with potatoes and manned by a chubby middle-aged peasant couple. During the interrogation and produce-stabbing, I turned my rat’s attention to the beggars gathered in a packed throng behind the farmers and peasants, and listened to their conversation.

      “I can’t bloody believe we’ve been locked out of the city for a week now,” one toothless beggar muttered. “How does that prick Elandriel expect us to survive outside the city walls?! What does he think we can eat out here? Grass and dead rats?”

      “They have to let us in today,” said another beggar, a hunch-backed cripple. “And the bastards have to feed us today too! It’s Saint Suncred’s Moon! The Church has to bloody well let us in and feed us!”

      “What’s going on there?” Yumo-Rezu’s voice broke my concentration, and I pulled my spirit out of the rat and back into my body.

      “They’re checking every cart that comes into the city, and the gate’s heavily guarded. We could take them, of course, but there are thousands more troops inside the city. But I think there’s a way we can get in without anyone noticing us.”

      “How?”

      “I heard one of the beggars say that it’s Saint Suncred’s Moon today,” I answered.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “It’s a Church of Light doctrine,” I said. “Once every lunar cycle, on the day of the dead moon, the Church is required to feed the poor and beggars for free, in honor of some old asshole called Saint Suncred. It’s become a very important tradition, especially here in Luminescent Spires. If the Church refuses to do this, they’ll have full-scale riots on their hands. And from what I could hear, the poor and the beggars have been without food for a week now, so tensions are high. I think they’ll let the beggars in once they’ve finished checking the farmers and their carts.”

      “So we’re going to disguise ourselves as beggars to get in?”

      It was then that the words of Elandriel’s prophecy sprang back into my mind. I would end up in the rags of a beggar on the streets of Luminescent Spires, he had said with such venomous spite and scorn all those years ago. And his prophecy was about to come true, but not in the way he had thought. I would indeed walk the streets of Luminescent Spires dressed in a beggar’s rags, but under this disguise, I would be a vengeful god, here with the sole purpose of destroying him and his Blood God.

      “Damn right we’re disguising ourselves as beggars.” I slowly clenched my fist with grim determination.

      “How?” Friya asked.

      “It would be a lot easier if I had the Beauty Mirror,” I answered, “but deception and the art of disguise were some of the things I was trained extensively in when I studied under the great assassin masters. There’s a fine art to it, but I haven’t forgotten my lessons. First, we need to get ourselves some rags; that’ll be the easy part. When it comes to acting, you’ll have to follow my lead. Just do what I do, and we’ll all get through.”

      The first order of business was finding some rags to wear. This proved easy enough, for many peasants had not yet awoken, and plenty of them had left washing out to dry overnight. I headed over to a group of peasant houses that lay within a stone’s throw of the city walls and crept through the huts, snatching garments off lines. Soon, I had gathered enough clothes for myself and the two women. I also took a few blankets; these would be needed for the disguises too.

      “Before we put these on, we need to make them look as filthy and ragged as possible,” I said, “so stomp them in the dirt, rip holes in them, tear the stitching out. Just beat the shit out of these clothes until they look just like beggars’ rags.”

      We got busy, and soon enough, the clothes had been beaten into a state that made them look as if they’d been worn by some street urchin for a few years without being changed.

      “Put them on, ladies. Let’s see how you look.”

      We pulled the rags over our armor, then the hoods over our faces to shroud our features in shadow.

      “Convincing, but we’re not there yet,” I said to Friya and Yumo-Rezu as I looked them up and down. It was plain to see that beneath the rags were two sexy women with killer bodies, and I suspected that I looked like a muscular warrior despite my grubby rags. “This is what the blankets are for.”

      We took off the rags, and I bundled the blankets up and tied them to various body parts. Now, when we put the rags on, the bundled blankets beneath them made it look as if we had grotesque deformities and hunchbacks.

      “There’s one last thing I need to do,” I said, “one finishing touch to complete the illusion.”

      I drew on the Death energy beneath the ground, pulling the stench of putrid, rotting flesh from the decaying corpses and imbuing the rags we wore with it. Now, the rags smelled utterly vile, and we could convincingly come across as diseased, revolting beggars.

      “Ugh, this stink could make a maggot gag!” Yumo-Rezu gasped, on the verge of retching. “It won’t stick to us when we take these horrible rags off, will it?”

      “The Death magic is bound to the rags,” I said. “Once we toss them aside, the stink will stay with them, and we’ll smell as fresh as roses, trust me. Now that we look the part, it’s time to act the part—and here, as crazy as it might seem, subtlety is our enemy. Contrary to what common sense might tell you, sometimes the best way to be inconspicuous is to actually draw attention to yourself.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Friya raised an eyebrow. “I’m confident that we can fight our way out of whatever trouble we might get ourselves into, but you said yourself that stealth rather than brute force should be our priority for this mission.”

      “Friya, I was an assassin long before I was a necromancer or a god, and I was a damn good one too. One of the best in Prand. Trust me when I say I know what I’m doing. Let’s go join the crowd of beggars out there by the gates.”

      Both women seemed quite uncertain about doing this, but they nonetheless obeyed. Short of charging in with our weapons drawn and magical powers blazing, there wasn’t any other way into the city.

      “Give yourselves a good limp and hobble when you walk,” I said as we emerged from the cover of the bushes and stepped onto the dirt road “You ever seen a beggar with a healthy stride?”

      I set an example for them to follow by putting on a pronounced limp, stepping heavily with my right foot while dragging the left behind it, as if I was lame. I took a few hobbling steps like this, then looked over my shoulder to see how the women were doing. Both of them had put on convincing limps.

      “That’s good,” I said. “Keep it consistent though. Don’t switch legs or change to a different kind of limp. You’d be surprised how easily even average people pick up something like that. Memorize the limp you’re using now, because you’re going to have to use it consistently until we’re deep inside Luminescent Spires.”

      “I think I’ve got mine down,” Friya said, hobbling along quite convincingly.

      “Me too.” Yumo-Rezu put on a staggering, lurching limp.

      “Talk to yourselves too,” I said. “Not a loud jabbering, but a good constant stream of muttering. Feel free to throw in a good few coughing fits. The sort of pox-cough that sounds as if you’re about to hack up an entire lung.”

      Soon, we were all limping and staggering along, muttering to ourselves and breaking out into horrendous fits of coughing. The women were doing an even better job than I could have hoped for, but the real test was still to come. We reached the back of the crowd of beggars and penniless peasants, and I stopped the two of them and whispered some more advice to them.

      “Remember, seasoned, street-hardened beggars are neither quiet, polite nor civil. Shove people out of your way, grab and fight for anything that looks like even a scrap of food, and feel free to scream insults at people and spit at them. Again, follow my lead here.”

      I turned around and began shoving through the crowd. The magical stench of our rags made even the dirtiest beggars’ noses wrinkle with disgust, and I didn’t have to do too much pushing or shoving for people to move out of the way and let us move toward the front of the crowd. When I’d reached the first few ranks of beggars, who were tightly pressed in a reeking mass against the guards’ fence of spears, I decided it was time to ramp things up.

      Tensions were already running high. Since this was Saint Suncred’s Moon, and the poor had evidently been starved for at least a week, the crowd of beggars was like a tinder pile, just waiting for the right spark to set them ablaze and trigger a riot.

      “Let us in, you goat fuckin’ bastards!” I roared at the guards, adding a hoarse rasp to my voice and putting on a perfect crude commoner’s accent. “We ain’t had nothin’ to eat for a bleedin’ week. By the Lord of fuckin’ Light, it’s fuckin’ Saint Suncred’s Moon! If you pricks don’t let us in, there’ll be hell to pay, there will!”

      “Shut your trap you foul-smelling piece of shit, or we’ll skewer you on a spear and roast you for your filthy friends to eat!” the head guard yelled.

      “You can skewer me, but you can’t stab all of us, ya troll cock!” I yelled back hoarsely. “There’s a lot more of us than there are of them. Isn’t that fuckin’ right, everyone?!”

      A good number of beggars and peasants yelled out their agreement. Inside the shadows of my reeking hood, I grinned. I could taste a riot brewing.

      “You’d better shut your mouth, you scum, or I’ll have your corpse hanging in a crow’s cage at the crossroads before the end of today!” the head guard yelled back. “Guards, seize that rancid fellow!”

      “I’d rather die on the end of a spear now than endure any more fuckin’ starvation!” I roared defiantly. “Maybe I’ll take a few of you pricks with me, eh? Come on, kill us then! But we’ll take more than a few of you down with us, won’t we lads?!”

      Now the beggars’ shouts of agreement were filled with a lot more hostility and aggression. The crowd surged forward, and people were now yelling their own angry insults at the guards.

      “It’s Saint Suncred’s Moon, you shit-eaters!” someone yelled behind me. “Never in the history of Luminescent Spires have the poor been locked out of the city on a day of Saint Suncred’s Moon, never! How dare you bleedin’ well lock us out. We’re starving, and our bleedin’ kids are starving too! Let us in, you fuckers, fuckin’ well let us in!”

      “We’re all dying slow, horrible deaths!” Friya shouted just behind me, caught up in the contagious spirit of the growing riot. “I’d rather die on the end of a spear, fighting these evil bastards, than die a slow death of starvation like a trapped rat in a cage!”

      The crowd roared their agreement with this sentiment, and the booming cry rolled through their ranks like a peal of thunder.

      “Kill the guards! Storm the gates!” someone yelled from the back.

      “They can’t kill us all! We can take ‘em!” someone else screamed.

      “The nobles and merchants inside the walls are all sitting inside their cozy homes sucking juicy meat off the bones and dippin’ their fuckin’ bread in gravy while they leave us to starve out here!” an old man in the middle of the crowd shouted. “And on Saint Suncred’s Moon, too. It’s not just a disgrace, it’s criminal, it is. We won’t stand for it, we won’t fuckin’ stand for it any longer!”

      “My two little boys at home are on their deathbeds because of Elandriel’s greed!” a woman shrieked shrilly from the back of the crowd. “If you don’t let us in, we’ll burn the whole city down!”

      “Get some torches!” someone else yelled. “Let’s burn this fuckin’ place down! It’s turning into a hellhole anyway, with all the murders and disappearing people! Let’s burn the whole place down!”

      Now, I realized, was the perfect time to start a chant to really whip the crowd into a rabid frenzy.

      “Burn it down! Burn it down! Burn it down!” I roared, and soon everyone was chanting along with me.

      Even though the guards were heavily armed and well-armored, they were greatly outnumbered and starting to look nervous. Even with the assistance of the crossbowmen and archers looking down from the walls, they wouldn’t be able to stop at a good number of the guards from being killed in a riot, and none of them looked as if they were quite ready to die today. What was more, I could see that at least some of the guards were clearly sympathetic to the beggars’ cause; Saint Suncred’s Moon was a valued tradition in the city, and a few of the guards from the lower classes likely had relatives who relied on charity for food.

      As the chanting began to get more ferocious and the mood became increasingly tense, the head guard and his sergeants huddled together and shared a hushed but frantic conversation. After about a minute, the head guard climbed up onto a crate to address us.

      “All right, all right, listen up!” he yelled, his voice all but drowned out by the fierce and determined chanting. “We’ll let you in to be fed, but only under escort! You’ll come in groups of three. Everyone gets their usual Saint Suncred’s loaves, buns, and fruit. Then you’ll leave the city right away. No loitering around after that! That’s the best I can offer, and it’s a good deal too. That way, nobody has to die today.”

      “That’s good enough for us!” I roared back.

      If there was an actual riot, security would be beefed up all over the city, and that was the last thing I wanted. Now that I had a solution to my problem, it was time to nip the riot in the bud before it exploded.

      “Thank you, guards!” I yelled, to the same rhythm of the “burn it down” chant. “Thank you, guards! Thank you, guards!”

      In addition to changing the mood of the crowd, the new chant was also meant to flatter the guards and get them feeling prideful and self-important. It was another way for them to let their guard down, and thus exploit a vulnerability in their defenses.

      Now that I’d achieved my aim, I slipped back through to the rear of the crowd, quietly pulling Friya and Yumo-Rezu along with me.

      “Why are you moving us to the back?” Yumo-Rezu whispered. “It’s going to take all day for us to get in from back here.”

      “That’s the point,” I said. “The guards are going to be extremely vigilant and thorough when checking the first few sets of people they allow in, but as the day goes on, they’ll get more tired and sloppy, and less thorough. By the time they get to us, they won’t even care about checking us.”

      We hung back, waiting near the rear of the crowd. The hours passed slowly, with the guards allowing in small groups of beggars and peasants. As I’d predicted, the guards started out by rigorously searching and interrogating everyone who came in, but after a couple hours, they began to grow weary of this, and started rushing people in after a few quick questions.

      By the time the three of us reached the front of the crowd, the sun was clipping behind the distant mounts, and dusk was settling in. We were some of the last few beggars and peasants left. The guards all looked exhausted and apathetic, and when we came to the spear wall, they didn’t even question us. Besides, the rank magical stink coming from our clothes probably allayed any doubts or suspicions they might have had about us.

      “You three filthy scumbags, move it.” The head guard wrinkled his nose at the stench coming from us. “The sun’s almost set. Once it’s dark, Saint Suncred’s Moon is over, and we’ve got no obligation to shove food in your bellies anymore. So, if you want to eat, you’d best get in and out fast! Men, get these half-wits in and out on the double!”

      The guards parted their spears, then grabbed our arms and yanked us through the barrier. Cursing us for our stench and general filthiness, the tired, annoyed guards hauled us through the enormous gates and into the city.

      And with that, the three of us were inside Luminescent Spires, and the downfall of Elandriel and the Blood God had begun.
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      Even though the guards were weary and apathetic at the end of the day, the three who accompanied us into the city kept a close eye on us, and their weapons were at the ready in their hands. I knew we would have to move fast when the right time to strike came. We needed to hit them hard and melt into the shadows before anyone else realized anything was amiss.

      “Where are you goblin nutsacks taking us, eh?” I growled in my commoner’s rasp.

      “The back of the food market, scum,” one guard muttered. “Where else would we be taking you?”

      “I know that, ya prick, but I don’t usually go this way is all,” I said. “I don’t trust you lot; bunch of lyin’ whore’s assholes, the lot of ya!”

      “By the Lord of Light you stink,” another guard said. “And if you don’t shut your mouth and stop complaining about the route we’re taking, we’ll give you three dog turds a good dunking in the moat when we kick you out! You need a good fucking bath or three!”

      “Take me my usual way and I’ll shut up.” I stopped and defiantly folded my arms across my chest. “I’m a creature of habit, I am! I don’t like this way!”

      “For the Lord’s sake,” the third guard said, exasperated. “Let’s just take this filthy hunchback by whatever route he wants. It’s pointless trying to argue with a dirty animal like him. We’ll end up at the same place anyway, and I just want to pack up and go home for the evening.”

      “All right, all right,” the first guard grumbled. “Okay, you reeking wretch, have it your way. Which of Luminescent Spires’ glorious roads do you insist on taking to the food market?”

      “That way.” I raised a shaking hand and pointed to a dark alley that led to the rear of a jumble of taverns and brothels.

      “Just the kind of rank alley you and your ilk usually sleep in, eh?” the second guard said. “Fine, we’ll go that way; just hurry up and shut your toothless trap, okay?”

      “Thank you most kindly, good sir,” I said. The guard couldn’t see the sinister smile that came across my face from within the inky darkness of my hood.

      We walked into the alley, and I waited to get a few paces into the dark gloom before I struck. A sudden, savage elbow strike to the jaw was enough to instantly drop the guard to my right. Before his body had even hit the ground, I sprang up in a spinning typhoon kick. My boot whipped in a blurred arc of speed and brute power, smashing into the side of the front guard’s head and knocking him out cold.

      “What the—” the third guard started to say.

      Before he could raise his weapon or shout out a cry and raise the alarm, I landed from my airborne typhoon kick, rolled forward, and smashed a vicious punch into his junk. The blow to his cock and balls vanquished whatever fight he might have had in him. All the air from his lungs was expelled in a loud gasp. He dropped his spear and fell to his knees, retching like a fish drowning in air as he clutched at his crotch. I backflipped up onto my feet, then delivered a swift and powerful knee to his chin that snapped his head back and sent him into the dreamless sleep of unconsciousness.

      “Impressive,” Friya commented.

      “Damn, it felt good to do that again.” I dusted off my hands. “It’s been too long since I used unarmed techniques. Come on, let’s get out of here before these three clowns wake up.”

      “Can we get rid of these awful rags too?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “I can’t believe I’ve gone the whole day inhaling this revolting stench and somehow not puked. I don’t know how much longer I can keep it up; every time I catch a whiff of them my stomach turns.”

      “You’ll have to put up with the reek for a few minutes longer, I’m afraid,” I said. “If we dump the rags here, they’ll know we were enemies in disguise. As it stands, without any evidence, they’ll just assume some crazy beggar jumped them because he wanted to stay inside the city walls for the night. Given the famine in the countryside, it’s a reasonable enough explanation. Now quick, follow me.”

      I took off at a quick job, dashing nimbly through the network of back alleys. I’d only been in Luminescent Spires once, many years ago, but I never forgot the layout of a place once I had explored it. It was a skill that had come in very handy during my days as a crypt diver, when I had to navigate impossibly complex and dangerous labyrinths and mazes.

      After a few minutes of fast-paced racing through alleys, scrambling over walls and barrels, and ducking under abandoned carts, not to mention scampering across a rooftop or two, I dropped down from a high wall between two ramshackle, squalid whorehouses into a narrow alley filled with thick mist.

      Yumo-Rezu and Friya jumped down into the mist behind me. Once they were in the alley, I whispered to them to stop.

      “What’s the matter?” Friya whispered back. “Are there guards nearby?”

      “No, and this is the last place in Luminescent Spires that anyone would find a guard—a living one, at least. Friya and Yumo-Rezu, welcome to Cutthroat Alley.”

      “Cutthroat Alley?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “What sort of awful hellhole is this with a name like that?”

      Timed perfectly to provide an answer to this question, a circle of dark figures materialized from the thick mist around us, appearing like phantoms that had taken sudden physical form. They were dressed in black, wore hooded cloaks, and were armed with crossbows,

      Yumo-Rezu and Friya gasped; they’d been standing mere yards away from these people, yet had had no idea they were there. I, on the other hand, had not only known, I’d been expecting them.

      “That’s no natural beggar stink,” one dark figure rasped, aiming his crossbow at my face. “If you’ve come in disguise thinking to get the drop on us, we’ve got bad news for you … very bad news.”

      Friya growled out a wordless threat behind me, ready to transform into a ferocious werewolf in the blink of an eye. Yumo-Rezu’s hand surreptitiously slid inside her rags and curled around her dagger. A fight, however, was not going to be necessary; the right words could end this conflict before anything could break out, so I uttered them.

      “The dark hand rules the night, and silent shadows are the terror of all living men.”

      The dark figures immediately lowered their crossbows, for nobody but a member of their brotherhood would know these words. “Welcome to Luminescent Spires, brother,” said the figure in front of me, all traces of menace and aggression gone from his voice. “Our blades are at your service, as yours is in ours, should it be required.”

      “Who are these people?” Friya asked warily.

      “Fellow assassins,” I answered. “I may have stopped actively working as an assassin a long time ago, but once you join the Assassins Guild, you’re in it for life.” I then addressed the assassins who had surrounded us. “Thank you for your welcome to this unholy city, brothers … and sisters?”

      They threw off their hoods. In the misty gloom, I saw that they were all men, ranging in age from early twenties to late fifties.

      “Ah, all brothers, I see,” I said.

      “What is your shadow name, brother?” the oldest of them asked me.

      “I am Jang al-Ghazul,” I answered, speaking a name I hadn’t uttered out loud for a very long time. Everyone who joined the Assassin’s Guild was given a name in the language of the Desert People that was used exclusively for the guild.

      A ripple of excited whispers immediately arose in the group of assassins. My assassin name had quite a reputation attached to it.

      “The legendary Jang al-Ghazul!” the man gasped. “I am Rhuz al-Shein, brother, and we are most honored to have you in our presence! But tell us, brother, why have you come to this forsaken place? Death stalks these streets readily enough; no one needs our services anymore.”

      “And that’s exactly why I’ve come here. I have quite a story to tell, but for now, we need to get off the streets and into a safe house for the night. The guards are scouring the city for us. And uh, we need to get rid of these disgusting rags too, of course.”

      “Follow us, brother,” Rhuz said. “We’ll take care of everything. First though, let’s get rid of those vile rags.”

      We took off our disguises, which the women were most relieved to do, given the nauseating stench of the filthy material. Two of the assassins pried open a nearby sewer cover, and we dropped the rags into the sewer, saying goodbye to our temporary identity as beggars. I had to chuckle; I’d made Elandriel’s prophecy come true, and little did he know that it was a prophecy that would end up bringing about his downfall.

      Then, moving as swiftly and agilely as cats and as silently as ghosts, the assassins raced off down the alley. I shared a quick glance with Friya and Yumo-Rezu, who both seemed suitably impressed.

      “Not bad, are they?” I said with a smile.

      Both women gave silent nods before we followed after the assassins. With the two beauties beside me, we scrambled over walls, up and down ropes, tiptoed across rooftops, jumped across canals, scurried through tunnels, and zigzagged through a complex network of dark alleys. It was only after we reached an innocuous looking cottage that we stopped. The cottage was fronted by a neatly tended garden and a pretty porch lined with potted plants. It looked as if a sweet old lady lived here.

      Rhuz al-Shein knocked on the door in a complex pattern. After a while, an elderly woman opened the door, wearing a charming smile of pure innocence on her wrinkled face. As soon as she saw us, though, the smile vanished, and a much harder look entered her eyes. She stepped aside, and in the language of the Desert People, she invited us in.

      We entered the cottage. After closing and locking the door behind her, the old woman swept aside a large rug on the floor, revealing a hidden trapdoor. Rhuz opened it and dropped down into the black void, and one by one his fellow assassins dropped silently into the hole behind him. I went after them, and Yumo-Rezu and Friya dropped in behind me. When we were all in, the old woman closed the trapdoor above us.

      Torches flickered to life all around us, ignited as if by magic, and the writhing orange flames revealed a huge underground basement, much larger than the size of the cottage itself. Despite the torches burning on the walls, the room remained thick with inky shadows, and there were more areas of darkness than there were of light.

      In the areas of the room that were illuminated by the torchlight, I could see all manner of assassin’s weapons mounted on the walls and standing at the ready in weapons racks. Various types of armor were at the ready on wooden dummies. There were also large wardrobes full of all sorts of disguises, and chests crammed with any kind of equipment an assassin might need, from grappling hooks and rope ladders to lockpicking tools and flash bombs imported from Yeng. There were also a number of small, private chambers where traveling assassins could sleep, and a small kitchen area—which could be used both for the preparation of food and various lethal poisons.

      We sat down in a circle in the center of the chamber, and I told the assassins the story of everything that had happened thus far. I kept it as brief as possible, but it still took a good few hours to detail my rise from necromancer to god, and my journey from Brakith, the Wastes, and Yeng. I explained to them our need to break into the deepest vaults of Luminescent Spires so that we might obtain the Dragon Heart and the Tear of Light.

      “We knew that something bigger than the usual banal evil was at work here,” Rhuz said, shaking his head slowly and sighing, “but we had no idea it was this monstrous. We will do everything in our power to get you into those vaults and help you defeat Elandriel and the Blood God, brother Jang al-Ghazul. We will go out now, in fact, and call together every assassin in Luminescent Spires. We will all meet back here in the hour before dawn to discuss a strategy. In the meantime, brother, you and your women should rest and refuel yourselves. There is plenty of food in the pantry there, and although our chambers are simple, the bedrolls are clean and comfortable.”

      “Thank you, brother Rhuz,” I said.

      He gave me a subtle bow, then he and the other assassins melted into the shadows as fluidly and silently as they had emerged from within the alley.

      “Even though we disposed of those vile rags an hour ago,” Yumo-Rezu said, wrinkling her nose, “I swear I can still smell that stench clinging to my hair and skin. I won’t feel clean until I’ve had a bath.”

      “You’re in luck then,” I said. “Assassins are fastidious about cleanliness; we have to be, to quickly wash off blood or makeup from disguises, or any other evidence of our illicit activities. Every assassin’s den in Prand has a bath chamber. Have a look around; there’ll be one here.”

      “I think I’ll join her,” Friya said. “My extra-sensitive werewolf nose is also picking up lingering traces of that awful stink … even though I know it’s gone.”

      The two women left me alone in the chamber. I figured that now that I had a few hours to myself, this would be the perfect time to pay a visit to the rest of my party, who had to have reached Brakith by now. All I needed was for Anna-Lucielle to find the actor and jab him with the enchanted bone fragment I’d created, and I could get inside his body and mind control him exactly like I would one of my zombies.

      To see how far they’d come, I first had to take a peek through the eyes of my very first undead harpy. I sat in the middle of the chamber, closed my eyes, and launched my spirit into Talon’s body, spectrally flying across half the continent of Prand in less than a second. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself in Talon’s body, observing the world through her senses of perception.

      I found myself perched on top of the highest tower in Brakith, from which I was able to see the landscape for miles around, and the sight that greeted my harpy eyes was a dismal one. I was now able to perceive the vastness of the army besieging my home. The reports that stated that this was one of the largest armies ever assembled in Prand were not exaggerations. Camped around the city walls, surrounding Brakith from all sides, were at least 100,000 Church of Light troops. I knew that most of them were recent conscripts and likely barely able to swing a sword, but even so, by sheer weight of numbers, the defenders were outnumbered by over a hundred to one.

      What was more, the core of the Church Army was made up of around 10,000 battle-hardened veteran fighters, who again outnumbered my guards and defenders by ten to one. The Church Army also had a great many siege engines of various kinds, from ballistae to catapults to trebuchets, battering rams, and siege towers.

      The destruction these war machines had already wrought on my city was immense. At least half of the buildings in Brakith had been reduced to rubble, and those that were still standing were badly damaged.

      I flew Talon down into the town for a better look at what was happening on the ground. What I saw there broke my heart. The citizens of Brakith—my people, who had always stood by me with such loyalty—were starving. Most were rail thin, with skin that was dull and grayish, and glazed-over eyes. Many were too weak to move and were simply lying on the cobbled streets or in the gutters. Since there was almost no water to drink and no food to eat, people were drinking muddy ditch water or stagnant water trapped in gutters. Malnourished children were trying to eat grass and chewed on leather boots in a desperate and pathetic attempt to satiate their hunger.

      Elandriel didn’t have to win the battle or even storm the town, despite the overwhelming advantage in strength and numbers he already had over us; he had almost won already, simply by starving everyone almost to death. He could have stormed Brakith now, and my haggard defenders wouldn’t have been able to offer more than token resistance, but I suspected that he and his Church Army commanders knew that. They wanted my people to suffer, to die slow, agonizing deaths of thirst and starvation.

      Righteous fury boiled within me. Elandriel was doing everything he could to destroy me and everything I owned, everything associated with me in any way. The citizens of Brakith had been steadfast and honorable in their loyalty to me, and the Church was making sure that they were paying for this loyalty with untold suffering. As I took in these scenes of despair, a hatred greater than any I had ever known—which was saying a lot, considering how much I already loathed Elandriel and the Church of Light—filled me to the point at which it felt as if I would explode, showering everything around me with globs of searing hot magma.

      Instead of allowing this wrath to send me spiraling out of control, however, I concentrated it, honing its focus, sharpening it to a razor edge, like an exquisite sword. I turned the white-hot heat of my anger to arctic ice. It was no less intense, but far easier to control. I swore on my father’s grave, and in the name of all the powers of Death, that I would make Elandriel suffer before he died by my hand. He would feel the same suffering he had inflicted on every innocent girl he had sacrificed, on every peasant his troops had callously slaughtered, on every citizen of Brakith he had starved. He would know incomprehensible agony before I finally yanked his soul from his body and used it to become King of all Gods.

      “Time to start turning this evil tide,” I whispered to myself.

      Beating my harpy wings, I flew up from the ground, seeking out Anna-Lucielle and the rest of my party members with my keen harpy eyes. I found her soon enough. She was looking forlornly out over the town from one of the tower windows in the castle. I landed Talon on the windowsill, and although I couldn’t speak through Talon’s mouth, I needed to communicate to Anna-Lucielle that the time to seek out the actor was now.

      She stepped back from the window, surprised that Talon had landed there right in front of her. Behind her, in the large chamber, I saw that she had not unpacked her things yet. She and the others must have only flown into Brakith hours earlier. Nonetheless, there was no time to waste. She needed to find and “infect” the actor so that I could begin my counterattack against the Church Army and turn the tide of the siege.

      She must have sensed that it was not simply Talon perched on the windowsill; she was a goddess, after all.

      “Vance, it’s you, isn’t it?” she asked, staring at me—at Talon—with those sultry eyes of hers.

      I gave her a nod with Talon’s ugly harpy head, and she smiled.

      “It’s terrible, isn’t it?” she said, the smile quickly fading from her face. “The Church Army has devastated Brakith. I suppose you want me to find the actor as soon as possible?”

      I gave her another nod, and her frown became an expression of determination.

      “Of course, yes, there’s no time to waste,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      She grabbed the Beauty Mirror and the enchanted bone fragment before setting off at a brisk pace through the huge castle. I flew down to the market square and waited for her there. I was quite sure I knew where to find the actor.

      Soon enough, Anna-Lucielle had made her way out of the castle and was striding across the square toward me. If the arrival of hundreds of undead harpies in Brakith had alarmed the residents of the town, no one showed it. I had told Rollar to address the populace as soon as he arrived and explain that the harpies represented no threat to them and were here to fight the Church Army. I was sure he’d already done this, but I also suspected that the citizens were simply too starved and exhausted to care. I probably could have flown a dragon into the town and it wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows.

      I loped across the square with Talon’s awkward gait—harpies could fly as gracefully as eagles, but on land they were clumsy things—and led Anna-Lucielle down a series of alleys, making our way into Brakith’s seedier areas. Since she was a native of the town, she soon got a good idea of where I was leading her.

      “The Boar’s Nuts, right?” she asked.

      I gave her a nod. The Boar’s Nuts was one of the roughest taverns in Brakith, hardly the sort of place the milksop actor would usually dare to set foot in. However, due to the siege, it was likely also one of the only places that would still be open and serving alcohol—the Boar’s Nuts would still be selling ale and beer even when enemy troops were rampaging through the streets, I guessed. If there was one place the limp-wristed little fool could drown his sorrows, it was the Boar’s Nuts.

      I followed Anna-Lucielle to the seedy tavern, and sure enough, it was open, and packed to the gills. Being a ten-foot-tall harpy, I couldn’t exactly fit inside the low-ceilinged building, but I could observe through one of the windows. After Anna-Lucielle entered the tavern, I crept over an open window and peered in.

      As I’d suspected, the actor was there, drinking wine in a corner by himself, looking both bored and slightly terrified of the shady figures and rogues who made up most of the patrons. Everyone’s heads turned and the rowdy place fell silent as soon as Anna-Lucielle stepped inside; the only women seen here were rough-necked rogues or back alley whores, and women of her class and beauty rarely—if ever—set foot in a hovel like this.

      Anna-Lucielle ignored the many hungry and predatory eyes on her as she made a beeline for the actor. He knew who she was and realized right away that her seeking him out had something to do with me. He cringed on his barstool, and a look of panic came across his face. He hastily searched the tavern for exits, but there was no way he was getting out of here without getting past Anna-Lucielle.

      She strode intrepidly up to him with the enchanted bone in her right hand. “It’s time to use your only asset for a good cause, you worthless little rat.”

      “My, uh, masterful talent as a most notable thespian, m’lady?” he asked, cowering like a frightened child, even though he—being almost my size—towered over Anna-Lucielle.

      “No, moron, your good looks … which aren’t quite up to the standard of your noble doppelganger, but they’ll do. Hold out your hand.”

      “Uh, my hand, m’lady? But why—”

      “Do it, you yellow-livered toad’s cock!” she snapped. A few of the tavern’s patrons snickered at this insult, and shouted mocking insults of their own at the actor, who was so obviously terrified of a woman half his size.

      He held out his trembling hand for her, palm up, and she grinned swiftly before she stabbed the bone into his hand. As he yelped with pain, I felt a jolt of energy rip through my body—my actual body in the assassin’s chamber in Luminescent Spires, not Talon’s body—and suddenly my spirit was ripped out of the undead harpy and stuffed into the actor’s body.

      This was entirely different to seeing the world through the eyes and senses of one of my undead minions. The biggest difference was the emptiness—or, rather, the very distinct lack of it. My undead creatures were, generally speaking, empty vessels, with only the faintest traces of old memories and who or what they had been while living. The actor’s body was utterly different, for he had a living mind … and it was howling out with panic and terror now, and doing everything it could to fight me off and force me out of his body. As hard as his mind fought, though, he couldn’t shove me out. I was in it like a vengeful demon, possessing him completely.

      Even so, this whole thing would have been a lot easier if he agreed to cooperate. Unlike how it was with my undead creatures, I could actually make this creature speak.

      “Anna-Lucielle,” I said, manipulating the actor’s vocal cords, “explain to him exactly what’s going on, and make sure he understands that things will go a lot better for him if he cooperates.”

      “What?! I didn’t say that!” the actor gasped immediately after my words came out of his mouth. “But I did! But … I didn’t, it wasn’t me speaking! But…”

      I could feel the giddying confusion swirling through his brain.

      “You and I need to go somewhere quiet to talk,” Anna-Lucielle said coolly. “Follow me.”

      “Do it, asshole,” I said, manipulating his mouth and tongue again.

      “I’m not a … wait, I didn’t say that! But, but…”

      “Shut up before I start making you punch yourself in the face!” I made him yell. I then made him curl his own fist and point it at his nose. He tried to fight against me, but he couldn’t overcome my will. The tavern patrons had been watching this, and they all burst out laughing.

      “Don’t hurt yourself too bad, pretty boy!” one of them yelled.

      “I’m taking bets!” another yelled. “Two to one odds that he knocks himself out with three punches!”

      Confused and quite terrified, the actor had no choice but to follow Anna-Lucielle out of the tavern and into a quiet alley behind it. She calmly explained to him what she had done, and that I would be taking full control of his body, and that he would, essentially, be impersonating me. She made sure he understood that it would be a lot easier if he simply gave in and allowed me to take control instead of trying to fight me. It would, she explained, be the greatest performance of his entire acting career, and this line warmed him up to the idea.

      “All right, all right, I’ll do it,” he said with a sigh. “After all, this mess is partly my fault for having unwittingly helped Rodrick. I should do what I can to rectify my past mistakes. Lord Chauzec, I allow you full control of my body for as long as you need it.”

      As soon as he said this, I felt his resistance crumble away. Now, possessing his body felt a lot more like controlling one of my undead creatures. With this job complete, I was ready to turn this siege around and bring the fight to the Church of Light Army. And with my wyrm speeding toward Brakith under the ground, the tide was about to turn in a major way.

      I clenched my hand into a fist and smacked my palm. “Let the Battle of Brakith begin.”
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      Wearing the body of my doppelganger as if it were a suit of living flesh armor, I strode out of the alley. All resistance on the actor’s part was gone, and it really felt as if I was there in Brakith in person.

      “Come on Anna-Lucielle,” I called out over my shoulder. “We have work to do. The Beauty Mirror, please.”

      She smiled at me, clearly understanding that I now had complete control over the actor’s body.

      “I’m glad to have you with us,” she said as she scurried over and handed me the beauty mirror. “It’s terrible what’s happening to our home.”

      “It is,” I said as I held the mirror. “But I plan to put a stop to it.”

      I called on the Beauty Mirror’s magical powers of deception, weaving an even more complete illusion around the body I was occupying. Now, anyone who saw me, aside from the most powerful Fated people, would be absolutely convinced that this living zombie was actually me. Even those Fated among the Church of Light, who had powers of insight, wouldn’t be able to see through my ruse.

      “My armor, where is it?” I asked Anna-Lucielle.

      “After the harpies dropped all the baggage in the top castle tower, we moved it to a more secure location,” Anna-Lucielle answered. “One that wasn’t quite so exposed to projectiles from trebuchets and catapults.”

      “Ah yes, those little annoyances,” I said, feeling my sixth sense tingling. I abruptly stopped in my tracks, grabbed her, slung her over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and sprang nimbly to the right, just as a boulder the size of an ox came hurtling down from above. The projectile missed us by inches and smashed into the ground where we’d been standing moments earlier.

      I set down Anna-Lucielle and continued calmly onwards.

      “So where is this safe location you were talking about?” I asked.

      Her eyes looked as if they were about to pop out of their sockets from the fright of the near-miss.

      “Uh, d-down in the cellars,” she answered, still shaken-up by coming within mere inches of being turned into a flesh, blood, and bone pancake by a Church of Light trebuchet.

      “Good. Let’s head that way right now; there’s no time to waste,” I said. “Hmm, and on the way there, I need to run a test or two, just to make sure this whole possessing-the-body-of-the-actor is as complete as I need it to be.”

      “What kind of test?”

      “This kind,” I said, stepping swiftly to the side just as the dead body of a Brakith guard, skewered through the throat by a Church sniper’s crossbow bolt seconds earlier, came plummeting down from the ramparts above and landed with a dull thump on the cobbled stones where I’d been standing.

      I pointed at the body, pulling the power of Death up through the actor’s body—my surrogate body. This was something I couldn’t do with any of my undead minions, but now, in the actor’s living body, with the Death and Charm magic enchantment I’d created with the Dragon Sword, I was sure this would work.

      Sure enough, I felt the power of Death energy coursing through the body I was in. From my fingertips, a black vein of power—visible only to my eyes—blasted out and slammed into the dead guard like a bolt of lightning. The man’s still heart began to beat again, but it was not blood that the revived organ was pumping through his veins. It was the glowing yellow-green liquid of the undead. His limp body jerked and spasmed, and his closed eyes opened, glowing in the twilight of the falling dusk with the same unnatural hue of the liquid surging through his veins. He growled wordlessly and yanked the crossbow bolt out of his throat, tossing it contemptuously aside as he stood up, filled with the power of Death.

      I grinned. This was perfect. I had succeeded in doing something that was nigh-on impossible: being in two places at once. My sixth sense started tingling again, and I decided to ramp up the intensity of my test of my powers. I hadn’t used my Death Fists for a while, but the next few seconds would provide a perfect opportunity to do just that.

      “Take a few steps back, Anna-Lucielle,” I said. “Now.”

      She could hear the urgency in my tone, so she jogged a few steps back as I pulled the power of Death into my hand, turning my fist into a weapon packing more force and energy than a Jotunn’s battle club swung by a berserker giant. This time, as the trebuchet-flung boulder I’d sensed came hurtling down from the sky directly toward me, I did not step out of the way. Instead, I watched as it tore through the air at frantic speed, for a direct collision course with me.

      “Vance!” Anna-Lucielle screamed in the spit-second that she saw the projectile coming hurtling down, directly toward me.

      I paid no attention to her cry of alarm; my Death fist was cocked, ready for a mighty blow. I timed it perfectly, swinging hard in a vicious right cross as the massive boulder came down on me. In a burst of brutal power, two bodies of immense strength and momentum collided.

      But only one survived.

      With a burst of shattered stone and a billowing cloud of dust, the boulder exploded as my fist connected with it. The fragments of rock flew everywhere, and the bang from the explosion was loud enough to blow out the windows of a few stone buildings nearby, but I stood in the center of the cloud of dust, unharmed and triumphant. My possession of this body was complete, and pretty much anything I could do in my own body, I could do in this one.

      “Men on the ramparts, manning the towers, holding the city gates!” I roared out, my voice thundering through the city. “Hear my voice!”

      “It’s Lord Chauzec!” one of the defenders on the ramparts cried out. “He’s returned! In our darkest hour, he’s returned to save the city!”

      “You are the true heroes of Brakith!” I roared. “And your noble deeds will be sung about by bards and poets in the centuries to come. You have held this city against on overwhelming force of attackers who are bent on the destruction of every life within these walls … but if it’s death they want, then it’s death they shall receive … their own deaths, for Death once again walks the streets of Brakith! The God of Death, and I’m here to take back my city, and take the fight to those who would destroy it!”

      A great cheer erupted from the defenders, and I could feel their weary spirits and drained bodies being re-energized by fresh inspiration.

      “No longer will you cower within these walls while the enemy wears you down, like so many drops of water eating away at a rock over thousands of years! Tonight, when darkness falls, we will bring the fight to them, and all the powers of Death will be with us. Ready your armor, sharpen your weapons, and fill your hearts with courage, for tonight, my loyal soldiers, we vanquish the invaders and paint the fields of Brakith red with their blood!”

      Another cheer boomed through the streets of Brakith. Even the half-dead citizens who were lying in the gutters, weakened to the point of immobility by starvation and thirst, raised their emaciated bodies and their skeletally thin arms, curling their hands into determined fists.

      “No more starvation, no more thirst, no more deprivation!” I yelled, now addressing the citizens. “Tonight, my steadfast citizens, you will feast on the choicest fare and the finest wine, and fill your bellies to the point of bursting. After we’ve won this battle, you’ll feast like kings on all the lavish fare I’ll take from the dead Church of Light commanders and their supply wagons. Their decapitated heads will watch you feast on their food from the spikes above the gates I’ll stick ‘em on!”

      The citizens gave a feeble but enthusiastic cheer. I strode off, filled with a fresh sense of determination and purpose. My party companions had heard my rousing speech and had gathered in a group in front of the castle.

      “Lord Vance, it’s … you? Sort of?” Rollar stared at me with one eyebrow raised and an expression of half-wonder, half confusion on his face. Being Fated, he could see through the illusion put on by the Beauty Mirror.

      “It’s me in everything but body,” I said, “and even that’s pretty close. Just act as if this idiot’s body is, for all intents and purposes, mine. I hope you’re all ready for one hell of a battle tonight, because I’m fired up to fight and obliterate this Church of Light army.”

      “I’ve had a chance to patrol all of the walls,” Rollar said, “and to thoroughly assess the situation. We’re heavily outnumbered, as you’ve no doubt seen, but the numbers don’t tell the whole story. I know that the Church conscripts will have barely had any training; back when I was with the Church of Light Army, it used to take us at least six months minimum to get a peasant boy into fighting shape. And by fighting shape, I mean barely able to deliver one or two swings of a sword, and not piss his pants at the first sign of battle. To get your average peasant levy into an effective fighting man takes at least a year, and the experience of a battle or two. The vast majority of these troops have had none of those, and they’ve barely been in the army for a month or two. If we can present them with a truly awesome and utterly frightening display of force, I think well over half of the bastards will simply drop their weapons and flee. They have no more interest in fighting you than any peasant does, and they’ve simply been forced into this campaign by the threats issued by Elandriel.”

      Everything Rollar was saying was germinating the seeds of an idea. Now that I’d been able to completely possess the body of the actor and control it as if it was my own, I had an idea on how to destroy a large portion of the invading army from within.

      “They’ll piss their pants when my undead wyrm bursts out of the ground from under their feet,” I said. “And then they’ll shit themselves when an army of undead harpies descends on them from the midnight sky. But I know an even more insidious method to wreck this Church Army from within. I’m going to need a light crossbow and some bolts. A child’s crossbow, one of those little ones that kids hunt rats and squirrels with would be ideal.”

      “Uh, Lord Vance, you can’t do much to a man—especially an armored man—with a weak weapon like that,” Rollar said. “It’ll likely deal out a good sting and draw a little blood, but aside from that it’ll do nothing but piss them off.”

      “I don’t need to hurt or incapacitate the enemy soldiers with this weapon,” I said with a grin. “I just need to infect them. Rollar, find me a child’s crossbow and some bolts. Anna-Lucielle, I’m going to need your Charm powers for this plan too. Everyone else, get your armor and weapons ready for battle. We’re going to hit these motherfuckers when complete darkness falls, which will be soon … and we’re going to hit them hard.”

      While everyone else prepared themselves for battle, and I suited up in my gleaming black plate armor, Rollar found me a small child’s crossbow and some bolts for it. Using the Dragon Sword, my Death magic, and Anna-Lucielle’s Charm powers, I enchanted the child’s crossbow bolts with the same alchemical blend of powers that I’d used on the bone hairpin. With these enchanted bolts, anyone I shot would become a viable vessel for my spirit to control, and I could possess them as easily and effectively as I’d possessed the actor’s body.

      “All right, Rollar,” I said, once I’d finished creating these enchanted projectiles, “it’s time to do some sniping. And using these simple little bolts, I’ll sow the seeds of mutiny in the Church Army.”

      By the time we headed out onto the ramparts of the city walls to locate some targets for my new weapon, darkness had already fallen. The sky was clear, though, and the moon above us was bright, illuminating the enemy encampments surrounding the city with bright silvery blue light. I could easily see clearly enough to pick out targets.

      “Who are you going to infect with your power, Lord Vance?” Rollar asked.

      “Raw recruits, new conscripts,” I answered as I cocked the crossbow for the first shot. “They don’t want to be here and likely hate the Church for forcing them to leave their fields and families. Their minds will be a lot more susceptible to receiving the kind of message I’m going to implant in them than some battle-hardened crusading knucklehead who’s been brainwashed by Church propaganda for years.”

      “How will you know who’s who?”

      “Easy,” I answered, taking aim at a soldier a hundred yards from the walls. “You think the Church’s stingy commanders will waste good armor and weapons on their conscripted troops? These peasants are here only to boost numbers and to serve as arrow fodder, to take the heat off the more valuable regular Church troops. The conscripts are very easy to spot. Plus, the conscripted peasants are much more likely to be scowling and grumbling instead of walking around with the usual pompous broomstick-up-the-ass expression you usually find on the faces of holier-than-thou Church veterans. And I’m just lining up one of these discontented motherfuckers in my sights right now.”

      The soldier I was taking aim at was most certainly a recent conscript. The only armor the young, lanky man was wearing was a boiled leather cap and a haggard old leather breastplate, which he had on backward. I could see from the way he held the rusty sword the Church had forced into his hands that he barely had a clue on how to swing it.

      “Here’s a little taste of freedom, you sorry son of a bitch,” I whispered as I lined him up in the sights of the crossbow. “It’s gonna sting a little, but you’ll thank me later.”

      I squeezed the trigger and watched the flimsy bolt arc through the night air. A second or two later, it slammed into the conscript’s unarmored arm. A jolt of energy ripped through me the moment the projectile pierced his flesh; the connection had been established. He yelped with pain and swatted at his arm, thinking he’d been stung by a wasp. When he saw the little crossbow bolt embedded in his arm, though, he chuckled and pulled it out.

      “Hey, lads!” he said to a group of fellow conscripts nearby. The enchantment I’d placed on him meant I could hear through his ears. “They must be getting really desperate behind the walls of Brakith. They just shot at me with one of those child’s crossbows!”

      “Praise the gods,” another muttered sourly. “Hopefully that means these Church bastards will let us go home soon. If I don’t get back to my field in the next two weeks, the crops will rot and my family will starve over winter!”

      I now took control of the first conscript’s body. I felt a surge of alarm and fear tear through him as my spirit entered him, but his will was war too feeble and weak to contend with mine.

      “Fuck Elandriel and the Church of Light!” I yelled via the conscript. “They’re not only starving the people in this city; they’re going to starve all of us too because they’re keeping us away from our fields and preventing us from harvesting our crops! Why are we even here? I don’t have no quarrel with the people of Brakith, they never did anything to us.”

      “Fuckin’ right mate, fuckin’ right!” another conscript shouted. “Fuck this soldiering business. We’re not even getting paid for this or compensated in any way for the crops we’re losing. The Church isn’t even pretending to care about us anymore. They’ve made their contempt for us and our families clear enough, haven’t they, lads?”

      “They don’t give a fuck about our lives, boys!” I made the first conscript yell. “We’re nothing but arrow fodder for them. See how they make us camp near the city walls, where all the arrows and crossbow bolts fall, while all the commanders and regular Church crusaders are camped at the back, out of range! Fuck them! They’re our enemies, not the people of Brakith. They’re just trying to defend their home, which the fucking Church is attacking out of spite!”

      “Aye!” a bunch of them roared, now that the rebellion was gathering steam.

      “What’s this stupid fight about anyway?” a man shouted. “Elandriel says it’s about the crimes of Lord Chauzec, but I haven’t seen any evidence that Lord Chauzec did anything wrong. He and the Temple of Necrosis ridded the land of many evils that the Church did nothing about. But now we’re being forced to fight them. Bah, fuck this!”

      “These cowards are forcing us to do their dirty work,” I yelled, barely even having to exert much control over the conscript now, since he too was getting caught up in the spirit of the mutiny, “but there’s way more of us than there are of them … and unlike when they came into our villages and rounded us up and forced us at sword point to join this army, we’ve got weapons and armor now. We weren’t able to resist them then, but we are now!”

      I pulled my spirit out of the conscript; I’d started enough of a fire there, and it was spreading like an inferno across a dry field. Rollar and I watched with a growing sense of satisfaction as the contagion spread.

      “Come on,” I said, “let’s move on to another section. I’ve got a lot more of these enchanted bolts to shoot, and a full-scale army mutiny to foment.”

      After an hour, I’d been around the entire length of the city walls and had infected Church of Light conscripts with my contagion in all sections of the army. By this time, Church commanders had gotten wind of what was going on, since large masses of conscripts were yelling and getting into a rebellious mood, and I could see them assembling squadrons of veteran troops to put down these mutinies before they had the chance to break out on a massive scale.

      Now, while the Church troops were squabbling among themselves and the commanders were distracted by the sudden and alarming outbreak of a potential full-scale revolt, it would be the perfect time to attack. I returned to the castle to address my party, who were all armored up and ready for battle.

      “The Battle of Brakith started when Elandriel and his asshole commanders decided to attack and attempt to destroy my city,” I said to them, “and it’s been intensifying ever since they invaded. But up until now, it’s been a one-sided affair, with my guards and townsfolk, all heavily outnumbered, doing what they can to defend this city against the relentless attacks by the Church. But now, my friends, I’ve turned the tables on those who would destroy me and everything associated with me. I’ve started a mutiny within the Church of Light Army. When we open the gates and charge out of this, my living zombie moles in the Church Army will turn their weapons on their sergeants and commanders. They think they’ve got us outnumbered a hundred to one, but half of their army is about to turn against them!”

      “What a deliciously wicked plan, Vance!” Isu remarked, her pale eyes gleaming in the bright moonlight. Her hands were glowing yellow-green, ready to unleash clouds of virulently acidic mist that would melt men’s faces off their skulls.

      “It’s a plan that’s going to crush the core of the Church Army,” I said, “and grind my enemies into dust. Did any of you feel the slight tremors in the earth a few minutes ago? That was the wyrm, arriving under the battlefield. I’m going to devastate the most elite units—the Consecrated Knights and Resplendent Crusaders divisions—with the wyrm. They’ll be obliterated. And then, for the rest of the veteran divisions—those who aren’t desperately fighting tens of thousands of rebelling peasant troops, anyway—my army of undead harpies will descend from the skies. And for the Church troops who aren’t caught in the midst of all of this chaos…”

      “We smash!” Drok snarled, slamming his massive fist into his meaty palm.

      “Damn right, my barbarian friend, damn right.” I smiled darkly. “Elyse, you’re able to harness the light of the full moon in much the same way as you would the sun, right?”

      “That’s correct, Vance,” she said.

      “Good. Then you fry those Church commanders and fighting bishops; fry them in their armor and melt its steel. Burn the fuckers alive, give ‘em a taste of justice!”

      “Oh, they’ll taste justice tonight, Vance.” She clenched her jaw as a hard light flashed across her sultry blue eyes. She had never forgiven the Church of Light leadership for excommunicating her and robbing her of her bishopric.

      “Rami-Xayon, I need you to use your Wind powers to whip up one hell of a dust storm. It’ll add to the chaos and confusion and fragment the shattered Church army even more. The less those assholes can see of what’s happening, the better. A thick dust storm at night, even with the bright moonlight, will make them as good as blind.”

      “I’ll conjure a dust storm so intense they’ll barely be able to breathe.” Rami-Xayon gave me a firm nod, her dark eyes gleaming with intensity.

      “Rollar, you’ll lead the charge out of the city gates on your undead direbear. I’ll support you from the sky, with Talon flying me in. Meet me on the battlefield; Talon will drop me in the center of the commanders’ square, and there we’ll deal with the commanders of the army personally. And you, Drok, you come along right behind Rollar. I want you by my side when we start cutting down Church commanders. Elyse and Isu, you protect our rear while we’re wrecking the Church commanders’ square. And Anna-Lucielle, I know you’re not an elite warrior like the rest of us, but you’re handy with a bow. Do your best to snipe for us from atop the city walls and keep an eye on us; take out anyone you see trying to make any sneak attacks.”

      “I’ll do that, Vance,” she said. She had her panther with her now, and the huge, savage beast was purring like a lap cat, seduced by the goddess’s powerful Charm powers as well as her command of the powers of the Beast Helm.

      “Oh, and send that kitty cat out onto the battlefield to ‘play’ with a few Church soldiers too, huh?” I said to her with a wink.

      “She’ll rip ‘em apart like a cat playing with mice,” Anna-Lucielle said.

      After this, I gave my orders to the Captain of the Guards, who had assembled all the remaining guards and defenders of Brakith to join us on our charge out of the city. They would form our rearguard. After the hammering they’d been taking from the besieging army over the last few weeks, and all the suffering and starvation they and their families had endured, they were champing at the bit to take revenge.

      The Church Army knew I’d sent a few undead harpies to Brakith; they’d seen my party and some supplies being flown into the city. I’d kept the bulk of the harpies back, though, having them perch deep in the mountains behind Brakith, where no scouts from the Church of Light Army could spot them.

      Now that the time for our attack was near, I commanded these hundreds of harpies to fly from their hiding places.

      We all watched the sky to the rear, which was clear and starry … but then a darkness began to blot out the stars, and the sky grew ever blacker as the army of harpies drew nearer. The flapping of their wings sounded at first like the gentlest whispering of a night breeze, but soon it became a distant droning, and then, as we began to see individual harpies in the moonlight instead of just one ominous black mass, it became a roar.

      Outside the walls of Brakith, my insidious rebellion had almost reached a tipping point. Swords and spears were in the hands of tens of thousands of conscripts who were arguing heatedly with the Church commanders and veteran troops. However, the droning roar of the approaching harpies soon stopped these arguments and made the Church troops—loyalists and rebels alike—look up to the sky. And when they did, I was sure that more than a few of them filled their breeches with shit, for all the stars were gone, and the entire sky above them was black with beating wings and bared claws.

      “Open the gates!” I commanded, with my kusarigama in my hands.

      The gatekeepers whipped the weary, emaciated oxen. As the beasts pulled the wheels and gears, the enormous gates of Brakith slowly opened. They had held firm against the continued assaults from the Church troops, but had been battered to splinters, and one more determined assault would have smashed through them.

      It didn’t matter, though, because there wouldn’t be another assault. This Church Army was about to become my army. Those whom I would slaughter, I would raise as zombies. The living troops who switched allegiance and turned on their Church commanders would serve me too.

      Either way, the enemy force was about to be annihilated.

      I called Talon down, and she picked me up and flew me up over the city walls. I hovered above the enemy, looking down at their commanders as my small but courageous band of warriors and city guards marched out onto the battlefield. I knew Elandriel would be watching this through his supernatural eyes. This fact made the grin on my face even broader. The thought of him watching me destroy and then take his entire army from him filled me with delight.

      Behind me, the harpy horde filled the sky. The earth trembled beneath the feet of the Church army as I ordered the wyrm into position for its devastating attack. The Church troops didn’t know whether to fear the shaking ground or the blackened sky more.

      “Church of Light Army, and the free men of Prand you have enslaved in your service, I address you, all of you!” I roared. “Your master, Elandriel, the lord of lies and prince of cowardice, sent you here to destroy my city and lay waste to my lands. He wanted me to come here to fight … so here I am! I, Vance Chauzec, Lord of Brakith and God of Death, stand before you, and by the time the sun rises, you will all serve me whether living or dead!”

      The Supreme Commander of the Church army, a tall and powerful Resplendent Crusader in shimmering gold armor who wielded a sword glowing with pure white light, stepped out to address me.

      “You are lord of nothing, Vance Chauzec,” he spat, pointing his enchanted blade at me. “Your dark sorcery is a cheap parlor trick compared to the righteous power of the Lord of Light! Tonight, our forces of Light and Purity will vanquish your vile horde of demons and unclean things. Led by me, this army shall wipe the evil stain of this blighted city from Prand!”

      “For every harm you’ve done to the innocent people of Brakith, scumbag, I’m gonna take off an inch of your skin,” I snarled back at him. “I know which god you really serve, and it sure as fuck isn’t that pathetic sap, the Lord of Light. By the time dawn comes, you lying snake, every inch of skin will be flayed off your body for what you’ve done to my people! But I didn’t come here to address the likes of you, you worthless maggot … I came here to address the free men of Prand you have forced to fight in a war they had no interest in fighting! Yes, conscripted soldiers! I’m talking to you!”

      I quickly slipped a portion of my spirit into the conscripted soldiers whose bodies I had possessed with my enchanted crossbow bolts. With a simple mental command, I had them belt out a few yells of support, which were soon echoed by tens of thousands of discontented conscripts.

      “Turn your blades and spears on those who forced you to come here!” I roared. “Fight against those who dragged you at spearpoint away from your fields and families, and I promise you that you will leave here tomorrow morning as liberated men, free to return to your homes! Even though you wear the armor of my enemies and carry their weapons, I have no quarrel with you.”

      After telling them this, I didn’t need to use my puppets to stoke up any more anger or discontent. The conscripts were already at boiling point, and this promise I’d just made was enough to push them into a full-on mutiny.

      “Fuck the Church of Light!” one soldier yelled. “Let’s kill the bastards and go home!” His cry of rebellion was immediately echoed by thousands of other angry shouts from the conscripts.

      “I’m warning you, you uneducated gutter scum!” the Supreme Commander yelled. “Anyone who attempts to mutiny against his commanders will be burned alive, their sins purified by the fires of righteousness!” He was trying to sound confident, but the notes of panic in his voice were painfully obvious.

      “There’s a lot more of us than there are of you, you pompous fuckin’ windbag!” a conscript yelled at him.

      “We’re not taking orders from you lot anymore!” another shouted. “We’ve had it with this pointless war!”

      “Sergeants, seize the rebels!” the Supreme Commander yelled. “Seize them all and flog them and prepare their bodies to be purified by fire!”

      “Free men of Prand, it’s time to make your choices!” I roared. “Fight me and die, or fight against your enslavers and live!”

      The Supreme Commander decided his best chance at stopping this rebellion was to try to take me out, and he spun around, aimed his sword at me, and blasted out a torrent of holy fire. I’d been expecting this, though, and in a flash, I pulled both the power of all the vengeful dead in Brakith and the many souls trapped in the Gray Sentinel into me, filling my armor with immense strength. The Supreme Commander’s blazing holy fire was intensely potent, far more so than anything Elyse was able to command, and its heat and fury were enough to turn even the thickest steel to molten sludge in mere seconds. Against the power of Death I now commanded, it washed off my armor like rainwater.

      While he was futilely blasting me with this gushing river of heat and light, I calmly raised my kusarigama and threw a small tornado at him. The tornado wrapped its whirling winds around him, trapping him in a prison of madly spinning air. The tempest winds ripped his sword out of his hands and flung it aside, putting an end to his attack on me. Now, with him struggling helplessly, imprisoned in this cage of air, I lifted him up above the battlefield for all to see.

      He was my prisoner, and he would watch from this air cage as I wiped out his army.

      “The time for words is over!” I roared. “Anyone who now stands against me will die. Death to all of you!”

      I commanded my harpy horde to attack, and the air became a hurricane of beating wings as the undead creatures shrieked out their ear-shattering screeches and dived toward the army. Behind me, Rami-Xayon called up a raging dust storm, battering the entire Church of Light army with howling, dust-choked winds. Then, in the midst of this unfolding madness, my most brutal weapon entered the fray.

      Exploding out of the ground beneath the army’s feet, the gargantuan undead wyrm smashed upward through the earth. It was like a volcanic eruption. The force of the beast’s attack launched a plume of earth, boulders, and shattered bodies hundreds of feet into the air. With its chomping, house-sized mouth containing multiple rows of gigantic teeth, the wyrm plowed voraciously through multiple groups of Church troops, obliterating soldiers like a snake smashing through a mass of panicking ants.

      “Attack!” I roared. “Destroy anyone who resists!”

      Behind me, my party members and the Brakith guards roared out their battle cries. Led by Rollar, charging into the battle on his undead direbear, blasting sonic booms of thunder from his hammer, they raced into the mass of enemy troops.

      The rebellious conscripts needed no further encouragement to turn their weapons against their former masters. The Church commanders and veteran troops were now on their back feet, fighting for their lives, and nobody would be able to even think of arresting the mutineers.

      “Fight for the God of Death!” one of the conscripts yelled, yanking off the white tunic that marked him as a Church soldier. “Fuck the Church of Light. Let’s kill these hypocritical, stuck-up bastards!”

      Tens of thousands of other conscripts roared out their approval and tore off their Church tunics. Their spears, axes, bows, and swords were turned on their sergeants and the veteran Church warriors. As the first of my harpies started crashing into the massed ranks of veteran soldiers like boulders launched from celestial trebuchets, the mutineers began attacking their former masters.

      I watched my horde of harpies smashing through the Church ranks. The undead creatures dragged screaming soldiers hundreds of feet into the air only to drop them like stones onto their comrades.

      The rebels were fighting tooth and nail for their freedom while my party was carving a path of ferocious destruction into the heart of the Church Army. My wyrm was laying waste to entire divisions at a time, plowing through them and diving underground, then resurfacing in a volcano-like explosion of earth a hundred yards away to devour yet another 50 or 60 screaming soldiers in one savage gulp.

      “Let’s have some fun, Talon,” I growled, pulling the power of Death into the chain end of my kusarigama.

      It was time for me and Talon to get in on this action, and I swooped down with my kusarigama whirling around me with deathly glee.

      The battle raged for the best part of an hour, but the result had been a foregone conclusion from the outset. And when the last of the veterans and commanders died, I raised the dead …

      And now I had a new army on Prandish soil.

      Back in the assassin’s den in Luminescent Spires, Yumo-Rezu and Friya were trying to shake me awake. My work in Brakith was done, so I gave Rollar some orders on what to do next, then pulled my spirit out of the actor’s body and returned to my own body.

      “Where did you go?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “You’ve looked like you’ve been in some sort of trance for the last few hours, and I could sense that a large portion of your spirit had left your body.”

      “Oh, I was just in Brakith.” I opened my eyes and grinned at her. “You know, annihilating a hundred-thousand-strong Church of Light Army. All in good night’s work. And now that that’s been taken care of, it’s time to break into the vaults of Luminescent Spires.”
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      Now that the Church of Light army had been obliterated and Brakith freed, it was time to get my forces to Luminescent Spires for the final battle. Stealth was no longer necessary, at least not for the members of my party and my undead troops in Brakith; I was sure that Elandriel had watched the battle and witnessed the destruction of his army. Stealth was, however, very much necessary here in Luminescent Spires, since a large part of my strategy had relied on deceiving Elandriel by possessing the body of the actor. To keep the illusion up, I retained possession of my doppelganger’s body. He—I—would lead my forces to Luminescent Spires, openly this time, flying by day via my undead harpies and camping in abandoned forts and other secure places at night.

      Elandriel had no idea that I was right here under his nose, and I intended to keep it that way for as long as I could. My assassin allies returned to the den just before dawn, and they brought with them a good number of additional assassins.

      “You’re in luck, brother,” Rhuz said to me. “A member of our brotherhood recently infiltrated the vaults to carry out a mission there. He has some valuable information. Brother Yollah al-Khazar, step forward.”

      A thin, wiry middle-aged assassin stepped forward and bowed before me.

      “Brother Jang al-Ghazul,” he said in a reverent tone, “you are a living legend in our order, and it is an honor to serve with you.”

      “And I am honored to serve with all of you,” I said. “Brother Yollah, what do you know of Luminescent Spires’ vaults?”

      “A lot,” he answered with a sly smile. “A disgruntled treasurer hired me to dispatch one of his superiors, who was embezzling gold and sleeping with said treasurer’s wife. It was a long game, two years in the planning and execution. I had to be hired as a guard, and then earn the trust of the senior guards to work my way up to the rank of Guard of the Lower Vaults—that’s where all the most valuable loot is kept.”

      “So, you know the layout of the vaults, I take it?” I asked.

      “Like the back of my hand,” he answered. “I could lead you through the vaults blindfolded, if necessary.”

      “Can you get us in?”

      Yollah frowned and shook his head. “That’s the difficult part, and that’s why I had to go with such a long game when it came to assassinating the senior treasurer. I first asked the Thieves’ Guild for assistance, thinking that they would jump at the chance to break into the richest vaults in all of Prand. They told me that they’d been trying to break into the vaults for years, and that their best lockpickers had all had many attempts at trying to breach it, but that it simply couldn’t be done. The locks were too complex, and the doors were not only made of the stoutest oak and the heaviest steel, they were reinforced with all sorts of magical protection. The place is sealed up tighter than a nun’s cunt. The best thieves in Prand have all tried to break in many times over the years, and all have failed.”

      “There has to be a weak spot somewhere, though,” I said.

      “There is,” Yollah said. “There’s a secret escape tunnel, built to evacuate the place in a hurry and get all the most valuable treasures out, in the event of the city being taken by an enemy or something. It comes out into the sewers below the city, which also lead to some sort of enormous, ancient structure beneath Luminescent Spires…”

      “The Blood Pyramid, trust me, I know all about it. Tell me more about this secret tunnel.”

      “The thing about it is,” Yollah continued, “the door can only be opened from inside the vaults. And before you even think of trying to smash it in with brute force, it’s a few feet of solid steel and stone. Even if you did conjure up a strong enough explosion to blow the door in, the force of that would certainly collapse the whole tunnel and bury us all alive.”

      “Can you get inside to let us in through the secret door?” I asked. “Would any of your old guard buddies let you in?”

      He smiled grimly and shook his head. “After I did the deed, they quickly figured out who I really was. The vault guards have a price on my head now.”

      The task was looking quite insurmountable, but then an idea popped into my head.

      “What if I could get someone inside; a really small someone, with whom I could communicate the whole time? Could you work with me and direct them to the secret escape tunnel so they could open the door for us?”

      “You mean like a child?” Yollah asked. “Even the smallest children couldn’t slip through the bars and crawl through the necessary tight spaces to do that, I’m afraid.”

      I grinned. “Far smaller than any child, brother. Give me a few minutes and I’ll show you.”

      I closed my eyes and accessed the many intense black threads of ethereal power that linked me to each of my undead minions. I was seeking out one minion in particular, and I quickly located him and snapped my fingers, summoning him to me.

      A few minutes later, the undead rat I’d earlier used to scope out the guards at the gates of Luminescent Spires came scampering into the assassin’s den. He had managed to cross a large part of the city in a small amount of time due to navigating the sewers. He sat up on his haunches in front of the bemused assassins, his beady little undead eyes glowing an unearthly hue of yellowish green.

      “This is the little someone I was thinking of,” I said to Yollah. “I can see through his eyes, smell through his nose, sense through his senses, no matter where he is, as if they were my own. I can control every single one of his muscles as if they were part of my own body.”

      “You could sell him to the Thieves’ Guild for a very handsome sum!” Yollah remarked, squatting down to get a closer look at my undead rat. “Such a humble little thing, yet capable of so very much! Yes, yes, he will be perfect! All he’ll need to do is get down to the lower levels, without some guard stomping on him or a cat grabbing him, and he’ll be able to open up the secret escape door for us from the inside.”

      “A rat opening a door?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “That seems unlikely.”

      Friya nodded. “I doubt even Vance could control a rat’s hands to manipulate a door in such a way.”

      “It will work,” Yollah said. “The door is opened by means of a simple wall switch.”

      “Good, that’ll be easy enough for the little guy,” I said.

      “By the way, there’s one more thing,” Yollah said, “and I don’t know if it has anything to do with your quest against the Blood God, but my intuition tells me that it does. I discovered that there’s an extremely high-profile prisoner kept in a secret cell beneath the Lower Vaults. Only Elandriel and his most senior oblates have access to this prisoner, and only they know who he is. I did my best to find out his identity, but this secret has as tight a lid on it as any I’ve ever come across. Most people, even the most senior treasurers of the vaults and the captains of the elite guard, don’t even know this prisoner exists, let alone who he is. He may have some role to play in this story…”

      “He may indeed,” I said, intrigued.

      Who could this secret prisoner possibly be? Just the thought of it got my sixth sense tingling, and I knew right away that whoever it was, he had something to do with this whole tangled mess of lies, deception, power, and bloodlust.

      “If there’s time, you should investigate this mysterious prisoner, Vance,” Friya said. “My instincts tell me that he is of some importance to your quest.”

      “Yes, I feel this way too,” I said. “I’ll check him out after we’ve got our hands on the Dragon Heart and the Lord of Light’s Tear. All right, I hope everyone is ready. It’s time to break into the most secure vaults in all of Prand.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before leaving the safe house, I enchanted the weapons of Rhuz and the other assassins with the power of Death. Their blades and tools glowed briefly before turning into a shade so dark that they seemed to swallow the light. The assassins seemed suitably impressed with my powers, but I didn’t have time for them to ogle over their new equipment.

      Without further discussion, we headed down into the sewers, and I sent my rat to the vaults, ready to slip in when a guard or treasurer was let inside the enormous doors. As soon as we got below ground into the cavernous labyrinth of the sewer network, I began to sense the evil of what lay beneath the city of Luminescent Spires. The construction of the sewers themselves gave away the fact that there was something far more ancient beneath the city, for as soon as we climbed down one of the access tunnels and got into the sewers, we noticed that the stonework of these subterranean tunnels was very different to that of the city above them. For one thing, the stone was a type of old, red granite rarely seen in Prand anymore. The stonework was far cruder than the precise and perfect geometry of the very orderly city above. It looked like it had been built by men with far less of a grasp of architectural wizardry than those who had constructed the soaring towers and awestriking cathedrals of Luminescent Spires. Even so, the crude stonework was solid and had obviously lasted for thousands of years.

      “What’s that smell?” Yumo-Rezu wrinkled her pretty nose with disgust as we walked through the tunnels, lighting our way in the inky darkness with burning torches.

      “We’re in a sewer, in case you haven’t noticed,” Friya remarked dryly. “They’re not known for their fresh air and fragrant scents.”

      “No, no, she’s right,” Rhuz said. “There’s another smell, beyond the stench of human waste that permeates these tunnels. A more disturbing smell, one that’s making me feel … on edge.”

      I dropped down next to the sluggishly flowing water of the sewer and held my torch over it. The revolting sludge had a distinctly reddish tinge to it. What was more, I could sense the presence of fresh death nearby; there were vast numbers of dead bodies down here in the darkest and deepest parts of this network of sewers.

      “It’s blood you can smell,” I said darkly. “A lot of it.”

      “So, the mythical Blood Pyramid is truly down here below us, then?” Yollah asked.

      “We’re already in it, brother,” I said. “These are not just the sewers of Luminescent Spires— they’re the outermost passages of the pyramid. Look closely at the stonework and tell me whether you think this was built a few hundred years ago, or a few thousand.”

      He examined the stone and gasped. “You’re right. We’re inside the Blood Pyramid. It’s no myth…”

      “A great evil pulses in the depths of this dark place, like the beating of a black heart,” Friya murmured. “My wolf senses are screaming out many silent warnings.”

      “When it lives again, my dragon’s fire will purify this place of whatever evil lingers in these stones,” Yumo-Rezu muttered.

      “Not even dragon fire can completely purify this place,” Friya said. “The entire Blood Pyramid must be leveled, and every one of these stones pulverized to dust. We cannot leave a single brick intact once we have defeated Elandriel and the Blood God, and whatever Demogorgon or Demogorgons they have summoned with their evil powers.”

      “I’ll be able to do that,” I said, “once I receive my final prize.”

      “Your final prize?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “And what might that be?”

      I still hadn’t told anyone about the Bone Crown that lay waiting for me at the top of the Gray Sentinel, and I suspected that Yumo-Rezu would be especially unhappy to hear about me becoming ruler of all the gods, since I knew that she considered herself my equal. But it was only by becoming the ruler of all deities that I would attain the power to turn every stone of this evil place to dust. For the moment, though, I figured it would be better to be vague about this.

      “A power that will enable me to destroy this place completely,” I said. “Don’t worry about it now; I have to defeat the Blood God and Elandriel first, and that sure as hell isn’t going to be a simple task. Let’s focus on getting into the vaults for the moment and grabbing what we need to make that victory happen.”

      We continued through the sewers, and I cast part of my spirit into the undead rat. Dawn was breaking in the city above us, and with the rising of the sun came the changing of the vault guards. This would be a perfect chance for me to slip into the vaults.

      The changing of the guards was a strictly controlled affair, and I saw right away that the warriors who protected the vaults were no ordinary warriors. Instead, even the lower tier guards were elite warriors who wore full plate armor and carried greatswords. The upper tier guards were Consecrated Knights, who, in addition to their martial prowess, were able to wield devastating Light powers on par with Elyse’s, or even greater. Even so, we could have taken them in a fight, but then our cover would have been blown and Elandriel would certainly have launched all of his forces against us in a monster of a battle that we weren’t yet ready for. Stealth was the wisest option here, although I was sorely tempted to simply say fuck it and charge in with my Dragon Sword swinging.

      The complex series of locks spun and whirred, and the head guard whispered the secret incantation that would temporarily disable the magic protecting the doors. The enormous doors slowly swung open as the first rays of the sun hit them, and the night guards began to march out in perfect order while the day guards waited in formation outside in the cobbled street. The vaults looked like a small castle from the outside and stood near the top of the hill city of Luminescent Spires, just below the enormous white palace, with its soaring towers and spires, but the crenellated walls were thicker than those of most castles in Prand. These vaults could take multiple hits from the biggest trebuchets without so much as a crack appearing in the dense stone.

      Behind a half-eaten loaf of bread, dropped on the street the night before, my rat waited. I had to time this perfectly, so that I could get my minion to slip in unnoticed. The leaving guards split into two lines, one marching in a left-curving arc, the other in the opposite direction. Then the incoming guards marched through the space between the lines. It was a clever tactic; if anyone thought they could rush the guards at this somewhat vulnerable time, the outgoing guards could easily form themselves into a tight defensive square in seconds.

      Of course, I wasn’t about to rush anyone in this tiny form. I waited until the last ingoing guards marched in, then watched as the enormous doors slowly began to swing closed. The outgoing guards positioned themselves into two rows forming a wedge, blocking the entrance completely, with the rearmost guards right against the wall. This formation protecting against any slippery street urchin or thief ducking swiftly in before the doors were completely closed …

      But none of them thought to look down at the litter on the cobbled street for an intruder. Weaving through dropped cabbage leaves and bread crusts and darting from spot of cover to spot of cover, I raced toward the closing doors. I scuttled behind the rearmost guard’s boots and slipped through the last crack of open door, scurrying through the gap just before it shut completely. One second slower and my undead rat would have been flattened like a bloody piece of parchment.

      I was in, but I wasn’t about to hang around and wait for some eagle-eyed guard to notice that a rat had gotten into the vaults; the marble-floored corridors in here, like those of the palace, were kept spotlessly clean. Being the greedy, money-grubbing asshole he was, this was Elandriel’s favorite place in all of Luminescent Spires, and he insisted on every surface being clean enough to eat off of. If my rat’s digestive system had still functioned like that of a living creature, I would have made sure to drop rat shit and piss all over the place to spite the asshole. As it was, though, I had to be content with simply dirtying the place with my creature’s presence.

      Back in the sewers, where my actual body was, I now had to rely on Yollah for directions.

      “All right, I’m in,” I said to him. “Where do I go from here?”

      Yollah gave me detailed directions, and, communicating with him every step of the way, I directed my undead rat through the labyrinth of corridors.

      The interior of the vaults had been constructed in such a manner that it was part of the protection against thieves. There were no paintings on the walls, no statues, and no decorations of any sort. The whole place was constructed in the form of an extremely complex maze, with every corridor and door looking exactly alike, and with each corridor splitting up into two more corridors. The idea was that if you’d never been here before and didn’t know the layout of the place, you would get hopelessly lost. Furthermore, not only would you not be able to find the entrance to the lower vaults, you wouldn’t even be able to find your way to the exit again. The only way you’d escape without starving to death or going mad would be by being escorted out—directly to the dungeons of Luminescent Spires—at swordpoint by the guards when they eventually found you.

      The maze was so complex, and the surfaces so identical, with every wall, floor, and ceiling being exactly the same dimensions, and the same smooth white marble, that if you stayed in this place too long you’d start to forget which way was up and which way was down, and which way was forward and which was backward. Every guard and treasurer who served in the vaults spent their first few months of work simply memorizing the intricately complex routes in and out of the vault mazes.

      Thankfully, Yollah’s memory of the interior of the vault was flawless, and he was able to guide me through the immensely complicated maze and get me all the way down to the secret escape tunnel at the bottom. There were two elite guards watching the entrance to the tunnel, but I was able to scamper past their feet when they started engaging in idle chatter. We’d have to deal with the two of them and take them out swiftly and silently when we made our way in, but I figured that it wouldn’t present too much of a problem, since I had over a dozen elite assassins behind me.

      Once inside the tunnel, which was gloomy and dimly lit by only a few burning torches spaced far apart, I sent my undead rat scurrying down the winding passage that led to the sewers. Unlike the rest of the interior of the vaults, the walls of the tunnel were of rough brown and gray stone, and the floor was uneven and rocky.

      “Where’s the switch?” I asked Yollah. “I’m at the door.”

      “There should be a rock sticking out of the wall that’s a slightly different color to the other rocks,” Yollah said. “That’s the switch.”

      I sent my rat scurrying up the wall, which was easy to climb owing to how rough and uneven the stones were. While my rat wasn’t exactly colorblind, it did take some intense focus to notice a jutting stone with a reddish tinge to it, which was different to the gray and brown stones. I used my little minion’s paws to press it, and found that I had to exert a lot of force before I heard a click and the stone sank flush with the rest of the wall. Then, with a deep rumbling, the door began to slowly creak open. In my own body, I watched the entrance to the vaults open.

      “How many guards do we have to deal with?” Friya asked. For a brief moment, just the blink of an eye, her face almost seemed to ripple, the skin almost peeling away to reveal the ferocious werewolf within. Her destiny was calling, and if she had to use her werewolf form to rip apart the guards that stood between her and transforming into her final form as a dragon, I knew she would consider it blood well spent.

      “Just two at the end of this tunnel,” I said. “Keep your wolf fangs in your gums and your claws retracted, though—we need this to be a clean and silent takedown. Rhuz and I will take care of that. Beyond the two guards at the end of the tunnel, there are a lot patrolling the maze, but none of them are in stationary positions. I’d prefer to avoid them and sneak by rather than kill them—at least up until we’ve got our hands on the goods and found out who this mysterious prisoner is. Everyone follow me now. We’ll take care of the guards, then Yollah will take over and lead us through the maze to the Inner Vaults, where our prizes are.”

      We all crept through the corridor until we came within earshot of the guards and could hear the murmurs of their conversation. At this point, the rest of the group hung back, and Rhuz and I went on ahead.

      A thrill coursed through me, one that I hadn’t felt for quite some time. This scenario took me all the way back to my first days as an assassin, and the adrenalin rush that would surge through my veins in the final seconds before closing in on a mark for a swift, stealthy kill. Even though the warriors we were approaching were elite, highly trained fighters, I felt like a panther in the night, approaching a hapless monkey in the jungle.

      Rhuz and I coordinated our movements with silent hand signals—all assassins were trained in a unique sign language for scenarios just like this one—and we swooped from shadow to shadow, taking advantage of the gloom in the dimly lit tunnel. We neared the two guards, so close we could hear them breathing and smell the reek of their sweat. They were clad in full plate armor, forged by the most masterful armorers of Luminescent Spires, and there was barely a weak spot anywhere in their suits, but that wasn’t about to stop us.

      We didn’t need to penetrate their armor to snap their necks.

      I communicated to Rhuz that we needed to go with an unarmed takedown; I didn’t want to spill any of their blood and thus leave traces of their deaths on the floor in the form of blood splatters. As assassins, we’d learned the standard ventriloquist’s trick of throwing one’s voice, to make it appear as if the voice was coming from a different direction entirely. I gave Rhuz a hand signal to indicate that I was about to do it, and that we would strike immediately. He replied, signaling that he was ready for this.

      “Hey, assholes, you smell like a pair of rotting goblin testicles!” I yelled, throwing my voice to make it sound as if my voice was coming from in front of them, rather than behind them in the tunnel.

      “Who goes there?” one of them yelled, drawing his greatsword.

      “Show yourself, scoundrel, and prepare to meet your doom!” the other snarled, his weapon at the ready as he spun around to face the direction he thought my voice had come from.

      Without a word, Rhuz and I pounced from the shadows, moving with brutal speed and feline grace. I hurled myself into a tumbling leap, vaulting over the guard I was targeting and coming down out of my tumble with my arm hooked suddenly around his neck. He barely had time to gasp with surprise, let alone attempt to defend himself, before my momentum and savage grip snapped his neck like a twig. I landed with his head lolling in the crook of my elbow on his limp, broken neck, and glanced across at Rhuz, who had used the same maneuver on the other guard. We gave each other a quick nod of mutual respect for a job efficiently done, then I sent a low whistle down the tunnel, beckoning to the rest of the group.

      While they came up the tunnel, I resurrected the two dead guards as zombies. They wouldn’t be fighting alongside us—not yet, at least. They would stay here in their positions, and any other guard who walked past wouldn’t suspect for a moment that any foul play had taken place … unless he tried to talk to them, of course. Even so, I could keep part of my spirit in their bodies and observe this place through their sensory organs and growl out a wordless grunt if needed.

      “We could go this way,” Yollah said when he reached us, pointing to the left. “It’s a longer route, but it’ll take us directly to the Inner Vault.”

      “You said ‘could,’” I said. “What’s the other option?”

      “The other way takes us past the entrance to the secret dungeon cell first,” he said. “It’s shorter but might be riskier.”

      Instinct, or some sort of sixth sense, seemed to be drawing me toward this unknown prisoner.

      “We’ll take the route past the dungeon,” I said. “Take us that way.”

      Yollah gave me a nod and took off at a brisk pace. We followed along, staying close behind him and keeping our eyes and ears wide open for any sign of patrolling guards. We stuck close together; if anyone fell behind and took a wrong turn, they could end up vanishing for good.

      Soon enough, though, Yollah stopped before one of the many perfectly identical doors that lined the walls of the maze. “Through here,” he said. “But there’ll definitely be guards to deal with behind this door. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I nodded. “This instinct that’s guiding me is growing stronger and stronger; I have to discover who this prisoner is.”

      Outside this door, I felt an irresistible pull, drawing me in just as powerfully as that first pull I’d felt in the crypt I’d been robbing when I woke the spirit of Isu, right back at the beginning of this journey of mine. Whatever lay beyond this door was as much a part of my destiny as awakening Isu had been; I could feel it in my bones.

      “Ready yourselves for a fight then,” Yollah said, “because whoever this is, he’s always been heavily guarded.”

      I drew the Dragon Sword and gripped it loosely in both hands. As I exhaled, I stood on the balls of my feet, my muscles tensed.

      “Open the door,” I said.

      Yollah flung the door open, and beyond it we saw a large chamber with a number of prison cell doors lining the walls. Also, inside the chamber were a dozen elite guards.

      No words were spoken from either side; we all knew that this was a fight to the death, with no quarter asked or given.

      I charged in with the Dragon Sword, with Yumo-Rezu’s enchanted arrows streaking through the air ahead of me. The assassins’ Death-enchanted throwing stars and throwing knives flashed in the torchlight as they sped toward their targets. Friya transformed into her werewolf form and pounced on a guard, and the assassins leapfrogged off walls or dived acrobatically under sword slashes, drawing their long knives to stab through tiny chinks of the guards’ armor.

      As for me, I needed no such precision, not with the Dragon Sword in my hand. The enchanted blade could slice through almost any substance on earth. When one of the guards came at me with a roar, swinging his greatsword in a whistling arc at my chest, I simply flicked the blade of the Dragon Sword in an aggressive parry and cut his blade in half. I flipped the sword in my hand, darted forward, and slashed diagonally downward. The sword sheared through the guard’s entire torso from the top of his right shoulder all the way down to his left hipbone, cutting through armor, meat, and bone as if they were wet paper.

      I jumped over another greatsword slash aimed at my midsection, and when I came down for a landing, I brought the Dragon Sword whistling down in a downward slash, splitting the next guard’s body from the top of his cranium down to his balls. The two halves of his body peeled grotesquely apart and flopped to the floor in a gush of blood and cascading viscera and organs.

      While the assassins, Yumo-Rezu, and Friya dealt with the remaining guards, I headed straight for the cell at the very end of the chamber. The lock was enchanted with Light magic, but it was no match for my Dragon Sword, through which I channeled my own magic. I slashed the lock off the door and kicked the door open to see who the prisoner was.

      The cell beyond the door was a small, dingy space. In the darkness, a skeletal figure cowered, wheezing pitifully. His body trembled with both fear and weakness. It was clear that he was barely clinging to life. I couldn’t make out his features in the gloom, so I grabbed a torch off a nearby wall and stepped cautiously into the cell.

      When the firelit revealed the prisoner’s features, I recognized him immediately, and so great was my sense of shock and surprise that the torch fell from my hand.

      “Fuck me,” I gasped. “Holy fuck … what the fuck is this?”

      Cowering before me like some starving beggar on the street was a figure whose face was known by every citizen of Prand.

      The pathetic, emaciated prisoner at my feet was none other than the Lord of Light.

      “Help me,” he wheezed. “Please … help me.”
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      The emaciated being trembling before me looked nothing like the regal god depicted in so many paintings and statues, at least not in this state, but there was no mistaking the fact that this was him. In these artistic renditions, his skin was always yellow; not the fleshy yellow tone of Yengish people, but rather an unnaturally bright, vibrant yellow, like a sunflower or a ripe banana. Now, his flesh was bone-white. The paintings showed his eyes as pure white, without irises or pupils, and were usually illustrated as shining out beams of light, or at least glowing. Now, however, they didn’t even have a hint of a dim sparkle to them. He was always painted or sculpted as a powerful, muscular figure, the epitome of manliness and masculinity, but he was so skinny my undead rat probably could have lifted him up and carried him.

      Even though I knew it was him, I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “You are the Lord of Light, right?”

      “I am,” he wheezed, barely able to utter the words.

      It didn’t take long for my disbelief to turn to righteous wrath. “What the hell are you doing down here?” I demanded. “You’re supposed to be the most powerful god who ever lived, but I find you locked away in one of Elandriel’s secret dungeons, looking like a crazed beggar dying in some tavern back alley?”

      “Elandriel,” he coughed, struggling to raise his head to speak. “That … viper. He tricked … me. Fooled … everyone.”

      I peered closer at the Lord of Light’s body and saw scars all over him. They were all the same size and had obviously been made by the same instrument each time. It didn’t take long for me to figure out what had been going on here.

      “Fuck, Elandriel’s been slowly draining you of your blood, hasn’t he?”

      “Y-yes,” he gasped. Then his eyes rolled back in his sockets, and he flopped into a heap on the urine-soaked stone, rattling out a weak breath.

      The Lord of Light was dying in a puddle of his own filth in front of me. Part of me was happy to let it happen; so much evil had been done in this god’s name. So many people had been persecuted, driven from their homes, and died because of the Church of Light. He had also had a hand in the Purge, a holy crusade which had killed most of the other gods from this world.

      As much as he deserved death, I needed his crystalized tear to destroy the Blood Pyramid, and if he died, that artefact would lose a lot of its power—maybe so much that it would no longer be able to destroy the Blood Pyramid completely. I looked down at him, and anger still fizzed and hissed inside me, but I knew what I had to do.

      “You’re lucky I have a Blood God and his pyramid to destroy, asshole,” I muttered.

      Then I closed my eyes and rocketed my spirit across time and space to the Black Plane. I’d added many thousands of souls to the Gray Sentinel during the Battle of Brakith, and the tree was bursting at the seams with raw power.

      I walked up to the Gray Sentinel, slammed Grave Oath into the trunk, and sucked out power like a tick gorging itself on blood. When I’d drawn enough power from the souls stored in the tree, I yanked Grave Oath out and blasted my spirit back into my body. Then, with the enchanted dagger in my hand, I knelt down next to the dying god.

      “I’ll save your life, Lord of Light,” I said. “On one condition.”

      “N-name it,” he wheezed.

      “When this is all over, you make amends to every person in Prand for allowing your church to run rampant, for allowing yourself to be duped by Elandriel, and for all the persecution worshipers of other gods have suffered in your name over the centuries. And if you don’t, I’m going to shove this dagger through your eyeball and add your soul to my growing collection. Got it?”

      “I will … do this. I … swear it.”

      “You’d better be true to your word, Lord of Light,” I said, “because if you’re not, you’ll have me to deal with. You’ll wish you were back here, getting your blood sucked out by Elandriel.”

      “I swear … I will do … as you have asked.”

      “I’m holding you to that. All right, take my dagger.” I flipped Grave Oath in my hand, holding the blade and offering him the handle.

      He was so weak that he needed both hands just to hold the dagger, and even then, he could barely keep a grip on it. While he was doing his best to hold it steady, I pressed my palm onto the point of the dagger, using just enough pressure so that the tip punctured my skin.

      As soon as the enchanted blade entered my flesh, I felt its magic sucking the energy out of me. So, this was what my enemies felt like in the last few moments of their lives… I had filled myself with power from the Gray Sentinel, but even so, I was wholly unprepared for how intensely draining this process would be. I felt as if someone had just lopped off all my limbs simultaneously, and that my lifeblood was gushing out of me in gallons.

      The Lord of Light, meanwhile, was transforming before my eyes. In mere seconds, his pallid skin became vibrant in hue, and his dull eyes started to glow, and then shine, like twin portals to the sun. His skeletal figure began to swell, and his muscles, wasted away to almost nothing, exploded with new volume and strength. After a few seconds, he was completely transformed, but I could feel my own power ebbing to a dangerously low level, and a feeling of intense weakness, verging on paralysis, started to choke me in its suffocating grip.

      “That’s enough, sun boy,” I rasped, snatching the dagger out of his hands before he could suck too much of my power out of me.

      Before he could say anything or react, I closed my eyes and zipped my spirit over to the Black Plane. I staggered over to the Gray Sentinel, plunged Grave Oath into it, and refilled myself with fresh strength from the tree. After a while, I felt like a million gold coins again, so I left the Black Plane and returned to the physical present.

      The assassins and my women had finished off the guards, and were all standing outside the cell, staring in amazement at what—or, rather, who—was in it. To his credit, the Lord of Light, who was now restored to his former strength, got down on his knees to bow before me.

      “God of Death,” he said, “you have given me life, and for this gift I will forever be in your debt. You are my liege, and I bow humbly before you. What strength and powers are left in me are at your disposal.”

      “Remember the promise you made to me,” I said. “When it’s all over, you owe this entire continent one huge apology.”

      “I know this.” He shook his head sadly. “I have let all of humanity down. Along with the divine cohort. The sins I’ve committed to both mortals and immortals weigh heavily upon me. Elandriel only became so powerful because of my negligence.”

      “He smells disgusting,” Yumo-Rezu whispered to me, looking at the Lord of Light with an expression of revulsion on her face.

      “And he looks like even more of a pompous ass than I imagined he would,” Friya whispered into my other ear, regarding the Lord of Light with an expression of disgust equal in intensity to Yumo-Rezu’s.

      The assassins simply stared at him with naked contempt in their eyes. The Church of Light hated the Assassins’ Guild. The former had fought many campaigns to try to exterminate the latter.

      “We should kill this pathetic creature,” Rhuz snarled. “So many of our brethren have been tortured to death in his name.”

      “I agree.” Yollah curled his fingers tightly around the handle of his dagger. “If anyone deserves death, it’s this snake.”

      “Believe me, I’d love to slam Grave Oath into his neck and give him the justice he so sorely deserves,” I said to them, “but we need him to beat the Blood God. And just think how satisfying it’ll be to watch him get on his knees and grovel before all the people of Prand.”

      “I will kiss the feet of beggars and gutter whores, if I must,” the Lord of Light said. “I will do whatever it takes to make amends for my sins.”

      “You’ll do all of that, and more, I promise you that,” I said before I turned to address everyone else. “But that can wait; right now, we have to access the Inner Vaults and get our hands on the Dragon Heart and this asshole’s magic tear. Let’s move.”

      We left the dungeon chamber, moving with stealth and silence. Because there was ample evidence of a massacre there, I resurrected the guards who hadn’t been chopped to pieces and ordered them to barricade the door from the inside with their bodies, so nobody could get in. After that, Yollah led us deeper into the maze.

      This place was maddening in its complexity, far larger than any crypt I’d robbed. I could now see why it took new guards months to simply memorize routes through this place. I asked the Lord of Light if he knew his way around, but this section of his domain was as unfamiliar to him as it was to me. It seemed that, in his haughtiness, he never entered the subterranean depths of his spires. Without Yollah’s crisp memory of the place and all of its twists and turns, it wouldn’t have taken us very long to get hopelessly lost. We’d have been able to fight our way out, but that could have taken hours, if not days.

      Finally, after about an hour of endless twists and turns around identical looking corners, past walls and doors that were all exact replicas of each other, Yollah paused at a corner and held up a hand to stop us.

      “The entrance to the inner vaults is around this corner,” he whispered. “But it’ll be heavily guarded. From this point on, stealth is out the window. It’s going to be a fight for our lives. No matter how swiftly and viciously we attack, at least one guard will raise the alarm before we kill them all. There’s a system of bells throughout this maze, and all it’ll take is one tug on the rope to get them all ringing. And every guard knows that when those bells ring, it’s a signal that the Inner Vault has been breached.”

      “Bring ‘em on,” I said, drawing Grave Oath. “Consecrated Knights, elite guards, I’ll cut every last one of them down.”

      The Lord of Light stepped forward. “Wait, God of Death,” he said. “I may be able to get in without raising the alarm.”

      “And how do you plan on doing that?” I asked.

      “My powers are restored, thanks to you. Most of these guards have no idea I had been imprisoned in this place, and they are, I presume, still dedicated to serving and worshiping me. Remember, the treasures in the Inner Vault are all technically my property, not Elandriel’s. I should be able to simply walk in, take what I wish, and walk out, and all the while the guards will kneel before me.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then we will fight,” he said. “But please, allow me to attempt this way first.”

      “Go ahead, but I’m gonna be pissed off if you get yourself killed before you get to make that apology to the people of Prand,” I said. “If that happens, I’ll resurrect your sorry ass and make you do it as a zombie, just so you know.”

      “I understand. May I try my way?”

      “You shouldn’t trust him.” Yumo-Rezu stared at the Lord of Light with a venomous mixture of contempt and hatred in her eyes. “After the role he played in the Purge, he long ago proved that he’s nothing but a two-faced liar who cares about nothing but his own power. If you let him go, Vance, he’ll just turn around and command those guards to attack us, and he’ll fight alongside them against us.”

      “I only knew about the Purge after it happened, Dragon Goddess,” the Lord of Light said. “I admit that my negligence and self-absorbed detachment from reality was a major contributing factor to what happened, but I never ordered the deaths of any gods, I swear this to you.”

      “Liar,” she spat. “Filthy, fork-tongued liar! Most of the old gods are dead because of you and your genocidal Church of Light!”

      “It was never my intention that my followers would become so … fanatical,” he said, sighing sadly. “All I wanted was to bring light into a dark world. All of this,” he continued, sweeping his arms around him, “just … happened. And yes, I was too absorbed in studying the mysteries of the universe to know or care what was being done in my name, but I never desired this. Please, allow me to make amends for what has happened because of me.”

      I hated this glowing chump as much as Yumo-Rezu did, but, regardless of my feelings about him, he had a major role to play in my quest. Still, I considered myself a good judge of character, and I had never been betrayed by someone without first predicting their betrayal. And, for all his faults, I could discern the honesty in the Lord of Light’s words. I knew, on a deep, instinctual level, that I could trust him.

      “Go and do your thing,” I said, holding up my hand to pre-emptively silence Yumo-Rezu, who looked as if she was about to explode with unbridled fury. “But I promise you this, Lord of Light, if you betray or backstab us, your death at my hands will be more agonizing than anything Elandriel or the Blood God could subject you to.”

      “I will not betray you, God of Death.”

      He drew in a deep breath and stepped around the corner, while we waited with bated breath, with our weapons in our hands, ready to explode into action at a moment’s notice. I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen; part of me felt quite certain that the guards did know that the Lord of Light was a prisoner and an enemy, and this side of me was sure that the sounds of a fight breaking out would erupt at any second. Another part of me, though, felt that he was right, and that they would bow down before him. The next few seconds would tell me which of these theories was correct.

      A light suddenly blasted out from the corner around which the Lord of Light had just walked. It was a warm, soothing light, like bright sunlight on a clear day, and it was so dazzling that everyone but me had to turn their faces from it and shield their eyes. From around the corner, instead of shouts of anger and cries of alarm and the warning bell ringing, there came gasps of disbelief and murmurs of wonder.

      “Whatever he’s doing over there is working,” I said to the others, who were still shielding their eyes against the dazzling glow. “Hold tight, and we might be able to walk out of here with the two most valuable objects in this building without Elandriel knowing a single thing about it.”

      We heard the sound of a door being opened and excited voices chattering. The light continued to shine with brilliant intensity, and after a few minutes, it grew even brighter, so much so that even I had to turn away. Then, just as it started to grow impossibly bright, it abruptly shut off, and the Lord of Light walked around the corner … followed by the entire company of guards.

      “You lying piece of shit,” I snarled, preparing to lunge at him with the Dragon Sword. It seemed this was the one occasion where my judge of character had been false.

      “God of Death, stay your blade, please,” he said calmly. “They are under my spell; they do not know that you are there, and they cannot even see you. All they know now is my light, and with my light, I can command them to do whatever I say.”

      I cautiously lowered the sword, then took a closer look at the guards. Through the eye-slits in their full-face helms, I could see that their eyes were shining with a soft yellow glow. They reminded me of my zombies, except, of course, that the guards were still breathing, and living blood still flowed through their veins.

      Yumo-Rezu had been ready to unleash a volley of glowing blue arrows on the guards, but when she saw what they were dragging behind them, she lowered her bow, and her jaw dropped open. The guards were pulling an ornate golden carriage, and on it was an enormous glass jar the size of a cave troll. And inside the jar, suspended in embalming fluid, weas the biggest heart I’d ever seen.

      “The Dragon Heart,” Yumo-Rezu murmured, tears of joy glistening in her eyes. She almost broke down and started weeping, but she managed to restrain herself.

      Friya looked on in wonder, her eyes sparkling. I didn’t need to read minds to know what she was thinking. With this Dragon Heart, she was that much closer to fulfilling her dream of transforming into a dragon.

      In the Lord of Light’s hands was a more familiar object, for I’d seen and used one of them before: a crystalized tear, glowing gently.

      “Can’t you just cry more of those things out?” Rhuz asked scornfully. “It’s just a tear turned to crystal.”

      “I cannot,” the Lord of Light answered. “This tear is not something I wept out; it is the essence of a falling star from the heavens. I caught this one at the height of my powers. I called it my tear because of the shape the crystalized power took, but I cannot produce this kind of magic; only the stars can. And a star like this one only falls from the heavens once every thousand years … and, what is more, my powers will never reach the levels they were at again. I burned most of them out, and even with your generous assistance, God of Death, they can never be fully restored.”

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” I said. “We’ve got what we came for, and now we need to get the hell out of here and put these treasures to use. Elandriel is preparing for the final battle, I’m sure of it, but he doesn’t know that it’s going to start a lot earlier than he’d hoped for. That fool thinks I’m still flying from Brakith with the harpies and the rest of my party. The longer we can retain this element of surprise, the more of an advantage we’ll have; we’ll be able to force him into battle before he’s fully prepared.”

      “We will have to make our exit from the vaults with caution,” the Lord of Light said. “While I was able to bring these guards under my spell, it will not be the case with all the guards we encounter. Those who have abandoned their faith in me and chosen to worship the Blood God will be immune to my powers, and they will certainly raise the alarm if they see us.”

      I stroked the blade of the Dragon Sword. “Not if I separate their heads from their shoulders before they utter a single word, they won’t.”

      “We should go back through the secret tunnel into the sewers to avoid detection,” Yollah said. “If we move fast and deal with any guards we come across even faster, we should make it out without them raising the alarm or realizing that the Inner Vaults have been robbed until it’s far too late.”

      “Then we’ll go back through the sewers,” I said. “Lead the way.”

      We turned back and hurried through the maze, keeping our eyes and ears wide open for any signs of trouble. I’d done my best to memorize the way we’d come, and since I’d always had a talent for directions and finding my way, along with all the experience I’d accrued when it came to navigating my way through crypt mazes, I was able to correctly predict every one of Yollah’s twists and turns.

      “What happens to these clowns when we get into the sewers?” I asked the Lord of Light, jerking my thumb in the direction of his magic-enslaved guards. “Does your magic wear off, or do they stay like that?”

      “It will wear off after a few hours, unless I recast the spell,” he answered. “I intend to keep them by my side, though, to aid us in the fight against Elandriel and the Blood God. They are, after all, elite warriors, and could be of great assistance to us in battle.”

      “Who the hell said anything about you fighting alongside me in the battle, huh?” I asked coldly.

      “Oh I. . . I just assumed that…” the Lord of Light stammered, a crimson blush lighting up his bright yellow cheeks.

      “I’m just messing with you, Sun Boy.” I grinned at him. “Anyone who hates Elandriel and the Blood God is welcome to join us in this fight. Are you sure these holier-than-thou buffoons can be trusted, though?”

      “They are completely loyal to me, unlike those who serve Elandriel,” the Lord of Light said. “If their hearts were not pure, my spell would not have worked on them. This magic I am using on them, by the way, is willing accepted by each man. It is not only advantageous to me, the wielder of the spell; it also grants each man a considerable boost in strength and speed, making him faster than a panther and stronger than three men.”

      “Pfft,” I scoffed. “I’m sure one of my zombies could kick one of your golden boys’ asses.”

      “We can perhaps pit the powers of Death and Light against one another in a friendly contest after we have destroyed the Blood God,” the Lord of Light said. “But for now, we must focus on—”

      “What’s going on there?” a voice suddenly yelled out from behind us. “Where are you men taking those treasures? And what are those—assassins!”

      We spun around and saw a guard standing at the far end of the corridor. He had just stepped out of one of the doors we had passed. Yumo-Rezu was ready. Within a second of his shouts, she had spun around, nocked an arrow to her enchanted bow, and loosed it at the guard. The potent magic arrow smashed through his gleaming breastplate, skewering his torso, but it didn’t kill him outright.

      “Alarm!” he managed to roar, staggering backward and grasping feebly at the arrow as he bled out. “Raise the alarm! Raise the—”

      Yumo-Rezu’s next arrow transfixed his skull and silenced him immediately, but it was too late, for his cries had been heard, and shouts of alarm were echoing through the entire maze.

      “There goes the stealth plan,” I muttered. “Sun Boy, I hope those soldiers of yours are as loyal and powerful as you say they are, because we’re going to have a battle on our hands, and there are way more of them than there are of us.”

      “Every one of my men is willing to sacrifice his life for me without question,” the Lord of Light replied confidently. “And others who we come across may switch sides and join us when they see that the Lord of Light lives!”

      “Referring to yourself in the third person is really asinine, Sun Boy,” I said, trying to recall whether I had done so in the past. I probably had, but that didn’t mean I’d let the Lord of Light off the hook for it. “You’ll to work on that if you want to have any hope of endearing anyone in my party to you. For now, though, you’d best start cracking some skulls. Here they come!”

      The sound of many heavy boots resounded through the maze. Many dozens of guards were rushing our way, and they were coming from all directions and aiming to converge here so they could attack us from all sides. I grinned and spun the Dragon Sword in my right hand, while in my left I drew on the massed power of the numerous graveyards and catacombs all across Luminescent Spires.

      The first company of guards rounded the corner ahead of us, greatswords drawn and at the ready.

      “You would draw weapons against your Lord and Savior, my children?” the Lord of Light asked them calmly as they skidded to a halt and stared at him—and us—in utter confusion. He raised his right hand and aimed his palm at them. Out of it blasted a torrent of blazing golden light, which was blinding in its brightness. It was not a devastating blast of intense heat, though, like the light Elyse blasted out of her mace. Instead, it caused no harm; it simply put the guards under the Lord of Light’s spell, provided their spirits were receptive to his magic.

      The glow clung to the guards, crackling in a shimmering aura around them. Every last one of them lowered their weapons and bowed to him. When they looked up, I could see that their eyes were shining with a yellow glow.

      “We live to serve you, holy Lord,” they all said.

      “Make the motherfuckers get up off their knees and fight!” I yelled, spinning around to face our rear, for another contingent of guards had just rounded the corner there.

      The new arrivals, however, would not be falling under the Lord of Light’s spell. “He’s escaped!” the head guard roared. “Kill him, for the Master no longer needs his blood! Kill them all!”

      “Protect your Lord and his allies!” the Lord of Light commanded. The new guards, as well as the ones who he had bewitched in the Inner Vault, all rushed to his defense, arranging themselves in a defensive square around us.

      “Your puny Light magic is no match for the might of the Blood God,” the head guard growled, his voice growing deeper and more sonorous, and echoing as if there were hundreds of replicas of him filling the entirety of the maze. I peered closely at his helm and saw that his eyes were completely red, as were the eyes of all of the other guards with him.

      “This is going to be a little tougher than the guards we just dealt with,” I said grimly. “Those aren’t men we’re looking at … they’re Blood Demons.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Yumo-Rezu asked, taking aim at the head guard. “Let’s show these Blood Demons what happens to those who try to prevent the resurrection of a dragon!”

      She loosed three arrows in rapid succession, and the glowing blue projectiles streaked through the air and slammed into the breastplate of the head guard, sending jolts of Cold magic ripping through his body. He gasped and staggered back, coughing and shuddering as the Cold magic froze his body solid. Yumo-Rezu smiled as she nocked a regular broadhead arrow to her bowstring; one final shot would shatter him into broken chunks of ice.

      Red light, however, blazed from his eyes, and his coughs and gasps became a series of slow, mocking chuckles. The ice melted off him, and red steam rose from his armor.

      “You’ll have to do a little better than that,” he snarled, yanking the arrows out of his torso and snapping them contemptuously in his steel-gauntleted hands.

      “Loyal children, destroy those creatures of evil!” the Lord of Light commanded.

      “Hold up,” I said. “I’m taking this one myself. Your boys and my assassins can take the rest, but this asshole is mine.”

      For one tension-laden moment, our forces stared down the Blood Demons. Then both sides broke into a furious, headlong charge, racing at each other with weapons drawn and battle cries resounding through the white-walled maze.

      I’d faced Blood Demons before, so I knew how much punishment they could take. The question in my mind, however, was not how I could beat this Blood Demon, but rather how quickly I could pound him into nothing but mincemeat and splattered blood. I hadn’t been nearly as powerful the last time I’d faced one of these creatures, and now, filled to the brim with power drawn from the Gray Sentinel, I wanted to see what I could do.

      As I closed the distance between the Blood Demon and myself, I concentrated all of my own power and the Death power I’d drawn from all over Luminescent into my left fist, which I cocked for a killer punch. Before the Battle of Brakith, I’d pulverized a trebuchet boulder to dust with this fist, and now, with even more power at my disposal, I wanted to see how my fist would handle a Blood Demon.

      I reached him, and he took a swing at me with his greatsword, which was glowing red with Blood magic, but I slid effortlessly under the attack and countered with a vicious Death Fist uppercut. When my fist struck him, the power was unleashed. A flash of pitch-black darkness engulfed the entire passageway, driving out all light, even the glow of the Lord of Light and his troops. A tremendous shockwave rocketed through the maze, bowling everyone over and flinging them against walls or the ground. In the pitch-black darkness, I felt wetness spray across my face. When the shadows faded a few seconds later and were displaced by light, the Blood Demon I’d been fighting was gone. All that was left of him were a few twisted, half-molten lumps of steel splattered all over the surrounding floor, ceiling, and walls. A spray of red dripped off the walls and my armor. My Death Fist had hit him with such force it had vaporized him.

      Everyone on both sides had stopped what they were doing to stare at me with both awe and fear.

      “What are you waiting for?” I yelled. “Get on with it, kill these fucking Blood Demons!”

      The Lord of Light’s troops entered the fight with their greatswords blasting out torrents of superheated light. While under his spell, they were able to wield similar powers to Elyse’s. Friya transformed into her werewolf form and tackled a Blood Demon guard to the ground, roaring like the vicious beast she was as she ripped off the foul creature’s arm. Yumo-Rezu was shooting arrows at such a furious pace that I thought her fingertips might start smoking. Her Cold enchanted projectiles pierced Blood Demons’ skulls, froze their heads solid, then shattered them into shards of blue ice before their Blood magic could counteract her Cold magic.

      I raged through the demonic masses with the Dragon Sword in my right hand and my Death Fist vaporizing them with my left. With each strike of my empowered left gauntlet, the entire maze was plunged into complete darkness and knocked people over mid-fight.

      Soon enough, we’d defeated all the Blood Demons, but the fight was far from over. After I’d killed the last monstrous creature, the ground started to rumble beneath our feet, then the whole maze started to violently shake.

      “What’s going on?” Yumo-Rezu asked, alarmed. “It feels like a monstrous earthquake, the biggest I’ve ever felt!”

      This was no earthquake, though. I could feel it in my bones, my heart, and my spirit.

      “The Blood God is awakening,” I muttered. “And he knows we’re here. This is it, everyone; brace yourselves, for the greatest battle of our age is about to begin!”
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      Chunks of marble started falling from the ceiling, and huge cracks tore across the floor and walls. The shaking grew increasingly violent with each passing second, and as sturdily built as this place was, I had no doubts in my mind that it would completely collapse in a few minutes, burying us all under thousands of tons of stone and rubble.

      “How far is the main entrance from here?” I asked Yollah.

      “Twenty minutes, if we can run straight there and not have to fight any more guards,” he answered.

      “And the secret escape tunnel?”

      “Twenty-five or thirty, also best-case scenario,” he said, looking worried.

      “We’re not going to make it out in time,” Yumo-Rezu murmured, and a look I’d never before seen on her came across her beautiful face: fear.

      “Yes, we are.” I clenched my fists with determination. “This doesn’t end here, like this, with us dying crushed under stone like a bunch of cockroaches in a collapsing ruin.”

      Just as I said this, though, a huge chunk of marble, which looked like it weighed at least a ton, dropped from the ceiling above me. It was only through my catlike reflexes and a rapid dive and roll that I avoided being flattened like a pancake. We couldn’t run; this place would be reduced to rubble in minutes. I racked my brain for a solution, and when I glanced down at my wrist, on which my faithful little Tree magic crossbow was mounted, it came to me.

      What did one always see growing out of the rubble of ruined castles and temples? Trees. Their persistent roots could crack even the strongest stone over time. And what did trees need to grow big and strong? Sunlight, water, and fertile soil—with the soil usually being made that way by the rotting of dead things. There was plenty of water flowing through the sewers around us, and the Lord of Light could provide sunlight. As for me, I could draw on the energy of Death to nourish the tree’s roots. Using the power from the Gray Sentinel, I could amplify the tree’s rate of growth by ten thousandfold. It was a crazy plan, but just crazy enough that it might work.

      “Check the bodies of the Blood Demons!” I ordered. “See if any are still barely alive; they just need a few breaths left in them!”

      “We’re about to get crushed to death and you want to check the enemy dead?” Yumo-Rezu gasped. “Have you gone mad?”

      Unlike Yumo-Rezu, the Lord of Light obeyed me immediately, ordering his men to check the corpses.

      “This one’s still breathing!” one of the soldiers yelled after a few seconds, pointing to a Blood Demon who, despite having been chopped in half, still had a few ragged breaths left in him.

      There was no time to waste. I took aim with the tiny crossbow and fired an enchanted bolt into what remained of the Blood Demon’s body. Normally, the foul creature would have been able to resist the Tree magic, but in his weakened state, he could not do this. Leaves, roots, and branches exploded out of the writhing demon’s corpse, and the creature’s skin turned into bark. As the Blood Demon was forcibly transformed into a living tree, I hastily explained to the Lord of Light what I intended to do. He smiled and gave me a confident nod.

      “Close your eyes, everyone, lest ye be blinded by the purest and most concentrated sunlight ever seen in Prand!” he yelled.

      We closed our eyes, and while he started shooting intense sunlight at the little tree, I drew on the power of Death. I was already full to brimming from when I’d pulled the power into me for the fight against the Blood Demons, from all the graveyards all over Luminescent Spires. This was the first time I would be using this power for growing something rather than destroying something, but I figured it couldn’t be that different.

      While the Lord of Light blasted his pure sunlight at the sapling, I crawled over to it on the madly shaking ground, keeping my eyes closed against the blinding light. I felt around on the ground and grabbed the nearest root. As soon as my skin touched the tree, my subconscious took over. In my mind was the intention of growing the tree and of converting the Death energy to compost-like fertility. With this transfer of magical energy from myself into the growing tree, I poured my pure will, ordering the tree to grow at an impossibly rapid rate and demanding that its roots seek out water.

      As I poured my energy into the tree, the root in my hands pulsed and writhed like a live viper. The tree’s instincts knew where the shortest path to water was, and the root shot out of my hands and smashed through the ground below me, going for a direct path to the mass of water running through the sewers.

      It was happening. I could feel it. The tree was growing.

      A force like a heftily swung club smacked me upside the head, knocking me to the ground. It was a branch, shooting out of the tree in mere seconds, growing to a size that would usually take years, decades even.

      “Everyone, grab a branch and hang on tight!” I yelled. “This tree’s going to get us out of here!”

      Everyone scrambled to grab branches and boughs as the combined force of my magic and the Lord of Light’s sunlight gave the tree a supernatural boost in growing power. The entire vault building crumbled around us. Walls toppled over and ceilings collapsed while wagon-sized chunks of marble and rock came crashing down. But the mighty tree was not inactive. Instead, it exploded in size, smashing up through the collapsing ceiling and plowing through the multiple floors of the vaults. As the tree grew, it continued shooting out new boughs above us, which thickened and strengthened from finger sized shoots to branches girthier than the thickest wine barrels in mere seconds.

      It was all we could do to hold on to the tree as it surged upward, smashing effortlessly through layers of stone and marble as if they were nothing. Then, finally, it broke through the roof of the vault, and we saw open sky above us.

      “We made it!” Friya cried, dangling precariously from a lower branch. “You saved us, Vance!”

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” I said, “not by a long shot. Look at the palace and the cathedral!”

      The Grand Palace and the Great Cathedral were the only two places in Luminescent Spires that were higher in elevation than the vaults, being situated at the very top of the massive hill on which the city was constructed. The citywide earthquake was shaking these two buildings—each of which was hundreds of feet tall, and over a mile wide—like saplings in a hurricane. They were crumbling and collapsing, their towers and spires cracking in half and toppling over while their walls collapsed into rubble and billowing clouds of dust.

      The streets below us were a mess of sheer pandemonium as the citizens of Luminescent Spires, whose homes and businesses were also collapsing in the apocalyptic earthquake, ran screaming in panicked crowds, trampling each other in their haste to escape the widespread destruction.

      The horrendous citywide earthquake wasn’t the only things they were fleeing, though. The gates of the palace were wide open, and from these gates legions of Blood Demons were marching, slaughtering all in their path in an orgy of killing and bloodlust.

      “The usurper Elandriel has finally revealed his true nature to the people of Luminescent Spires.” The Lord of Light stared in horror at the mass death and destruction happening below us, all over the city.

      “And he no longer gives a fuck about anything but winning this battle,” I said, “at whatever cost to Prand and every living thing in this world.”

      “We must resurrect the dragon, right now!” Yumo-Rezu said.

      “Yes, there is no more time,” Friya added. “I’m ready, Vance, to meet my destiny and become the last dragon … the Dragon of Death!”

      The Dragon Heart, still in its gigantic jar of embalming fluid, was caught in some of the lower branches of the tree. We’d need to get the heart, Yumo-Rezu, and Friya to the dragon skeleton, which was on my ship with Percy a few miles off the coast. For this, I needed my harpies, but they were still many miles away. Even though the undead creatures were flying at full speed, it would still take them a day to get here … and we no longer had days to prepare for the upcoming battle, we had hours.

      Thinking fast, I shot my spirit into the actor’s body. He, along with the rest of my party, was being transported across Prand by the harpies. Speaking through him, I turned and yelled out to Rami-Xayon.

      “Rami-Xayon! Call up as powerful a hurricane as you can muster! You need to get to Luminescent Spires as fast as you can, because the battle has begun! Use the hurricane to propel the harpies forward!”

      “If I call up a hurricane strong enough to get us there in an hour or two, I won’t have any power left for the battle itself!” she yelled back.

      “I don’t care! You are still an enjarta. And you can use those skills in the battle. If you don’t get yourself and my harpies to Luminescent Spires in the next hour, there won’t be a battle—there’ll only be a slaughter, on the part of Elandriel and his minions!”

      “All right, I’ll do it!” she shouted back. “I’ll call up the strongest hurricane I’ve ever mustered, and I promise you I’ll get us to Luminescent Spires in an hour!”

      I yanked my spirit back into my own body. “They’ll be here in an hour, hopefully,” I said to everyone. “That still leaves us with a little problem, though…” I pointed at the palace, which was already half demolished, and more rubble and dust than structure now. From the top of it, the spiked point of a red pyramid was starting to emerge. This earthquake wouldn’t stop until the Blood Pyramid had sloughed the entire city of Luminescent Spires off of it. If we hung around here, we would get buried under a landslide of demolished buildings, uprooted trees, and collapsing earth.

      “It’s all collapsing, the entire city,” the Lord of Light said, his tone one of disbelief.

      “No shit, Sun Boy,” I said. “If we hang around here on the slopes, your bald yellow head is gonna get popped like a rotten egg by a tumbling chunk of masonry. The Blood Temple is shaking this city off its back like a dog shaking off fleas. We have to get out of the city onto the safety of the plains.”

      “It’s not going to be as simple a matter as climbing down from this tree and running for the city gates,” Rhuz said. “The whole city is falling apart, and our assassins’ pathways are being destroyed; we can no longer use the secret routes. We’ll have to make our way through the streets, navigating through the crowds of panicking people, and fighting a running battle against the army of Blood Demons that’s pouring out of the collapsing palace. And from what I can see, the number of fresh enemy troops is only increasing, and we’re already outnumbered by a factor of many hundreds to one.”

      “We’ve got three deities here,” I said, “some super-strong warriors of Light, the best assassins in the city, and a werewolf. I don’t mind those odds too much.”

      “Wait a second,” Friya said, then she cupped her hands around her mouth and let out a long, protracted wolf howl that rang out over the rumbling and crashing of the collapsing city and echoed through its streets.

      Seconds later, the howl was answered by an identical howl from a few hundred yards away, and then another, and another, until werewolf howls were ringing out all over Luminescent Spires.

      “Not just one werewolf,” Friya said, grinning. “Every werewolf in this city will come to our aid!”

      “There’s more than one werewolf in Luminescent Spires?” I asked.

      “The city has had a problem with werewolves for many years now,” the Lord of Light admitted. “All my extermination programs were for naught. They seem to thrive under my light.”

      “It’s not a problem now, if they’re all coming to fight for us!” I said, chuckling. “Let’s get out of this tree and fight our way out of the city before this whole place implodes!”

      The tree had now reached a height of over a hundred yards, and it towered above the collapsing city, an incongruous image of sturdiness and stability against the background of everything falling apart all around it. We clambered down out of the branches, with me trying to balance the massive container with the Dragon Heart on one hand. I figured it would help to have the lone harpy I’d left on my warship, just in case I needed to fly out of here fast, so I sent her a command. It would take her a few minutes to arrive in the city.

      We dropped out of the tree and landed on the rubble of the vaults below us, which had completely collapsed. Only the immensely sturdy outer walls were still standing, but the entire interior was nothing but a pile of broken stone. We picked our way through the rubble, then climbed out and used the assassins’ ropes—assassins always had ultralight but immensely strong climbing ropes on them—to rappel down the outer walls.

      Then we were in the streets, where chaos reigned. Blood Demons, wearing the armor of Resplendent Crusaders, Consecrated Knights, Palace Guards, and other elite Church of Light troops, were rampaging through the streets, slaughtering the panicking citizens en-masse. Some crusaders, knights, and guards were not, however, under the spell of Elandriel and the Blood God. These were valiantly attempting to defend the citizens, but were getting cut down by the much stronger Blood Demons, whose armor and weapons glowed with the red aura of Blood magic.

      I resurrected a few citizens who’d been killed by falling rubble and gave the container with the embalmed Dragon Heart for them to carry, so I could free myself up to fight.

      “Take out as many of the fuckers as you can!” I roared before I somersaulted over a fleeing mother and her child and cut down the Blood Demon who was pursuing them, hot on their heels. “We fight our way down that way, to the Southern Gate!”

      Two more Blood Demons, attired in the armor of Consecrated Knights, charged out of an alley with a roar, coming at me with their greatswords whistling in deadly arcs. I ducked under the first demon’s slash and sliced his body in half, hacking the Dragon Sword through his waist. Then I spun and parried my second adversary’s cut before I shattered his greatsword with my magical blade and diced him into quarters with four swift strokes. Even when his chopped-up body parts hit the ground, his severed head rolled toward me, his jaws snapping at my feet. His right arm and half of his cut-up torso dragged itself toward me, the fingers reaching for me with a voracious hunger. The other demon’s legless torso was dragging itself across the cobbles toward me, undeterred by the fact that it had lost half of its body.

      I booted the head away, sending the grisly thing sailing through the air like a ball, where it crashed through the window of a collapsing tavern. I spun around and slashed the crawling legless torso into even smaller pieces.

      All around me, the assassins, the Lord of Light’s loyal warriors, Yumo-Rezu, and Friya in her werewolf-form were engaged in a furious battle against the hordes of Blood Demons. We fought our way through the narrow cobbled street, while buildings collapsed around us and panicking people ran screaming in terror past us.

      If I was ever around for the end of the world, I imagined it would look something like this. If my forces and I lost the coming battle, this would, of course, be the actual end of the world.

      “Take courage, my children!” the Lord of Light calmly called out to the fleeing citizens as they ran around in utter panic, like chickens with their heads chopped off. “The Light shall prevail, and ye whose faith remains pure shall be protected from the scourge of evil!”

      “Why don’t you help your people out by killing some of these fucking Blood Demons instead of preaching, dumbass!” I yelled as I skewered a rabid Blood Demon on my sword.

      “A wise idea, I suppose, God of Death,” he said, and raised his hands. The sun above us seemed to grow impossibly bright. Intense beams of white-hot light started blasting down from the heavens, frying every Blood Demon they hit to a crisp, leaving behind nothing but smoking piles of ash where these foul creatures had been.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you could do that?” I yelled while exchanging a flurry of blows with three Blood Demons who were all attacking me at once.

      The Lord of Light shrugged. “You did not ask me, God of Death.”

      “Well do it some more, asshole!” I yelled. “There are too many of these things!”

      Just then, two ten-foot-tall werewolves charged out of a side alley, roaring and slavering. They pounced on two of the Blood Demons I was fighting and started tearing them to shreds, roaring and howling as they ripped the demons’ limbs off. I gave them a nod, thanking them for their assistance, then proceeded to thoroughly dismember the remaining Blood Demon in front of me.

      The Lord of Light called down more potent rays of sunshine. Yumo-Rezu continued to use her tried and tested method of rapid-firing multiple Cold arrows into a Blood Demon’s head and then shattering its frozen skull into splinters before it could counteract the magic. The assassins were fighting hard, using every weapon and dirty trick they knew on the nearly unstoppable Blood Demons. The Lord of Light’s troops, under the spell of his magic, conjured searing hot rays from their greatswords, much like Elyse shot from her mace.

      It was hard going, especially since we had to avoid causing collateral harm or accidently killing the thousands of civilians who were streaming in panic through the streets. However, after around an hour of intense fighting, we made it to the gates at the bottom of the hill. They had been left wide open and abandoned by most of the terrified guards, who had fled along with the civilians. Streams of people, tens of thousands in each stream, were flowing out of the city gates as the Blood Pyramid rose from the dying city. We forced our way through them and came to a clear spot on the plains that provided a good view of Luminescent Spires.

      It was a surreal sight. The entire hill, as well as the plains around it, were shaking violently, and buildings were tumbling off the slopes and collapsing into rubble. With every building and section of the city that collapsed, more of the red Blood Pyramid beneath the city was revealed. What was more, the top of the pyramid started to gradually open up. When it did, an intense pillar of red light blasted up into the heavens and started to turn the entire sky from blue to blood red.

      “That’s not good,” Yumo-Rezu muttered, staring in horror at the changing sky.

      “No,” I said, turning to face the western horizon. “But that is.”

      She turned, followed the direction of my gaze, and saw a magnificent sight: raging hurricane winds blowing in, carrying my army of harpies, and the rest of my party.
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      “It’s almost time,” I said. “We have to get to the ship. Rhuz and Sun Boy, you’re in charge here until we get back. Organize the assassins, werewolves, and whatever Church of Light troops are still loyal to Sun Boy here into a small army. Do your best to save as many civilians from the rampaging Blood Demons as you can. My party will be arriving soon; they’ll provide reinforcements for you.”

      “Where are you going, God of Death?” the Lord of Light asked me.

      “We’re going to resurrect a dragon,” I said with a grin. “And when you see me next, I’ll be riding it over these plains. Elandriel and the Blood God won’t know what hit them. Just keep the bastards occupied until then!”

      I grabbed the Dragon Heart from the zombies who’d carried it while escaping the city. “I’ll be needing this,” I said as I took the vessel in which it was contained.

      The lone harpy that had stayed with my ship and pirates now came flying from the sky above. It picked up me, Yumo-Rezu, and Friya in its claws.

      The harpy whisked us off in the direction of the ship, where the dragon skeleton was. We arrived there soon enough, and Percy and his pirates were waiting on the deck. Even from many miles out at sea, they could see the ominous pillar of red light.

      “Thank goodness you’re finally here, Cap’n Chauzec!” Percy said when we landed. “Looks like the bloody world’s ending, it does!”

      “It will end if we don’t get this right,” I said. “Hurry, down below deck to the dragon skeleton! Friya, I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “I’ve been ready for this my whole life.” She smiled with eager anticipation.

      I stopped for a moment, swept her up in my arms, and we shared a passionate kiss. “Since it’s the last time I’ll ever see you in your human form,” I said, grinning.

      “I’m glad we got to share that one last time,” she said, temporarily weak at the knees from the intensity of the kiss. “But no more, as amazing as it was. I have a new form to take.”

      We hurried down into the hold of the warship, where the dragon bones were.

      On the ship, the crew had started the process of resurrecting the dragon. Friya was sitting inside the assembled skeleton wearing nothing but the Cloak of Change, and she was chanting the incantation that would bring about the permanent shifting of forms, where her body and soul would blend with the dragon’s skeleton, its heart, and its soul. The latter I would bring down from the Sea of Stars, to become a living dragon. Yumo-Rezu was standing by the dragon skull, working her own magic on it, which would imbue the resurrected creature with the wild and potent essence of a dragon born of natural means.

      Focusing my mind and spirit on the skeleton before me, I gripped one of the dragon’s huge ribs in my left hand, feeling a jolt of Death energy ripping through me as I did. I let Grave Oath lie flat on the palm of my right hand. The Death dagger sought out the soul connected to this massive skeleton, spinning madly around on my palm as it searched the Sea of Stars. Grave Oath soon found it, pointing up at the exact location of the dragon’s soul.

      I launched my spirit upward, rocketing through the sky and into the stars beyond. I tore through the billions of souls drifting peacefully through the Sea of Stars, following the arrow-straight line coming from Grave Oath’s tip, until I reached the soul of the dragon. It was barely visible, a mere hint of a ghost, about to vanish forever. I grabbed it and held it tight before it could disappear.

      “Oh no you don’t,” I said. “Your time down there isn’t done just yet. You’ve got one more battle to fight before you can have your eternal peace.”

      Then, gripping the dragon’s soul tightly with my ethereal hands, I plummeted back down through the stars, tumbling through the dome of the sky and hurtling downward until I slammed back into my body. Still gripping the dragon’s soul with my spirit hands, I shoved it into the skeleton before me, melding it with the dry bones like a metallurgist blending metals.

      When I did this, both Yumo-Rezu and Friya gasped and shuddered as a jolt of intense energy tore through both of them. Now that the dragon’s soul was here, Yumo-Rezu took over, weaving the spell that would bind Friya’s soul to the dragon’s. Friya began to cry out and writhe inside the dragon skeleton, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether her cries were of agony, ecstasy, or both.

      “Are you ready for the Dragon Heart?” I asked.

      Yumo-Rezu shook her head. “The process. . . will take some more time.” It sounded like she was in the middle of an intimate moment, with her searching for a climax.

      “All right,” I said. “I guess I better make myself busy then.”

      I figured I could be participating in the battle while this ritual went on. So, I cast my soul into the actor’s body, to lead the fight now that he and the rest of my party had landed on the plains near the Lord of Light and Rhuz. Through my doppelganger’s eyes, I saw the awesome yet horrifying sight of the Blood Pyramid revealed in its entirety. It had shaken off the whole city, which lay around its base in ruins and rubble. The only thing still standing was the enchanted tree I’d “planted” there earlier, which was still clinging tenaciously to the side of the pyramid. Boiling red storm clouds were gathering, blasting veins of red lighting across the darkening sky.

      Tens of thousands of Blood Demons had formed up in an army on the plains, and the entire population of Luminescent Spires was fleeing in terror before it. Those who could not escape were not killed. Instead, they were captured. Through a horrifying Blood ritual cast by Blood Priests in red hooded robes, their souls were destroyed, and they were turned into Blood Demons themselves, swelling the ranks of the ever-growing army.

      “You returned quickly, God of Death, yet you are arriving with those who rode the hurricane!” the Lord of Light exclaimed with an astonished expression.

      “It’s me, but it’s not actually me,” I said, speaking via the actor. “It’s too complicated to explain right now, so turn your bald head back toward the enemy and keep blasting ‘em with that concentrated sunlight!”

      “As you command, God of Death.” He gave me a bow and turned back to face the Blood Army, which he started blasting with beams of light from the sun.

      “Is that … the Lord of Light?” Rollar’s jaw hung open with surprise.

      “It is,” Isu answered sourly, before I could say anything. “And for some reason the twit is fighting for us … for now. We should slit his yellow throat before he has the chance to betray us.”

      “Trust me, he’s on our side,” I said, “and he’s not going to be double-crossing us. He’s got at much at stake as any of us do, and he’ll suffer just as much as the rest of us if the Blood God wins.”

      “What are your orders for us, Vance?” Elyse asked. Although she had clearly seen the Lord of Light, the god she had formerly served with such devotion, she was acting with haughty aloofness toward him and deliberately ignoring him.

      “Yes, tell Drok who Drok kill first!” Drok added enthusiastically.

      Ji-Ko and his monks, who now all had undead minions of their own, bowed low before me.

      “This is the greatest battle our order will ever face, God of Death,” Ji-Ko said. “Each and every one of us monks is ready to die on this day, and our deaths with be glorious! Tell us what you want us to do, and we will walk the path of righteous death with joy in our hearts and honor in our staves!”

      “Advance with this small army we’ve got here,” I said. “Draw the Blood Army’s attention away from the fleeing civilians, get them to focus on you. Draw them back that way, fight a slow retreat, get the Blood Army to move toward the ocean. I know you’re outnumbered by a thousand to one, but draw them in and fight like cornered beasts.”

      “Where are you going?” Anna-Lucielle asked.

      “Aren’t you going to fight alongside us?” Rami-Xayon asked anxiously. “I used up all my power to summon the hurricane that brought us here with such speed. I can’t even conjure up a minuscule fist-sized tornado that would blow away a mosquito now. We need you with us!”

      “I’ll be fighting with you all, don’t worry,” I said. “I’m gonna be attacking from inside the Blood Pyramid.”

      “Inside it?!” Rami-Xayon gasped. “Have you gone mad, Vance?”

      “I trust that you know what you’re doing, Lord Vance,” Rollar said warily, “but please, please tell me that your undead army is nearby. If they do not emerge from the ocean in time, that Blood Army is going to crush us like insects under their terrible red boots. As strong as this group of gods and warriors is, we cannot resist the might of that army, not outnumbered by a thousand to one.”

      “Just fight a steady retreat and draw them toward the ocean,” I said. “Trust me on this. I can’t waste any more time talking; I’ll see you all on the other side!”

      With that, I directed a harpy to pluck me from the ground and fly me toward the Blood Pyramid. I had sensed a tremendous amount of death there and knew that there had to be plenty of corpses inside the pyramid: all the people who had been sacrificed in recent weeks and months to swell the power of Elandriel and the Blood God. And those corpses would take their revenge against the entities responsible for their deaths, for I would be turning them into a Death Titan.

      To cover my approach, I directed my entire force of hundreds of harpies to attack the Blood Army, diving at them as they advanced. Dozens of harpies swooped down and snatched up Blood Demons, flying them hundreds of feet up into the air before hurling them down again. I flew above the attacking harpy horde, veering in a wide arc to get around to the rear of the Blood Pyramid.

      When I came closer to the vast structure, I saw that there were a number of doors leading to the interior, and none of them were guarded. Why would they be? Nobody would be suicidal enough to try to get into this place. Nobody but me, of course.

      I landed on the side of the pyramid, near the base, and left the harpy there in case I needed to make a quick escape. Then, feeling almost as if I was in the middle of some surreal nightmare, I walked in through the open door. A stone passage led me to the interior of the Blood Pyramid, which I quickly discovered was mostly hollow. Inside was a massive chamber, the size of which made me feel like a flea in a cathedral.

      At the center of this chamber was a smaller pyramid. It was not small—it was the size of a huge cathedral—but in comparison to the much larger pyramid that contained it, it was small. The slopes of it were drenched in blood, all four sides, and on the floor around it lay mounds of corpses, thousands upon thousands of them. Two huge vats of blood stood on the floor. From the blood insie these vats, two Demogorgons had fully formed.

      Standing on top of this pyramid was Elandriel, who, I was pleased to see, was still crippled and missing the limbs I’d lopped off his body. Intense crimson light shone from his upraised hand. It seemed that he was the source of the great column of red light that was blasting up into the sky and turning it red.

      He hadn’t noticed my presence, so I cocked my wrist crossbow and took aim at him. If a single shot could end this war, I figured I may as well try. I loosed the bolt, and it zipped through the air and slammed into his neck. He gasped and staggered forward, and the flow of red light was cut off.

      “Elandriel, you sick fuck,” I said, “this ends now.” I blasted out my entire supply of bolts into him, riddling his feeble body with them.

      He fell to the ground, writhing in agony and shouting out in pain, but it didn’t take him long to shake off the Tree magic and get back onto his feet.

      “Did you honestly think those puny trinkets could stop us?” he roared, and the voice that came out of that feeble, wrinkled body was like the combined shout of ten thousand northern barbarian berserkers. “God of Nothing, welcome to hell! First, we will destroy you. Then we will destroy … everything!”

      “Not if I can help it, you piece of shit.” I raised both my arms like a puppetmaster and cast the spell that would mass-resurrect the thousands of corpses into a Death Titan.

      As Elandriel started chanting his own spell, the corpses twitched and jerked and convulsed as Death energy filled them with fresh life. Then they started piling on top of each other, like iron filings drawn to a massive lodestone, and forming a titan twice the size of the one I’d used to defeat the Warlock.

      While it was forming, I rocketed my spirit off the Black Plane and pulled out all of the energy I could from the Gray Sentinel. This titan would not only be twice as large as the one I’d defeated the Warlock with, it would be four times as strong.

      “You are too late, you ignorant little fool!” Elandriel hissed when he finished his incantations. “Behold, the terrible majesty of the Blood God taken physical form in this realm once more, after millennia!”

      All of the blood coating the sides of the inner pyramid began to run upward, first coating Elandriel’s pathetic, wrinkled body. Then, as the red light began to intensify, he grew and swelled, ballooning in size. Additional limbs began sprouting from the grotesque blood form he was becoming. Three new, horrendously ugly heads began to emerge from his torso. Every second he doubled in size. Before long this foul creature of blood would be bigger even than my Death Titan.

      Below him, the two fully formed Demogorgons stepped out of the vats of blood. They were massive red demons with powerfully muscular bodies covered in red scales, grotesque horned heads, and glowing red eyes.

      “Kill the God of Nothing!” Elandriel—who was now the Blood God incarnate—roared at the Demogorgons. “Then lay waste to all around you! Now is the dawn of the Blood Age!”

      My Death Titan was now fully formed, towering over the two Demogorgons. I jumped across the gap into my creation’s head, feeling a jolt of power as my doppelganger’s body and my spirit merged with the Titan’s form. I filled the Titan’s fists with furious power, creating Death Fists the size of wine wagons. If I could vaporize a Blood Demon with one punch from a human-sized Death Fist, I figured I could do some damage to the Demogorgons with Death Titan-sized fists.

      The two monstrosities blasted supercharged Blood Lightning at me, but I punched both veins of lightning with my Death Fists. The impact of the immense Blood power colliding with the Death power caused an explosion so enormous that it blew out one exterior wall of the Blood Pyramid. Thousands of house-sized red boulders flew hundreds of feet through the air to come crashing down on the Blood Army, squashing and popping hundreds of Blood Demons at once.

      My Death Titan stood head and shoulders above the Demogorgons, but they were almost as powerful as my titan, and there were two of them, in addition to the Blood Titan form the Blood God was taking. The best I could hope to do here was delay them long enough to get the dragon resurrected, and maybe kill one before the three destroyed my Death Titan.

      “Let’s dance, motherfuckers,” I growled, then charged the two Demogorgons with my Death Fists swinging.

      I decided it would be best to focus the entire force of my attack on just one Demogorgon, because then I could at least be sure that I’d take one out completely, rather than just injuring both of them before my Death Titan got destroyed. I charged the nearest one, ignoring the blast of red lightning the farther one rocketed into me, which blew a huge hole right through the torso of my titan, and started laying into the beast with my fists. I pummelled it with furious blows, each Death Fist punch packing enough force to level a castle. The Blood God, who was not yet fully formed, screamed out a wall-shaking bellow of fury as he witnessed the destruction I was visiting on his creation.

      Behind me, the other Demogorgon roared and pounced on my titan from behind, tearing chunks of my titan body out with its massive clawed hand. My focus, however, was on the Demogorgon in front of me. I didn’t care that I was being ripped apart by the other one. I felt my titan’s right leg being ripped off, but I carried on punching, slamming my Death Titan fists into the Demogorgon in front of me in a frenzy of destruction. The giant demon was taking such a beating that it couldn’t even fight back.

      Finally, with one mighty right cross and an explosion of force that blew out another of the pyramid’s external walls, I hit the Demogorgon with a punch so hard its head exploded in a spray of blood and shattered bone. Its lifeless— and headless—form crashed to the floor, shaking the entire pyramid. Then I turned to take on the next one, which, at that moment, tore my titan’s left arm off.

      I couldn’t beat this one, not now, not half-destroyed … but I had a creature that could beat it. I lunged for the Demogorgon’s throat, slamming the fingers of my titan’s remaining hand around it, and I gripped it tight, pulling all the Death power I possibly could into that grip. The Demogorgon writhed and roared, gripping my Death Titan arm with both of its massive, muscular red arms, trying to tear my arm either off its throat or off my body, but the force of my Death magic held it firm. Behind us, the Blood God was almost fully formed. Once that happened, my Death Titan would be history, and the only thing that could defeat him was the dragon, which was not yet resurrected.

      I had to act fast.

      Now that two of the walls of the pyramid had been blown out, I was able to get a view of the ocean two miles away. A grin came across my face at the sight that greeted my eyes. For out of the breaking waves, my Undead Army was marching. They had arrived. Tens of thousands of undead troops. Skeletons and zombies, undead barbarians on direwolves, Frost Giants and undead panthers, and tens of thousands more, were emerging from the waves.
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      “Now, motherfucker, you die too,” I snarled at the final Demogorgon.

      Then, pulling every ounce of Death power I could grab from all over Prand into my Titan, I concentrated the entirety of this power into my arm and hurled the huge Demogorgon toward the ocean. The massive red demon, bigger than any cathedral, hurtled through the air in an arc that temporarily blotted out the sun. Behind me, the Blood God assumed his final form and blasted torrents of red lightning out of his dozens of hands, blowing my Death Titan to smithereens and sending my body—the actor’s body—flying hundreds of feet up into the air.

      A harpy swooped down and caught the actor’s body in mid-air. Through his eyes, I watched as the Demogorgon plummeted toward the ocean. And then, as the massive red body was about to hit the water, hundreds of huge kraken tentacles broke the surface to catch the demon. My undead kraken grabbed the falling Demogorgon and hauled it under the waves, ripping it to shreds.

      On land, the entire Blood Pyramid exploded as the Blood God stepped out of it and began laying waste to everything around it. He was a grotesque, towering titan made entirely of flowing blood, with multiple heads and limbs,

      “We are ready,” Yumo-Rezu’s voice entered my mind. She was speaking to my actual body, where it was located on my warship, and I could hear her voice like a distant call.

      I hauled my spirit out of the actor’s body; it was time to resurrect the dragon. The final phase of the battle had begun.

      In the ship’s hold, Yumo-Rezu had finished the ritual, and the Dragon Heart was in place. All that was needed was for me to resurrect the dragon.

      “I’m ready,” Friya said. They had broken the huge jar, and she was waiting with her hands on the Dragon Heart.

      “Let’s do this,” I said.

      As it always was when resurrecting a dead thing, I needed a portion of my own life-force to start the process. The chunk of life-force needed to resurrect a dragon, though, was bigger than any I’d ever had to use, even with Friya’s strong life force already being present. It felt as if I was ripping my own heart in half and losing half of my strength, vitality, and power instantaneously, but it had to be done.

      I injected the massive chunk of life-force into the dragon’s heart and fused this new energy with the two waiting souls—the dragon’s and Friya’s.

      Friya let out a terrible howl, and it looked as if the Dragon Heart was absorbing her, like a giant slug devouring her. Then, however, something incredible happened: organs started to form inside the torso, flesh started growing on the dragon’s bones, and scales grew over the flesh. All of this happened in mere seconds, and soon there was a living, breathing dragon filling up the entirety of the ship’s hold.

      “A black dragon,” Yumo-Rezu murmured, struck with awe and wonder. “A Death dragon!”

      The creature looked more magnificent than I ever could have imagined. Its scales were jet black, shinier than polished onyx, and each shimmered with an iridescent glow. The dragon was immensely muscular, with a powerful neck and a long tail the same length as the rest of its body. Its reptilian head was covered in thorny spikes and horns, and its batlike wings, for the moment furled up against its body, looked like they would each be twice the length of its torso when unfurled. The mighty beast opened its mouth, revealing rows of enormous teeth of a size and sharpness that rivalled the wyrm’s. Most striking about the dragon, though, were its eyes, which were like those of a snake, yet glowing with swirling veins of bright colors.

      And in those eyes, I saw Friya. She was the dragon now, and she was proud and joyful … and ready to kick some ass.

      On my hands, the Dragon Gauntlets began to glow, and tiny arcs of lightning crackled between their fingertips. I felt, through the gloves, a bond being created between my soul and the dragon’s.

      “We are one,” Friya’s voice spoke inside my mind. Another voice, though was also speaking, echoing her every word, a voice that was deep and ancient. “The dragon and I … I am the dragon, and the dragon is me. And I have never felt stronger or more magnificent. Come, God of Death, and Goddess of Dragons … we have an enemy to destroy.”

      “Percy!” I yelled out. “Get your men off this ship into lifeboats! Once this dragon unfurls her wings, it’ll rip this ship in half!”

      “Aye aye, Cap’n Chauzec!” he yelled back. “We’ll abandon ship and see you on the beaches. My boys and I will land our lifeboats and charge those Blood Demon bastards alongside your undead troops!”

      “Good luck, Percy! I’ll see you on the other side!”

      “Come, Vance,” Yumo-Rezu said, filled with awe. “We have an ancient god to destroy.”

      She climbed onto the dragon’s shoulders, and I followed her, sitting in front of her. With the bond that had been forged with the dragon’s soul, via the Dragon Gauntlets, I could control the dragon in much the same way as I did my undead creatures, although the dragon, unlike my minions, retained much of a will of her own, and could refuse to obey my unspoken commands if she wanted. With Friya’s soul in there, though, I was sure that the gargantuan beast would cooperate.

      The dragon unfurled her mighty wings, and since her huge body already took up the entirety of the ship’s hold, this action split the whole ship wide open, as I’d predicted. The beast beat her wings, and we rose up out of the sinking wreckage, while Percy and his pirates cheered us on from their lifeboats.

      I’d experienced flight many times before with my harpies, but this was on another level. The speed and power of the dragon made the harpies seem like clumsy flying beetles bumbling hopelessly around. In mere seconds, we were among the clouds, looking down on the battle below from such a height that it was as if the opposing forces were two different armies of ants from rival anthills.

      The Blood God was stomping across the battlefield, using his multiple arms to blast out dozens of thick torrents of red lightning. Each of his magical attacks tore up a town-sized crater in the earth and blew thousands of my undead troops away simultaneously. The Lord of Light and everyone in my party was hitting him hard with all of their powers, but even the Lord of Light’s intense sun rays were barely doing anything more than scorching him.

      My Jotunn smashed Blood Demons left, right, and center. My other undead troops swarmed across the plains and crashed into the ranks of the Blood Army. The demons were immensely hard to kill, though, and my skeletons and zombies were being ripped apart by the Blood Demons.

      “Let’s give the fuckers a taste of dragon fire, shall we?” I directed the dragon into a downward swoop, to make a low pass over the Blood Army.

      We hurtled downward, tearing toward the ground at an impossible speed, yet flying with as much precision and control as an eagle. The ground rushed up to meet us, and for a heart-stopping second, it seemed as if we would crash into it. At the last second, the dragon pulled up, to make a low pass over the Blood Army. The speed and momentum of the mighty beast was so great that it hit the Blood Army like a hurricane wind, bowling troops over as we swooped a mere few yards above their heads.

      Then I commanded the dragon to unleash her fire, and a gushing river of pitch-black flame blasted out of her jaws. The heat of the black flames tore a passage of total destruction through the Blood Army, not only incinerating every Blood Demon in its path, but burning a furrow in the ground dozens of yards deep.

      In a few seconds, we’d swooped over the whole army and burned thousands of Blood Demons to a crisp …

      And now we had the Blood God’s attention.

      He roared in fury and hatred and shot out multiple veins of red lighting at us. I controlled the dragon as if it were me flying through the air. I tumbled and dived and ducked and rolled with the kind of fluid grace that would put even the most majestic eagle to shame. We dodged every one of the lightning bolts, then I pulled the dragon up into a soaring loop in the air.

      “All right, fuckstick,” I said. “Now it’s my turn.”

      “Destroy him, Vance!” Yumo-Rezu cried out behind me, her arms wrapped around my waist.

      I commanded the dragon to dive at full speed at the Blood God. We dodged another series of lightning blasts as we hurtled toward him faster than an arrow loosed from a war bow. The dragon breathed out a river of black fire, and the flames shot through the air at an impossible speed, taking the Blood God in his chest. Then, as we raced closer, they seared up his body and took one, then two of his heads off. Where the flames hit, they blasted straight through his body, incinerating a passage clean through it. When we swooped upward just in front of him, his gigantic torso had been ripped in two.

      He still had a few heads left, though, and many arms. While he was badly injured, he fought on. Red lighting came at us, and we ducked and dived and swooped around it at a blur. Some bolts came so close that they singed my armor and scorched the dragon’s scales.

      I climbed higher and higher into the sky, racing upward, feeling exhilarated and alive with the potency of riding the last living dragon. We came so high above the earth that the clouds below us were barely visible. It felt almost as if I’d physically reached the Sea of Stars.

      The red sky darkened, then we were above it, and we truly were floating among the stars. I could see below us that Prand and Yeng were two green blobs on a huge blue ball. It was magnificent, and I could have stayed up here forever, except for the fact that there was no longer any air and we could not breathe.

      It was time for the final blow, the strike that would end this battle and smash the Blood God into oblivion.

      “Hang on tight,” I said to Yumo-Rezu.

      And then, we dived.

      We hurtled earthward with such speed that flames started spontaneously burning around the dragon’s head, limbs, and wings. I had to call up a Death shield around us to avoid being burned to a crisp by our speed. We were like a falling star, plummeting from the heavens. We blasted through the clouds, and I saw the ground rushing toward us. Below us, my party were making their last stand, their backs pressed against the incoming ocean waves on the beach as Blood Demons surrounded them. When they spotted me and Yumo-Rezu atop the dragon, they all cheered.

      We sped toward the Blood God with single-minded intent, rushing across the battlefield in a blur of speed and power. Black flame poured from the dragon’s mouth, and I charged my entire body with every ounce of Death magic I could muster as collision loomed.

      Then, with fire blasting from the dragon’s mouth, we smashed into the town-sized monstrosity.

      There was an immense explosion, an eruption of unimaginable force, like hundreds of volcanoes all blowing their tops at once. A shockwave rocketed across the battlefield, hurling everyone to the ground—even the huge Jotunn—with its force.

      For a moment, the entire world was plunged into complete blackness, but when I angled the dragon up into the sky after smashing directly into the Blood God, light returned. I glanced over my shoulder, with the wind howling against me, and saw a huge cloud of blood drizzling down over the battlefield.

      The sky was no longer red. Every Blood Demon had fallen to the ground and was writhing in agony, red steam rising from their bodies. In the ocean, my kraken hurled the Demogorgon’s severed head out of the waves, and it landed in the midst of the writhing Blood Demons with a heavy thud, crushing a few dozen of them.

      There was only one thing left to do now.

      I turned the dragon around and swooped down low over my party.

      “Your crystalline tear!” I yelled to the Lord of Light as we approached.

      He flung it up, and I caught it as we swooped over them. I looped the dragon gracefully in the air, then flew over the remains of the Blood Pyramid. In its core, a single tiny goblet of blood, forged of some magical scarlet metal, still glowed with power—the last remaining essence of the Blood God.

      “Suck on this!” I yelled. As we flew over it, I dropped the tear into the goblet of blood.

      Another shockwave blasted across the land, and then the goblet crumpled up. A vortex formed in the center of the ruins of the Blood Pyramid, sucking everything into it. I heard a thousand screams of horrific agony echoing from the swirling vortex, and Elandriel’s was loudest of all. All of the Blood Demons’ bodies were sucked off the battlefield, and they too disappeared screaming into the void.

      Finally, the portal to whatever hell the Blood Demon and his followers had been sucked into closed.

      Nothing remained of the Blood God, his pyramid, or his demons but empty, harmless ruins.

      I had defeated Elandriel and the Blood God and destroyed their legacy forever.

      It was all finally over.

      And now I had a reward to claim. So, before I landed the dragon and celebrated our victory with my party and the surviving civilians of Luminescent Spires, I sent my spirit to the Black Plane. My body pulsed with anticipation as I stared up at the Gray Sentinel.

      “My crown,” I whispered as I gazed at the object I would now claim.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I climbed the Gray Sentinel and plucked the glowing bone crown from the very top of the tree.

      I placed it on my head, Immediately, I was filled with unlimited power, knowledge, and wisdom.

      This was it.

      I, Vance Chauzec, was now ruler of all the gods.
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      A year had passed since the day I’d destroyed the Blood God, and Yumo-Rezu had come to visit me in my palace at Brakith, which was now the capital city of all of Prand, since nothing remained of Luminescent Spires but rubble. After the Battle of the Blood Pyramid, Yumo-Rezu had departed on a year-long solo trip, wishing to see the rest of the world, and now her travels were over.

      “It’s wonderful to see you again, God of Gods,” she said, addressing me by my official title and bowing before me in my great hall.

      I sat on my Bone Throne, which was constructed from the skull of one of the Demogorgons,and inlaid with intricate gold artwork.

      “Stand, Yumo-Rezu,” I said. “I may be ruler of the gods now, but you don’t need to bow down before me.”

      A lustful glint sparkled in her beautiful almond eyes. “There are other ways in which I’d like to worship you, Vance, ways I’m sure you won’t have any objection to.”

      I chuckled. “You can do all the worshiping you want when we’re alone,” I said with a wink.

      “I can’t wait. But first, why don’t you take me around your city? This is the only place in Prand I have not yet visited, and what better way to end my worldwide travels than here?”

      “I’d love to show you around. Come on, let’s take a stroll.”

      As I stood up from the throne, the huge wooden doors at the end of the hall swung open and Rollar walked in. He was dressed in his majestic battle armor. He strode down the long gray carpet that led to the throne and bowed before me and Yumo-Rezu.

      “Dragon Goddess, and God of Gods, I salute you both,” he said.

      “How did the army fare against the cultists in the south?” I asked him.

      “We wiped them out with ease,” said Rollar, who was now commander of my army. “I came to report that our campaign against them was a complete success.”

      “Excellent,” I said.

      “Where’s the other Northern barbarian, the smelly one?” Yumo-Rezu asked.

      “Drok,” I said, smiling. “He rules the barbarian tribes as my vassal in the North. He’s back with his wife and built a longhouse of bones as his seat of power there. I went to visit in the summer; it’s really great up there in summertime when there’s endless daylight and no night. But man, even a god’s liver can take a beating with the amount those barbarians drink. When I came back, I had to take a vacation to recover from my vacation!”

      We all laughed.

      “So, where did you go for your recovery holiday?” Yumo-Rezu asked.

      “I traveled across the ocean to Yeng to see Ji-Ko and his monks at the Monastery of Necrosis. Ji-Ko established it there with the permission of the Emperor, who’s still very grateful for everything we did for him.”

      “And how are the Blind Monks?” she asked.

      “They’re doing well, although the term ‘blind’ isn’t perhaps the most technically correct way to describe them. Each of them has an undead skeleton permanently by his side, whose eyes he uses to ‘see’. Ji-Ko and Rhuz teamed up, and they train warrior monks at the Monastery of Necrosis.”

      “Did you see my sister when you were in Yeng?” Yumo-Rezu asked, and a flash of jealousy flickered across her eyes. Although all of my women knew they had to share me, Yumo-Rezu, with her fiery temperament, was the one most often afflicted with jealousy. To her credit, though, she did her best to suppress it.

      “Of course,” I answered. “Wind worship has made a huge return in your native land, and she’s gained a great deal of power as a goddess, all of which she uses wisely, of course. Her increased powers means she frequently comes to visit.”

      “I bet she does,” Yumo-Rezu said, with the smallest hint of snark.

      I chose to ignore it. “And the new Wind temple Rami-Xayon built is one of the most impressive pieces of architecture I’ve ever seen. I heard that even the Emperor is jealous. I think the only thing that outshines it is the Cathedral of Necrosis here in Brakith.”

      “Ooh, yes, yes, I’ve heard all about it! Can we go see it now?” she asked.

      “Rollar, please excuse us,” I said. “You can give me the details of your campaign later.”  

      We walked out of the hall and headed for the exit of the palace. When we turned a corner, we almost bumped into Elyse, who was hurrying along the marble-floored hallways with a pile of dusty tomes in her arms. She was with child, so she had some trouble balancing all the books.

      “Sorry, Vance!” Elyse said, and the smile of delight that lit up her face whenever she saw me sparkled in her gorgeous eyes and on her luscious lips. “I was so excited about cracking these books open that I wasn’t even looking where I was going! Ah, Yumo-Rezu, it’s lovely to see you! You’ll have to tell me all about your travels later, but right now I need to get these books to the Great Library.”

      “A child?” Yumo-Rezu’s mouth dropped. I thought she was about to ask why I had chosen Elyse to bear my first offspring, but then she suddenly broke into a grin. “Congratulations!” She kissed both Elyse and I, and I could have sworn she slipped in a little tongue. I guessed an evening romp with the two women wouldn’t be out of the question, then.

      “Thank you,” Elyse said after Yumo-Rezu had finished embracing her. “I can’t really believe it. But the child should come in only a month. I think it’ll be quite strong, with such a powerful father.”

      “You bet it will,” I said.

      “I wish I could stay,” Elyse said, “but I really must be off to the library.”

      “We’ll all have dinner together later,” I said to her. “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”

      Elyse smile before she hurried off.

      “What’s this Great Library Elyse was talking about?” Yumo-Rezu asked. “And does she live here with you in Brakith?”

      “She does, yes.”

      “I thought you would have made her Seraphim of the New Church of Light,” Yumo-Rezu said.  

      I shrugged. “I offered, and she had no interest in it. She worships an old goddess now, a dead one that she hopes I’ll eventually be able to resurrect: the Goddess of Knowledge. Elyse has never forgiven the Church of Light for what they did to her. Instead, she’s dedicated herself to the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. She established the Great Library here in Brakith, and her quest is to gather all the greatest books and scrolls in the world into one place: here. And can you blame her for not having any interest in the New Church of Light? Most people in Prand want nothing to do with it after everything that happened. The Lord of Light is lucky if he has a hundred worshipers across the entire world now, and the New Church of Light consists of a single little chapel near the ruins of what used to be Luminescent Spires. That bald-headed buffoon doesn’t seem to care though. Even after suffering the humiliation of having to publicly apologize and prostrate himself before every single person in Prand, he still wears a smile on his yellow face. His indefatigable optimism is annoying as all hell, and I avoid him as much as I can.”

      “He does acknowledge you as God of Gods, though, yes?” she asked.

      “He does, and he knows I’ll kick his sunny ass if he steps out of line. I don’t care what he does, really, as long as he doesn’t bother anyone.”

      We continued walking, exiting the palace and entering the market square.

      “What happened to Percy and his pirates?” Yumo-Rezu asked.

      “They’re still sailing the high seas, in brand new warships,” I answered. “And they’re not pirates anymore; they’re the Navy of Necrosis. Together with my kraken, they keep the peace out on the ocean.”

      “Ah, that’s good to hear. I’m sure they’re … oh, wow,” she gasped as we turned the corner and saw the Cathedral of Necrosis before us.

      The Cathedral was one of the biggest buildings not only in Brakith, but in all of Prand. It was bright white, for it was constructed entirely of the bones of my enemies. Everything in the cathedral was made of bone, and the biggest pillars and support beams, as well as the magnificent central altar, were made of the massive bones of the Demogorgons we’d killed. Everything leather in the cathedral was made of the Demogorgons’ red demon hide. Fang was sitting outside the entrance to the cathedral; it was one of his favorite places in Brakith. Whenever I wasn’t riding him to this place or that one, he enjoyed sitting here and relaxing. He liked chewing on the bones of which the cathedral was constructed, which the architects complained about all the time. I let him keep doing it, though, for he was my loyal steed.

      “It’s amazing,” Yumo-Rezu murmured. “And Isu is the High Priestess, is she not?”

      “She is. After the Battle of the Blood Pyramid, I offered her the chance to become a deity again, but she didn’t want it; her days as a goddess were done, she told me, and she didn’t want them back. No, she’s very happy as High Priestess of the Temple of Necrosis. She especially enjoys the executions.”

      “Executions?”

      “Convicted criminals from all over Prand are sent here,” I explained. “The worst of them: murderers, rapists, those sorts. Isu dispatches them on the altar with Grave Oath, so that I get their souls. Then their bodies are sent to Layna, so that the Arachne can continue their tradition of, well, eating human beings, without killing anyone innocent.”

      “I see. And how does the Webmaven fare?”

      “She comes and visits quite often,” I said. “She and the Arachne are building a spiderweb thread that’s going to reach all the way from Aith to here, so that she can communicate with me instantly. She’s been teaching me how to read the vibrations on spiderwebs. It’s interesting stuff. I reckon if we constructed those webs all across the continent, and taught people how to use them, we could have a pretty advanced system of communication…”

      “It’s an interesting idea indeed.”

      We walked around the Cathedral for a while before we headed for the exit. On the way out, however, a scrawny, round-shouldered man with his head buried in a book veered around one of the corners and crashed into Yumo-Rezu. She remained standing, barely having taken much of a knock with her sharp enjarta reflexes and superb balance, but he fell flat on his back, sprawling on the gleaming black marble floor.

      “One of your priests?” Yumo-Rezu said sourly, staring with distaste at the man, who was dressed in the gray robes of a priest of the Temple of Necrosis.

      “Whoa, uh, sorry!” he said, rubbing his head and staring up at Yumo-Rezu with a look of awe on his face. He beamed a goofy, gap-toothed grin at her. “Hey, you totally look like the Wind Goddess!”

      “That’s because she’s my sister, you ignorant buffoon!” Yumo-Rezu snapped.

      I helped him to his feet. “Cranton, this is Yumo-Rezu, the Dragon Goddess,” I said. “Yumo-Rezu, this is Cranton, the First Priest of the Church of Necrosis … and who’s supposed to be fifty miles away from here right now, on his way to consecrate the newest Temple of Necrosis in the town of Krebu. Cranton, what are you still doing in Brakith?”

      “Dragon Goddess, whoa, that’s incredible.” Cranton grinned before hastily and awkwardly bowing before her. Then he turned to me with a guilty look on his face. “Vance, man, I’m real sorry that I’m late, but, uh, Grast has one hell of a hangover from all the Yorish brandy he had last night, and he’s only getting his wagon ready now. I told him last night in the tavern, man, I said, ‘Grast, man, stop drinking now, Vance is gonna be pissed if you don’t drive that wagon outta here on time tomorrow morning.’ But you know Grast. You know what he’s like with the grog, man. He carried on anyway even though he promised he’d be okay to drive in the morning. I told him, and he just—”

      “All right, all right,” I said to him. “I’ll have another word with Grast about his drinking, especially on nights before he’s supposed to be taking my priests across Prand. You just … go get ready to leave.”

      “All right, man, I’m on it!” He bowed to us again, a huge grin pasted across his face, before he scurried off.

      “That foolish little weasel was the first priest you chose for the Temple of Necrosis?” Yumo-Rezu asked, one eyebrow raised with disbelief.

      “He’s a scatterbrain, and was a herb fiend for a while, but his heart is in the right place. Besides, he’s always served me faithfully. It’s a long story; I’ll tell it to you sometime.”  

      After we left the cathedral, I showed the Dragon Goddess around the rest of Brakith.

      “Is that a Charm temple I see over there?” Yumo-Rezu pointed at an elegant pink temple.

      “It is, yes. Anna-Lucielle built it soon after the Battle of the Blood Pyramid. There used to be a really sketchy tavern there, but it was destroyed by trebuchet and catapult fire in the Siege of Brakith. Anna-Lucielle built her temple from the ruins. Beautiful women from all over the world come to get the blessings of the Charm Goddess. It’s quite a sight to watch them all sashaying around this area, but I do miss the pints of ale they used to serve at that place. Strongest ale in all of Brakith, it used to be. Still, I’m not going to complain about the fact that it’s now a point of pilgrimage for the most beautiful women in the world, am I?”

      We both laughed.

      “Now, for the most important question,” Yumo-Rezu said, with a serious expression coming over her face.  

      “I’m pretty sure I know what you’re gonna ask,” I said.

      “Where’s the dragon?”

      “She’s established a lair in the mountains,” I said. “It’s a few days’ hike from here … but I only need an hour to get there. Friya’s spirit, by the way, is very much alive and well. Her soul visits me in my dreams almost every other night. She’s very happy in her dragon form, though.”

      “You said it only takes an hour to get there,” Yumo-Rezu said. “How?”

      I snapped my fingers, and Talon and another harpy flew down from the battlements. “That’s how,” I said. “You want to fly over there and pay the dragon a visit?”

      “I’m the Dragon Goddess, and I haven’t seen a dragon in almost a year! What do you think?” she exclaimed, giddy with excitement.

      Talon and the other harpy picked Yumo-Rezu and I up and took off, flying toward the distant mountains where the dragon’s lair was situated.

      There would be more wars, conquest, and campaigns, and rebellions, of course, like the one Rollar and my army had just put down. And to tell the truth, I was looking forward to more battles and fighting. I couldn’t be content just sitting on my ass and practicing combat on the training grounds.

      And there were more half-dead gods and goddesses I wanted to find and resurrect. As the ruler of the gods, I felt it was my duty if their spirits still survived in the Sea of Stars. But for now, a period of relative peace was enjoyable, and, for everyone who’d fought alongside me, well-deserved. We would enjoy it while it lasted.

      There was, of course, another matter on my mind. I was considering finally settling down. I had a child on the way with Elyse, and I imagined the other women would be only too happy to bear my children. What would happen when my firstborn entered this world? Would he be a god or a human, or something in between?

      The next month could hardly come fast enough.

      Until then, however, I would enjoy this relative peace. And I knew the perfect way to do that.

      Now that Yumo-Rezu had returned, would an orgy with all my women be out of the question?

       

       THE END

      
        
        Did you enjoy the story? Please leave a review on Amazon.

      

      

      
        
        Sign up to my newsletter or join my Facebook group to be notified when War Mage Academy #2 releases on Amazon!

      

      

    

  







            Want more stories?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join my email newsletter to receive a free ebook of the epic fantasy novel, Dragon Atlas.
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        Like audiobooks? Sign up to my newsletter for a free audiobook of Immortal Swordslinger #1.
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Facebook Fan Group

      You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page.

      

  




Follow me on Amazon

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

  




Immortal Swordslinger

      Have you read my martial arts fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon.

      

  




Bone Lord

      Do you like characters with a darker shade of magic? Bone Lord is my necromancer adult fantasy. Check it out on Amazon.

      

      I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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        * * *

      

      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.

      

      You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com
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